
The Dilemma of Islamic Modernism in Postcolonial 

Societies With Reference to Fundamentalism and 

Cosmopolitan Liberalism 

 

 

 

 

Researcher: 

Muhammad Rasheed Arshad 

Supervisor: 

Prof. Dr. Abdul Wahab Suri 

 

 

 

 

Department of Philosophy 

UNIVERSITY Of KARACHI 

2019 



 

 

BOARD OF ADVANCEDSTUDIES & RESEARCH 

University of Karachi 

 

CERTIFICATE 

 

I have gone through the thesis titled “The Dilemma of Islamic Modernism in Postcolonial 

Societies With Reference to Fundamentalism and Cosmopolitan Liberalism”. 

Submitted by Mr. Muhammad Rasheed Arshad for the award of Ph.D degree and certify 

that to the best of my knowledge it contains no plagiarized material. 

 

 

 

Signature and Seal of Supervisor 

 

 

Name: Dr. Abdul Wahab Suri 

Department: Philosophy 

Email: wahabsuri@gmail.com 

Mobile No: 03343102538 

Date: 31-5-2019 

mailto:wahabsuri@gmail.com


 

 

BOARD OF ADVANCEDSTUDIES & RESEARCH 

University of Karachi 

 

DECLARATION 

 

I Muhammad Rasheed Arshad s/o Iqtedar Ahmad, hereby declare that no part of the work 

presented by me has been plagiarized from anywhere. Proper references are cited wherever 

necessary. 

I understand that the university reserves the right to cancel the degree if any of the above 

declaration is proved false before or even after the award of degree. 

 

 

 

Signature of the candidate:                               

    Name of the candidate: Muhammad Rasheed Arshad 

Title of the Thesis: The Dilemma of Islamic Modernism in 

Postcolonial Societies With reference to Fundamentalism and 

Cosmopolitan Liberalism 

Degree: Ph.D 

Department/Subject: Philosophy 

Date: 31-5-2019 



i | P a g e  
 

CONTENTS 

 

Dedication          v 

Acknowledgments         vi 

Abstract          1 

 2           صیخلت

Introduction          3 

Chapter No. 1 

Islamic Modernism 

1.1 Islamic Modernism        11 

1.2 Historical Perspective        14 

1.2.1 The Decline of Muslim Civilization     18 

1.2.2 Muslims’ Responses of to Western Imperialism   19   

1.2.3 The Superiority of West: A condition of Collective  

Sub-consciousness       20  

1.3 Three Phases of Islamic Modernism      20  

  1.3.1 First Phase of Islamic Modernism    21 

   1.3.1.1  Muhammad Abduhu: The Reformist  22 

    1.3.1.1.1 Abduhu’s Contributions to  

Modernity    23 

    1.3.1.1.2 Social and Political Reform  24 

1.3.1.1.3 Reform on the Sharia’s Courts,  

al-Azhar and Tajdid Agenda  25 

   1.3.1.2  Sayyid Ahmed Khan    25 



ii | P a g e  
 

1.3.1.2.1 Religious Ideas of Sir Sayyid  29 

1.3.1.2.2 Sir Sayyid on Religion and Science 

Compatibility    31 

  1.3.2  The Second Phase of Islamic Modernism  33 

   1.3.2.1  Muhammad Rashid Rida   34 

   1.3.2.2  Muhammad Iqbal    36 

1.3.2.2.1 Iqbal’s View on Modernity  39 

  1.3.3  The Third Phase of Islamic Modernism  48 

1.3.3.1 Fazlur Rahman    49 

1.3.3.1.1 Fazlur Rahman’s Philosophy  

and Methodology   50 

    1.3.3.1.2 Fazlur Rahman’s views on  

Revelation.    51 

1.3.3.1.3 Other Dimension of  

Fazlur Rahman’s Philosophy  53 

1.3.3.2  Muhammad Rafiuddin   55 

1.3.3.2.1 Rafiuddin’s Views on Evolution 56 

References          59 

Chapter No.2 

Modernity and its Genealogy        67 

2.1 Introduction: Making of the Modern Worldview    67 

2.2 Describing Modernity        71 

2.3 Genealogy of Modernity       74 

 2.3.1 Renaissance        75 

 2.3.2 Reformation        78 



iii | P a g e  
 

 2.3.3 Scientific Revolution       80 

 2.3.4 Enlightenment        82 

 2.3.5 Philosophical Revolution: From Enlightenment to Modernity 85  

2.4 Phases of Modernity        94 

2.4.1 Polycentric Modernity      99 

References          100 

Chapter 3 

Fundamentalism         103 

3.1 Origin of Fundamentalism       104 

3.2 Secularization Thesis        107 

3.3 The Resurgence of Fundamentalism      108 

 3.3.1 Reasons for Resurgence      109 

 3.3.2 Resurgence in America      112 

 3.3.3 Global Resurgence        113 

3.4 Defining Fundamentalism       114 

 3.4.1 Perspectives in Defining Fundamentalism    116 

 3.4.2 Family Resemblances       118 

 3.4.3 Defenders of God       119 

 3.4.4 The Fundamentalism Project      123 

3.5 Islamic Fundamentalism       126 

 3.5.1 Islamic Traditionalists vs Fundamentalists    128 

 3.5.2 Modernist Influences on Fundamentalism    129  

3.6 The Growth of Fundamentalism      131 

3.7 Case Studies in Islamic Fundamentalism     134 

3.7.1 Abul A'la Maududi       134 

3.7.2 Syed Qutb        137 

3.8 The Militant Fundamentalists       139 

3.9 Anticipating the Future       147 

3.10 Shrinking Island: The Post-Modern Assault on Modernism   148 

References          154 



iv | P a g e  
 

Chapter 4  

Cosmopolitan Liberalism        163 

4.1 Cosmopolitan Liberalism       164 

4.2 Criticism on Cosmopolitan Liberalism     165 

4.3 Religion’s Place in Liberalism      167 

4.4 Efforts of Liberalization of Islam      169 

4.5 History of Liberalization of Islam      172 

4.5.1 The Ottoman Era       172 

4.5.2 Other Sultanates       173 

4.5.3 The Post-Colonial Period      173 

4.6 Cosmopolitan Liberalism as a Response to the  

Rise of Fundamentalism       175 

4.6.1 The Case of Pakistan       175 

4.7 Contemporary Islamic Liberalism      180 

 4.7.1 Causes of the Rise of Islamic Liberalism    182 

4.7.2 Two Different Trends       185 

4.8 Liberal Shariah        186 

4.9 Opposition of Islamic Liberalism      188 

4.10 Silent Shariah         191 

4.11 Contextualization and Interpretation of Shariah    193 

4.12 Freedom of Ijtihad        195 

4.13 Future of Islamic Liberalism       197 

References          199 

Conclusion          204 

Bibliography          207 



v | P a g e  
 

DEDICATION 

 

 

 

 

TO MY LATE PARENTS 

AND 

TO ALL MY TEACHERS  



vi | P a g e  
 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

 

 

First and foremost, I am expressing my thankfulness and praise to Allah Almighty for 

His guidance and blessings throughout my academic endeavor. I would also like to 

sincerely thank Department of Philosophy, University of Karachi for giving me this 

wonderful opportunity to undergo this research. 

My appreciation and gratitude is extended to my supervisor Prof. Dr. Abdul Wahab Suri, 

who has consistently encouraged me from drafting my first draft of research proposal up 

to now by the submission of this thesis. He has remained kind and patient during the 

entire process of my research. I appreciate his corrections and valuable suggestions. 

Then, I would like to express my gratitude to brother Farid bin Masud and Awais 

Shaukut Cheema for their assistance in the research work. My appreciation would be 

incomplete without extending my thanks to my wife for providing me a conducive 

environment at home. May Allah grant His blessings on all of those who assisted me in 

completing this research, Ameen. 

 



1 | P a g e  
 

ABSTRACT 

From 1789 to 1914 almost the whole Muslim world had been colonized by the European 

powers. In the wake of the establishment of Western political-military dominance over 

Muslim lands, the modern European thought started to permeate into every crevice and 

cranny of the colonized societies.  The Islamic world had experienced extensive social 

changes in the colonial period. Muslims all over the world felt a sense of humility and 

impotency against their colonial masters. Islamic Modernism is a trend which arose as a 

response to Western colonial influence and to the eighteenth-century political decline of 

Muslim powers. Among the Muslim thinkers there was a strong feeling that the colonial 

powers had been able to conquer and subjugate Muslim societies by virtue of their superior 

technology and war machinery.  

However, the project of modernity faced a setback in the late twentieth century due to 

some historical developments at a global level, out of which the renaissance of religion in 

the social and political sphere as fundamentalist ideology was the most astonishing event. 

It startled social scientists all over the globe. A new wave of religious fundamentalism 

challenged the modern trend of sidelining religious discourse. The emergence of 

fundamentalism posed a real threat to the discourse of modernity. The wave of 

fundamentalism ended up creating a strange reaction not within the modernized societies 

but from the traditional religious and even from the theoretical fundamentalists. In the post 

9/11 period, another trend emerged in the Muslim intellectual realm, namely, Liberal 

Islam. 

This reaction is the emergence of Cosmopolitan Liberalism in Islamic societies. With the 

rise of globalization, the liberal ideology turned into cosmopolitan liberalism. Day by day 

more and more Islamists and sympathizers of Islamism are getting disenchanted with the 

fundamentalist ideals. With the emergence of cosmopolitan liberalism, the discourse of 

Islamic Modernism, as well as Islamic fundamentalism, is losing its credibility, and its 

scope and appeal in the intelligentsia and the larger population is shrinking. With the 

advancements of Muslims in the economic race and the development competition, they 

will rearrange their priorities eventually. It is evident from the evidence that the academic, 

as well as public, the arena is going to be replaced by fundamentalism and eventually by 

cosmopolitan liberalism. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Over the last two hundred years or so, the intellectual and cultural ideals of modernity have 

been widely internalized by societies across the globe, leading to an unmistakable 

homogenization.  Wherever we travel on earth, we are likely to encounter very similar 

ideas, assumptions, and ways of living.  While human societies were incredibly different 

from each other during most of history, their diversity has rapidly and uncharacteristically 

diminished in recent centuries.  This intellectual and cultural homogenization has been the 

result of an increasing—and ongoing—assimilation of peoples of diverse cultures and 

backgrounds into the modern modes of thinking and acting.   

Influences of modernity are channeled through its intellectual and cultural ideals; these 

can be grouped into two main types: “thought and philosophy” on the one hand, “sciences 

and technology” on the other.  The former denotes not only ideas, terminology, and style 

of expression but also the underlying attitudes and assumptions that animate human 

thinking. The latter denotes natural and social sciences, as well as the techniques for 

exploiting natural forces and materials for human ends, plus the techniques for organizing, 

mobilizing, and motivating human beings both individually and in groups. 

The kind of “thought and philosophy” and the kind of “sciences and technology” that have 

come to dominate the world over the last two hundred years can justifiably be called 

Modernity.  It does not mean that every idea or every technique that is in ascendancy today 

is “Western” in the sense that it was literally born in the geographical region called 

“modernity.”  Instead, the modern ideas and the modern techniques developed in any part 

of the world can and should be called “Western,” insofar as they have been made possible 

by the unique way of thinking, or point of view that took shape in Western Europe during 

late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.  In other words, “the West” is not so much 

a geographical region as it is a perspective, an orientation, or an attitude, regardless of 

where it is encountered on the globe.  As used here, the terms “Western thought” and 

“Western culture” do not refer simply to the kind of thought and culture found exclusively 

in societies of Western Europe and their overseas extensions (such as Australia, Canada, 

and United States).  Instead, these terms refer to a set of ideas, assumptions, attitudes and 

dispositions that are more often identified by the name “modernity.”   

As we shall see later, the word “modernity” is neither simple nor uncontested; equating 

what is “modern” with what is “Western” is also a problematic assumption. A unique way 

of thinking, or point of view, started to take shape at a particular time in history and in a 
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particular part of the world.  To be sure, this point of view was not entirely native to 

Western Europe, for, as we shall see later, the Europeans had borrowed elements of this 

new orientation from a variety of other societies and cultural units.  Nevertheless, because 

this way of thinking first came of age in “the West,” we may, for the sake of convenience, 

refer to it as “Western.” 

Modernity has been taking root all over the world ever since it reached a certain level of 

maturity in Western Europe roughly two hundred years ago.  The global dominance of the 

modern orientation, however, is far from complete.  There are pockets of resistance in 

virtually all parts of the world, a few of which are thriving even in the midst of advanced 

industrialized societies—such as the Amish communities of North America.  

Acknowledging that numerous groups and sub-cultures are indeed trying to hold on to 

their traditional ways of thinking and living, this fact should not prevent us from 

appreciating the big picture.  Modernity has acquired so much influence and has become 

so pervasive in the world that these minority viewpoints seem to be fighting a battle with 

little or no chance of winning.  Even if they succeed in preserving themselves as such for 

the time being, they would do so as “alternative” lifestyles that have little relevance for, or 

impact upon, the mainstream of human civilization.  If a few members of an “exotic” 

species were to survive in a zoo, that does not change the reality of its extinction.   

That modernity has become the predominant viewpoint of humanity does not mean that it 

affects every single person in the world in exactly the same way or with exactly the same 

intensity.  There is an important distinction between the ruling classes on the one hand and 

the vast majority of human population on the other hand. In a given society, the degree of 

the predominance of the modern thought and culture tends to be unequally distributed. Its 

presence or impact can be seen most clearly among the elites of the society, i.e., among 

the relatively small number of individuals who enjoy a disproportionally large share in 

power—regardless of whether the power in question is primarily social, political, cultural, 

economic, or some combination of these.  In other words, the elites in all societies tend to 

be far more modernized than the rest of the population.  It is not unusual, therefore, to find 

a variety of premodern beliefs and practices thriving among the “lower” classes, i.e., 

among the majority of population that enjoys a far smaller share in power relative to its 

number.  On the other hand, those who have the most say in shaping a given society’s 

overall direction—including its social, political, cultural, and economic trajectories—are 

most likely to display that way of thinking or point of view which we can identify as 

modern. Thus, ordinary Africans and ordinary Europeans tend to be very different from 
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each other in their outlook and lifestyle; but the elites of an industrialized European 

country and the elites of a poor African nation are likely to have a great deal in common 

with each other. 

The modern influences are not only pervasive in today’s world, they are also frequently 

unconscious.  In other words, many in the modern world are completely unaware that their 

own way of thinking or point of view is thoroughly modern.  This lack of self-awareness 

can be observed most clearly among those social or political movements that are seeking 

to overturn the dominance of the modern thought and culture in different parts of the world.  

While such movements—including their leaders and rank-and-file members—fancy 

themselves as taking a stand against modernity and its hegemonic influence, they fail to 

notice that the motivation and methodology of their opposition are themselves based upon, 

or derived from, the modern concepts and attitudes.  Such movements are unable to see 

that they are resisting modernity within a conceptual and practical framework that is itself 

a the modern outcome; that everything from their methods of organizing to their strategies, 

from their ideological edifices to their final aims, can be shown as either inspired by or 

borrowed from the same mindset that they are seeking to replace.  This is perhaps the 

ultimate proof of the ascendancy of the modern thought and culture—that even the self-

proclaimed adversaries of modernity have been unable to extricate themselves from the 

very orientation that they find problematic and from which they want to liberate the rest 

of the world. 

While the process through which the premodern was first replaced by the modern on a 

large scale took place in Western Europe, we are now living in a world where the 

ascendancy of the modern thought and culture is not limited to any particular area.  

Modernity has truly become global in its reach, and, with the possible exception of a few 

indigenous cultures, there is no part of the world that can completely escape its influence.  

In many instances, we find that people living in societies that are far apart from each other 

are nevertheless adopting identical preferences in food, clothing, and entertainment.  But 

even when they retain their uniqueness in these matters, there is another level of 

homogenization that is much more fundamental than that comprising our choices 

regarding what we eat, wear, or enjoy.  This deeper level of homogenization represents a 

convergence among otherwise diverse societies regarding what is to be valued most highly 

and, as such, what deserves the largest share of their attentiveness.  In each moment, 

humans are faced with the choice of whether they would pay more attention to God or to 

the physical universe; more attention to the spirit or to material body; more attention to 
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the life hereafter or to the life of this-world.  On this criterion, the global domination of 

modernity is nothing other than the fact that, as both individuals and societies, we are 

increasingly choosing—or are forced to choose—the latter set of values over the former.  

This “shift of emphasis” is a veritable revolution in the focus of the collective human 

attention.  As such, it indicates a revolution in values. 

The Islamic world had experienced extensive social changes in the colonial period. 

Muslims all over the world felt a sense of humility and impotency against their colonial 

masters. Islamic Modernism is a trend which arose as a response to Western colonial 

influence and to the eighteenth-century political decline of Muslim powers. Among the 

Muslim thinkers there was a strong feeling that the colonial powers had been able to 

conquer and subjugate Muslim societies by virtue of their superior technology and war 

machinery. There have been multiple motives for the whole colonial project: “to serve God 

and His Majesty, to give light to those who were in darkness, and to grow rich, as all men 

desire to do” i.e. God, gold, and glory. The main motive of colonialism was economic and 

political.  

From 1789 to 1914 almost the whole Muslim world had been colonized by the European 

powers. In the wake of the establishment of Western political-military dominance over 

Muslim lands, the modern European thought started to permeate into every crevice and 

cranny of the colonized societies.  This was an intellectual and culture encounter between 

two sets of apparently opposing worldviews and ways of life—on the one hand was a 

powerful and confident civilization, armed with new philosophies, efficient technology, 

rationalized bureaucracy, and a pervasive sense of its own moral superiority; on the other 

hand was a once-powerful but now-vanquished civilization that had already been suffering 

from political and social disintegration and relative intellectual stagnation for a number of 

centuries.  Obviously, the precolonial Muslim societies were not free from serious socio-

political and cultural problems; these problems were certainly being “managed” in various 

ways but had yet to be fully faced, identified, addressed, and resolved.  In this background, 

we can appreciate how the encounter between the colonizers and the colonized Muslim 

world contributed to the exacerbation of some of these problems; inadvertently, the new 

stress of colonization and modernization worsened the contradictions hidden just below 

the surface in many Muslim societies, and brought them out in the open.   

The main reason for their domination was their superior technology and war machinery. 

After consolidating their political hegemony on their new subjects, these powers started to 

make them “civilized”. The colonial powers destroyed the traditional institutions 
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responsible for the spiritual, cultural and educational needs of Muslim societies (Moore 

1966). They installed new institutions and new cultural forms replacing the ancient regime.  

The Islamic world faced the colonial domination at two levels—military and political on 

the one hand, intellectual and cultural on the other. Initially they experienced the Western 

onslaught at the political-military level. Their initial response against this onslaught was 

aimed at achieving political liberation through armed resistance. But the military resistance 

failed in every instance and the political domination of the colonizers increasingly became 

an established and acknowledged fact. Having sensed a feeling of helplessness during the 

colonial period, Muslim thinkers devised different strategies to cope with their pathetic 

situation.  The first response from the Muslim world was to resist their military might. 

Muslim leaders like Syed Amir Abdul Qadir al-Jazairi, Imam Shamil, Omar Mukhtar, and 

others tried to resist the western powers with force. In the sub-continent, Syed Ahmad and 

Muhammad Ismail in the Tehreek-e-Shahedayn, and Haji lmdadullah, Hafiz Zamin 

Shaheed and many others in the 1857  war of Independence gave military resistance. The 

military defense failed in every instance. 

After being defeated in the political realm, colonized Muslims now faced the full force of 

modernity in the intellectual and cultural realm as well.  How did they deal with such a 

formidable challenge?  Generally speaking, there were two major varieties of Muslim 

responses.  One group of Muslims refused to engage with the intellectual and cultural side 

of the modernity in order to safeguard its own faith and way of life as well as to preserve 

and transmit the legacy of the Islamic tradition to future generations.  This was similar to 

the approach taken by a group of young men, sometimes known as the “people of the 

cave,” whose story is recounted in Surah al-Kahf of the Qur’an.  According to the Qur’an, 

these unidentified young individuals feared that if they were to continue living in their 

home town, they would be forced to renounce their faith against their will; not finding 

enough strength within themselves to face the opposition directly, they left the town and 

hid themselves in a cave, far away from any human population.  In the nineteenth-century, 

we find that a significant population of Muslims adopted the same approach, partly in order 

to maintain the continuity of Islamic tradition through learning and teaching but partly to 

circumvent the powerful impact of the modern thought and culture. The traditionalists-

conservatives adopted a strategy of isolation. In their analysis, if we want to gain our past 

glory and achieve a dignified place among the nations of the world, we have to return to 

our sources. The rejection of the modern thought and culture and the preservation of the 

Islamic heritage is their main goal. The conservatives argued that imitating the West was 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/India%27s_First_War_of_Independence_(term)
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a deadly poison and not a cure. In their analysis the situation in which the Muslim World 

found itself is due to their deviation from the orthodox Islamic teachings. They thought 

that a complete rejection of the modern ideas and ideals and a return to the Qur’an and the 

Sunnah is the solution. 

The other response is of assimilation. A segment of Muslim thinkers thought that in order 

to survive in the current situation, there is only one option left and that is a complete 

acceptance of all the modern ideals. These thinkers which we can label as secularists 

thought that we have to follow the modern idea of a complete separation between the 

church and the state. All of the Enlightenment themes like nationalism, constitutionalism 

and secularism should be adopted. These thinkers thought, that in order to survive in the 

modern milieu we have to embrace secularism, i.e. a complete separation between state 

and religion. The secularists thought that in order to survive we should embrace 

wholeheartedly, the whole spectrum of the modern norms and values. If the Muslim world 

wants to regain its lost dignity and identity, the only option left for Muslims is to imitate 

the west in each and every sphere of life-world. 

Between these extremes, the discourse of Islamic modernism emerged. In contrast, to the 

traditionalist-conservative response their approach vis-à-vis modernity was to face the 

challenge head-on.  This group attempted to acquire the knowledge offered by the 

colonizers with a view to apply Islamic standards to its contents, and, on that basis, to 

analyze and differentiate among the different elements of modernity.  They had recognized 

that the cultural and intellectual side of modernity cannot be entirely wrong or evil, but 

that it was most likely some combination of good and bad elements.   Their objective was 

clear; they wanted to embrace those elements of modernity that were compatible with 

Islam, and to discard the rest.   

We can label this approach as reconstructionism. The keyword in their discourse was 

reform. They ventured a comprehensive plan for reform in all the areas of social, cultural 

and intellectual domains.  The modernist movement dealt with all facets of life but as 

Fazlur Rehman pointed out it was basically an intellectual élan and specifically it dealt 

with intellectual and spiritual issues (1970). Islamic modernism is an intellectual 

movement, and like all intellectual movements, it is defined by its philosophical premises. 

These premises states what it takes to be real, what it is to be human, what is valuable and 

knowledge is acquired. In other words, it has metaphysics, a conception of human nature 

and values, and epistemology. Religious interpretation, cultural revival, political reform, 

science & education and women’s rights are according to Charles Kurzman (2002) the five 
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main areas of Islamic Modernist discourse. The main proponents of Islamic Modernism 

are Sayyid Ahmad Khan (India), Sayyid Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (Iran), Muhammad 

'Abduh and Muhammad Rashid Rida (Syria-Egypt), Namik Kemal (Turkey), and Ismail 

Bey Gasprinskii (Crimea), among many others. 

Islamic modernism took the middle path; they tried to reconcile Islamic fundamentals with 

the modern concepts such as nationalism, constitutionalism, rationalism, human rights and 

so on. In their opinion a thorough reconstruction of religion is required in order to make it 

compatible with the modern world.  

Islamic Modernism remained the dominant discourse in post-colonial Muslim societies. 

The political, cultural and administrative leadership remains with the Islamic modernists. 

At the end of twentieth century and the beginning of 21st century there emerged some 

intellectual and cultural trends that challenged the hegemony of Islamic modernism. 

Fundamentalism and cosmopolitan liberalism posed a real threat to Islamic modernism. 

The main thesis of the current project is that the space of Islamic modernism is shrinking 

while fundamentalism and cosmopolitan liberalism is gaining ground. 

Islamic modernism enjoyed a dominating position in the postcolonial Muslim societies. 

The power elite comprised of people who are mainly informed by the modernist Islamic 

teachings. In the academia and the culture industry mostly this version of Islam was being 

propagated and promoted. The discourse of Islamic modernism faced some real threats 

and challenges in late modernity. One such threat is the postmodern critique of the 

Enlightenment project. The postmodern condition manifests itself in the multiplication of 

centers of power, activity and the dissolution of every kind of totalizing narrative which 

claims to govern the whole complex field of social activity and representation (Connor, 

1989).  

The rise of Islamic fundamentalism is a recent phenomenon. The roots of Islamic 

fundamentalism can be traced to the fact that, since the Second World War, many Muslim 

countries have been “subject to a range of forces: foreign rule and occupation, movements 

for independence, rising nationalism and secularism, growing Islamist movements, 

reform, revolution, and repression.” (Edwards, 2005). The emergence of fundamentalism 

had a deep impact on the discourse of Islamic modernism. Cosmopolitan Liberalism is 

another factor which is responsible for the diminishing influence of Islamic modernism. 

Cosmopolitan Liberalism is a critique of the modern tradition of liberal thought and an 

effort to overcome the philosophical boundaries of individualism towards a more inclusive 

and open conception. It seeks to expand the theoretical basis of individuality beyond its 
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own limitations towards the ideal of universal love and the moral principle of compassion 

which are compatible with all world cosmologies - liberal and non-liberal. Cosmopolitan 

Liberalism is a reflection on what it is that all human beings owe one another in spite of 

the many humanly created borders that set us apart (Sánchez-Flores, 2010). 

 

Outline 

Chapter one will provide the main thesis of Islamic modernism. Giving a brief 

introduction to three phases of Islamic modernism, the chapter will focus mainly on the 

works of Muhammad Abduh, Sayyid Ahmad Khan, Rashid Rida, Muhammad Iqbal, 

Fazlur Rehman, and Muhammad Rafiuddin. The main idea behind their discourses and its 

basic tenets will be discussed. 

The second chapter will explore the genealogy of Islamic modern thought. Islamic 

modernism is a continuation of the Enlightenment Project beginning in the seventeenth 

century in Europe.  There was a paradigm shift in the European world regarding the issues 

of ontology, epistemology and morality. The Enlightenment was a European intellectual 

movement that started in the seventeenth century and came to its climax in the end of the 

eighteenth century in the form of French Revolution. This movement emphasized the use 

of human reason for the betterment of the human condition. Enlightenment sought to apply 

human reason to all domains of life including religion.  

The third chapter will explore the challenges faced by the Islamic modernist project. A 

new wave of religious fundamentalism challenged the modern trend of sidelining the 

religious discourse. The emergence of fundamentalism posed a real threat to the discourse 

of modernity. The chapter will also discuss the postmodern critique posed against the 

modern discourse.   

The fourth and final chapter will elaborate on the concept of Cosmopolitan Liberalism. 

The chapter will explain the different facets of Islamic liberalism. With the emergence of 

cosmopolitan liberalism the discourse of Islamic Modernism is losing its credibility, and 

its scope and appeal in the intelligentsia and the larger population is shrinking. 
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CHAPTER NO 1 

ISLAMIC MODERNISM 

The Muslim world remained ignorant and indifferent to the social change process that 

eventually led to the European dominance in the world that started to fuel up in sixteen 

century and reached at a climax in the end of the eighteenth century. However, the 

colonization left an inerasable effect on the Muslim societies. In the colonial period, not 

only the military dominance showed up against the colonies, their greater attack was on 

the ideological level which instilled the modernity into Muslim brains. To cope with the 

downfall of the Muslims a range of responses emerged from the Muslim intellectuals in 

these colonies, ranging from military resistance to asceticism (disenchanting from all 

worldly affairs). One of the most influential positions at this moment was of those Muslims 

who were appalled by the modernity and foresaw any chances of revival of Muslims only 

in ascribing to the principles of modernization. On the other hand, they also wanted to 

preserve their Muslim identities. For this dilemma they proposed an amalgamation of 

Islam with the ideas and values of modernity. The presumption that was underlying this 

standpoint was of a subconscious appreciation of the superiority of the colonizers. This 

wave of modernization of Islam is divided in this chapter into three phases; the late 

nineteenth century, first half of twentieth century and the post-colonial period. In the first 

phase, Muhammad Abduhu and Sir Sayyid Ahmed Khan, are discussed along with their 

contribution to the Islamic modernity. Rashid Reda and Muhammad Iqbal’s thoughts on 

modernity in Islam are written under the second phase. Finally, the third phase includes 

Fazlur Rahman and Muhammad Rafiuddin in this chapter. 

 

1.1 Islamic Modernism 

The analysts of post-colonial period generally associate Islamic Modernism with the 

response of Muslim intellect to the phenomenon of colonization and globalization 

(Kurzman, 2006). Islamic Modernism tried to present the positive image of Islam to the 

world. Its need arose in the colonial period when Muslims, especially fallen as prey for 

colonial atrocities mainly due to the technological dominance (Ahmad, 1967). So many 

thinkers concluded that there was a dire need of the modern interpretation of Islam so that 

it becomes consistent with the modern standards (Kendall & Khan, 2016; Kenney & 
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Moosa, 2013; Ellethy, 2014). Also, they found it as the only possibility to keep Muslims 

firm upon their religion and save them from the attacks of atheism (Moaddel, 1998). 

Hourani (1983) describes such a mindset with the example of Muhammad Abduh. He says, 

“it is significant that both his controversies were concerned, not with the truth or falsity of 

Islam, but with its being compatible with the supposed requirements of the modern mind 

and in the process, it may be that Abduh's view of Islam was itself affected by his view of 

what the modern mind’s needs” (p. 144). 

 In this sense, one can accept Charles C. Adams (1968) definition of modernism, as it’s a 

deliberate attempt to free Islam from the shackles of too rigid orthodoxy. He, likewise, 

discussed Egyptian modernism as they tried to create adaptability in Islam with the day-

to-day affairs of the modern civilization. For instance, many the modern inclined scholars 

use certain “if’s and but’s” to prove that the Islamic concept of women’s rights totally 

identical to the modern concept (Moaddel, 1998). 

John L. Esposito (1998) defines the role of modernists as “Islamic modernists asserted the 

need to revive the Muslim community through a process of reinterpretation or 

reformulation of their Islamic heritage in light of the contemporary world” (p. 48). The 

Oxford Encyclopedia of The modern Islamic World defined Islamic modernism as the 

struggle of “Islamic modernists to advocate flexible continuous reinterpretation of Islam 

so that Muslims may develop institutions of education, law and politics suitable to the 

modern condition” (p. 118). 

R Hrair Dekmejian (1985), distinguished between traditionalist and modernist as the 

modernist “seeks to reform and adapt it to the contemporary life, while conservatives along 

to the traditional Islamic percepts and reject Western and other influences” (p.21). Hisham 

Sharabi (1970) regards traditionalism as negative while modernism optimistically toward 

Islam. “Modernism is to be understood as a positive attitude towards innovation and 

change and towards the modern civilization generally; while traditionalism is to be viewed 

as a negative attitude towards all types of innovation and towards modernity. Modernism, 

thus, represents a dynamic outlook, essentially pragmatic and adaptable; while 

traditionalism is a static position, fundamentally passive and hardly able to react to external 

stimuli” (p. 6). 

 The modernists’ purpose is to create an amalgamation of faith and modernism, Islam and 

secular modernity (Abū Zayd, 2006). According to Fazlur Rahman, the sustenance of 
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Qur’an’s value is possible only by adjusting it in the modern paradigm, otherwise it will 

become outdated. Although the Islamic modernists do not compromise the superiority of 

Islam over other religions, and their primary motive is to serve Islam, but the results of 

their efforts arguably proved harmful to Islam (Meehan, 2014, p.31).  

Islamic Modernism remained the dominant discourse in post-colonial Muslim societies 

(Kobo, 2012, p.115). The political, cultural and administrative leadership remains with the 

Islamic modernists. At the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of the 21st 

century, some intellectual and cultural trends emerged that challenged the hegemony 

modernism in Islam. Fundamentalism and cosmopolitan liberalism posed a real threat to 

Islamic modernism (Lumbard, 2009, p.256, Aydin, 2014). The main thesis of the current 

project is that the space of Islamic modernism is shrinking (Abu Bakr, 1994) while 

fundamentalism and cosmopolitan liberalism are gaining ground. On one hand, there are 

thinkers, who thought that to survive in the modern milieu we have to embrace secularism, 

i.e. a complete separation between state and religion (Meehan, 2014, p.32). The secularists 

thought that for the survival we should embrace wholeheartedly, the whole spectrum of 

the modern norms and values (Kenney & Moosa, 2013, p.25). If the Muslim world wants 

to regain its lost dignity and identity, the only option left for Muslims is to imitate the 

modernity.  

Islamic modernism took the middle path; they tried to reconcile Islamic fundamentals with 

the modern concepts such as nationalism, constitutionalism, rationalism, human rights and 

so on (Soroush, 2000). In their opinion, making religion compatible with the modern world 

requires a thorough reconstruction of religion (Iqbal, 2013). No one denies the fact that to 

encounter the modernity an intellectual effort is needed. An effort that not only proves the 

validity and possibility of religion in the modern life of a human but again this should also 

have to refute the intellectual basis of the modern worldview. This refutation should be in 

accordance with the Qur’an and, further, should be up to the present standards of 

reasoning. As Rafiuddin (1956), a prominent Muslim thinker of the twentieth-century, 

wrote, “Intellectual knowledge is always advancing and in the new intellectual ideas that 

arise in every age truth is always found mixed with untruth. Original Islamic research has, 

therefore, to be renewed in every age in order to scrutinize the truth from untruth, to refute 

the wrong philosophical ideas that happen to be challenging Islam and to affirm and defend 

Islam with the right philosophical ideas of the time that goes in its favor. The research 

scholars of every age have to separate the chaff from the grain in the mass of the new 
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intellectual knowledge of that age and make use of the grain and throw the chaff to the 

winds” (p. 18).  

Even the non-Muslims are mocking the Muslims for their unjustified complacency in this 

matter. The famous orientalist, Prof. W. C. Smith (1943) says in his book ‘The modern 

Islam in India’: “Whereas there used to be zealous religious debates on the street corners, 

hardly more than a decade or two ago, and the educated used to pore over and to puzzle 

over book after book on modernism, today the youth is unacquainted and unconcerned 

with any of the intellectual problems which religion, as a valid way of life, is facing” 

(p.173).  

This phenomenon itself was the result of many intellectual movements of Europe that 

started from Renaissance in the 15th century. The philosophy, evolving from Renaissance 

and flourishing in Enlightenment and Modernity, has now touched the boundaries of 

existence. The existentialism, which was the last theory of Modernity, almost liberated the 

Man from all the external authorities. In the last decades of the nineteenth-century when 

Nietzsche claimed that the God is dead, it was indeed the most vocal expression of the 

intellectual spirit of not particularly his time but of the coming centuries too (Gundry, 

2001). This expression has interpreted by many as the announcement of the death of the 

Man who required a God. Now the man has placed himself in the place of deity with no 

obligation whatsoever towards any authority (O'brien, 1995). The detail of these 

intellectual movements of modernity would be explained in the next chapter. However, it 

is evident that these movements created an entirely new worldview that offers no space 

for dogmatic convictions.  

 

1.2 Historical Perspective  

Muslim civilization after its inception, some fourteen hundred years ago, has been the most 

dominant civilization across the globe for almost a thousand years. This civilization 

exhibited great strength in absorbing diverse cultures and evolving their value structure in 

the framework given by Islam. So, it was the key characteristic of Muslim societies that a 

continuous intrinsic process of Islamization of everything or concept that was alien to 

Islam ran in an automated way (Kuyper, 2010). We have used the word “Islamization” in 

the sense that the scrutiny of every new concept, idea or action was performed in the light 

of Qur’an and Sunnah and it was almost impossible to continue any practice within the 

Muslim societies if the legal jurists declared it Haraam (prohibited). So it was a common 
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practice that each and every intervention was scrutinized and if found against Islam, it was 

rejected or changed to a form that is compatible with the teachings of Islam. The main 

reason behind it was the confidence of Muslims in their faith and revelation. The meta-

narrative that prevailed during those centuries was totally dogmatic in its core. Also, it was 

the internal strength of those Muslim societies that made them dominant over the others 

that were exposed to it.  

Many thinkers give the view that Islam at its start was liberal and flexible and it was at the 

later stage that exclusiveness and sense of superiority were added to it (Armajani, 2004, p. 

50). The initial growth of Muslim civilization was due to these liberal foundations that 

they consider necessary for the development of knowledge and arts. With the venture of 

Mutazillites and the intervention of Greek philosophy laid the foundations that enable the 

Muslims to become the custodians of worldly knowledge and torchbearers of progress. 

Pervez Hoodbhouy a professor of physics but popular as a liberal social thinker propagated 

this view at several places. Especially in his important work Islam and Science he gave a 

strong criticism of the ‘irrational’ parts of civilization. He is of the view that it was 

unfortunate that the conflict between blind faith and rationality was won by blind faith in 

the times of Ghazali. According to him, this was the main reason for the underdevelopment 

of Muslims in the field of science and subsequently was the reason behind the downfall of 

the Muslim civilization. This “irrational” attitude according to him is the real cause that 

Muslims are way behind in the modern scientific discoveries and the modern knowledge. 

This has led to a certain closing of minds, and has decreased the ability of many Muslims 

to appreciate the enormity of the crisis which envelopes the Muslim world today. 

Islamic Modernism, although, have many shades but all of them have some common 

attributes in them. The basis of the traditional Islam is on accepting and copying the 

knowledge that exists in the Qur’an and Sunnah. The orthodox schools always consider 

revelation as a form of knowledge that is beyond human intellect and rationality (Akhtar, 

1990). If one takes that as a standard then the definition of Islamic Modernism can be 

broadened to several schools and not specifically to a phenomenon that appeared in the 

19th century. Rather one can find many schools of thought have appeared in the Muslim 

history from time to time with the basic argument of declaring reason at par or even above 

revelation (Hoodbhoy, 1991). The reason here is used as a symbol of human knowledge. 

Another prominent shade that is always found in these movements of modernity within 

Islam from time to time is the theory of Humanism, which as a theory entered into the 
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arena in the 16th century A. D. but its shades were always present in the different Muslim 

schools like Mutazilites or even in Ibn-e Rushd (Meri, 2006, p.331).  

The thinkers with this view about Islamic modernism find its first examples right in the 

first century of Islam. This was when Islam first encountered other civilizations having 

their own worldviews and epistemologies. Khawarij, which was a sect that appeared 

during the time of Caliph Usman, is, according to many, the first prominent movement 

that challenged the previously determined doctrines based on their self-developed 

discourse (Kenney, 1995). Some scholars accepted the influence of these external theories 

of knowledge.  

The first interaction of Muslim civilization was with Persia who had an extensively rich 

history of arts, literature, culture and spirituality. Islam absorbed it and Islamized its 

concepts (Dabashi, 2012, p. 51). Scholars claim that the different chains of Tassawwuf are 

the result of this Arab-Iranian interaction (Nizami, 1992). The second most important 

exposure of Muslim civilization was with Greek philosophy and epistemology. Similar 

was the case when Islamic theology encountered the Greek thoughts. That also provoked 

Muslim intellect to develop the narratives that can create a space for the simultaneous 

existence of Islamic and Greek thoughts (Jackson, 2014, p.8). A school of thought named 

Mutazilites emerged with the rhetoric of bridging the gaps between the revelation and 

reason. This school forwarded an Islamic addition of philosophy and tried for the 

reconciliation between the boundaries of faith and reason but again the main arguments 

and core narratives were all in religious paradigm (Ahmed, 1992, p.80).  

Although it can be claimed by some that these interactions with the external civilizations 

polluted the original hardcore doctrines of Islam but mostly it is admitted that it was the 

power of Muslim civilizations that absorbed the others (Von Grunebaum, 1962, p. 56). 

The fact that can justify the above claim is that not even a single theory or idea from any 

external source had ever become popular amongst the Muslims with the claim that it was 

an external element. Tassawwuf earned popularity after the mystics justified it and related 

it to the Islamic tradition. Similarly, the Mutakallimeen explained the Greek philosophy 

and thoughts as rational explanations of the cosmos and serious efforts were made to relate 

dogma and philosophy. Even if someone tried to mix some shades of any other religion or 

philosophy or doctrine with the teachings of Islam, it faced huge resistance from the 

traditionalists. Many valuable works and debates became the part of Muslim intellectual 

heritage because of this interaction. A very prominent example of this absorbing capability 

of Muslim civilization was evidently visible in the Tartar evasion of the Abbassid Empire 
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in 1258 A.D. It was a unique incident, probably the only of its genre that the invaders 

accepted the religion of the occupied nation and became the leader of its religious tradition.  

It is a fact that the Muslim civilization blossomed in the course of history with this splendor 

and confidence upon its tradition and episteme. Even the level of satisfaction of the 

Muslims about their life was so high that they did not have any kind of sense of inferiority 

about their civilization. Rather, they used to look down upon other civilizations. The 

Muslims of that age, according to the prominent historians like Bernard Lewis (2002), 

considered Europe as a place that is far away from civilization and the only significance 

attached to it was that the slaves were imported from there. He tries to inspect the Muslim 

civilization through the history and has admired the comprehensiveness and multi-

ethnicity of that civilization. He said that not only “Islam represented the greatest military 

power on earth—its armies, at the very same time, were invading Europe and Africa, India 

and China” (p. 6), but also after the advent of Islam, Muslims made advancements in all 

the spheres of human life. Only within a few decades, they laid the foundations of a unique 

civilization, which consisted of all the characteristics of a great civilization and manifested 

great advancements in the field of science, philosophy, literature, astrology and all the 

major fields of knowledge.  

In that fertile civilizational environment, knowledge and intellect were the most notable 

and prominent phenomena of the Muslim societies (Rosenthal, 2007). As a result, in a few 

centuries, Muslims became the torchbearers of knowledge in the world. During that period 

most of the major intellectuals and thinkers of the different fields of knowledge belonged 

to the Muslim world. This golden period of Muslim intellectual tradition prevailed for 

almost a thousand years and was the major source of the dominance of Muslim civilization 

(Bloom & Blair, 2002).  

As a result, it is very evident that Muslims considered them superior to all other nations 

and religions in all the respects. This feeling of grandeur about their Religion, culture, 

history, even the ways of personal cleanliness, was evident in all the Muslim societies. 

May it be judged as negative by some but mostly the Muslims consider themselves as the 

chosen people of God and His only representative nation in the world. They considered 

that God is always with them and even if they were defeated by others they associated it 

with the will of God, who always put His believers under trial. The feeling that later on 

prevailed in the Muslims after the phenomenon of colonization, that the Muslims faced 

defeat because the other nation was superior in knowledge and other related respects, was 

unthinkable in the traditional Muslim societies.  
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1.2.1 The Decline of Muslim Civilization  

Five hundred years ago when Europe was going through the phases of “Renaissance” and 

“Enlightenment”, Muslim civilizations across the globe were taking their last breaths 

(Tiliouine & Estes, 2016, p. 286). Due to advancements in knowledge, Western powers 

started to gain power, became very strong in every respect, and invaded the Muslim land 

in the following years. The present situation of inferiority in Muslims about their religion 

and their lack of confidence about their worldview finds its basis when the colonial rule 

was formally established in the Muslim world. Muslims had to face the wrath of the 

conquerors. The Islamic world faced the European domination at two levels—military and 

political on the one hand, intellectual and cultural on the other (Sevea, 2012, p. 50). 

Initially, they experienced the onslaught at the political-military level. After facing defeat 

in the political realm, it was a possibility that their identity might also be lost. Therefore, 

the initial response of Muslims against the colonizers was aimed at achieving political 

liberation through armed resistance. The Jihad movements that started in almost all parts 

of the Muslim world can be sighted in this regard (Hassan, 2008, p.126). In the Indo-Pak 

subcontinent, the movement of Sayyid Ahmed and Shah Ismail was a very prominent 

example of this armed revolt against the colonial powers. Nonetheless, the military 

resistance failed in every instance and the political domination of the colonizers 

increasingly became an established and acknowledged fact.  

Adding insult to injury was that this invasion was not limited to the political realm only 

but also was a cultural and intellectual one as well. After consolidating their political 

hegemony, European powers started propagating their worldview and way of thinking 

among their new subjects. Having colonizing the Muslims’ bodies, they were quick to 

initiate the process of conquering them in the realm of ideas as well. They filled the 

intellectual vacuum in the Muslim societies which had been generated due to incompetent 

Muslim intelligentsia. 

Muslim world had experienced extensive social changes during that period. The Muslim 

societies were attacked by groups of Christian missionaries, historians and orientalist 

scholars (Dabashi, 2013, 28). They directly attacked the beliefs of Muslims and tried to 

change their history. The report of Lord Macaulay about the Indian Muslims in the start of 

the nineteenth-century is of historical importance in this regard to show that how Muslims 

were made ignorant of their history and how the British injected inferiority complex in 

them by devising a new system of education.  
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1.2.2 Muslims’ Responses to Imperialism 

In the eighteenth century, the wave of modernity struck various Islamic countries through 

colonial powers, but Muslim thinkers, scholars and Sufis etc. were totally unaware of the 

background, basic discourses and narratives of this modernity and considered dominance 

of modernity merely an accident. Western-educated and the modern elements present in 

Islamic societies out of their inferiority, accepted all the cultural, philosophical and 

academic aspects of the modernity and believed that it was their fate that they become 

under colonial rule.  

Two types of responses emerged in the Muslim community against this predicament. 

Among the Muslim thinkers, there was a strong feeling that the colonial powers had been 

able to conquer and subjugate Muslim societies by virtue of their superior technology and 

war machinery. Islamic Modernism is a trend which arose as a response to the modern 

colonial influence and to the eighteenth-century political decline of Muslim powers. The 

proponents of this diagnose, was of the view that the colonial dominance can only be dealt 

by gaining mastery of the knowledge that made the colonial dominance possible (Moaddel, 

1998). Many individuals and movements propagated this view and played their part to 

interpret the teachings of Islam according to the standard set by the modern academia. In 

the Indian subcontinent, the works of Ameer Ali, Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan and Allama 

Shibli can be cited in this regard (Robinson, 2008). Sir Sayyid Ahmad Khan and his 

fellows were of the view that the challenge put by the modernity has to be coped with the 

sword of reason and intellect (Siddiqi, 1970, p.150). This was the point when the dualism 

of religious education and worldly education started in the Muslim societies. Launched 

under the pervasive influence of the modern thought and philosophy, these defensive 

attempts at compromise and concession ended up producing a more or less secularized 

version of Islam (Siddiqi, 1970, p.151).  

In contrast, the conservatives argued that imitating the modernity was a deadly poison and 

not a cure. In their analysis, the situation in which the Muslim world found itself is due to 

their deviation from the orthodox Islamic teachings. They thought that a complete rejection 

of the modern ideas and ideals and a return to the Qur’an and the Sunnah is the solution. 

They adopted the strategy of total non-cooperation with the British and devoted themselves 

completely to the education of the Qur’an and Sunnah. The strategy of Madrassa Deoband 

can be cited in this regard.  
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The Aligarh movement and the Deoband movement both were the efforts to save Muslim 

civilization and culture. Although these efforts were fruitful for the Muslim society and 

rendered matchless services to keep the Muslims of subcontinent intact with their religion, 

these efforts could not keep themselves free from the colonial effects. Rather it laid the 

foundations of a polarized society with the division based on the strategy that was adopted 

to encounter the modernity.  

1.2.3 The Superiority of Modernity: A Condition of Collective Sub-

consciousness  

The phenomenon of considering modernity superior and their knowledge and civilization 

as the ultimate goal of this worldly life didn’t stop even after the Muslim world won 

freedom during the twentieth century. Rather, a sense of humility and impotency against 

their colonial masters seems to have become an integral part of their collective 

subconsciousness. They wanted to become like the modernized nations. The ultimate goal 

of collective life was assumed to be the worldly progress only and the afterlife went blurred 

in the background diminishing its significance. All the fields of life including knowledge 

and education are designed to help the nations in achieving their goal of progress. Thus, 

this view “created an underlying theme for the modern Islamic experience” (Voll, 1994, 

p.30). Following are the major areas in which the tenets of Muslim Modernism formed 

their opinions (Moten, 2011; Parray, 2011):  

 Institutionalization  

 Military dominance  

 Economic condition  

 Scientific worldview  

 Progress  

 

 1.3 Three Phases of Islamic Modernism  

Although Islamic modernism is a continuous and inter-linked process yet for convenience, 

scholars divide it into three different phases (Tagharobi & Zarei, 2016). These three phases 

are different from each other in many respects and distinguished from each other based on 

the thoughts and ideologies that were put by the proponents of Islamic modernism of those 

times.  

1. In the latter half of 19th century Sir Sayyid, etc.  
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The first wave of Islamic modernism started in the mid of 19th century when most of the 

Muslim world was directly under the political dominance of the European nations.  

2. The first half of twentieth-Century: Under the colonial period 

3. The latter half of twentieth-Century: Post-colonial period 

 1.3.1 First Phase of Islamic Modernism  

It was the time when Muslim societies came in direct contact with the modernity. Muslim 

civilization that had enjoyed a very successful and prominent portion in history for almost 

a thousand years was at its decline. On the other hand, European civilization after the 

renaissance was flourishing in all aspects and had attained a position of dominance 

(Tiliouine & Estes, 2016, p. 286). So, this interaction of Muslim civilization with the 

modernity was not an interaction of two civilizations at par. Rather it was an interaction 

of a flourishing dominant civilization with a weak falling civilization. Moreover, as the 

Europeans were the invaders, it was natural that their morale and confidence was on the 

higher side. Muslims on the other hand, as a result of a series of military defeats and the 

failure of every effort of reclaiming their political strength, went into a strong feeling of 

inferiority towards their masters.  

Muslims at the start of the colonial period remained in the state of chaos for almost a 

hundred years to find out a way that can rescue them. Traditionally they used to consider 

themselves superior to other nations and the favorite nation of God, so they were unable 

to explain the new situation in the framework of previously determined beliefs. Their 

decline provoked them to think critically of the past to find out the reasons behind their 

downfall. This critical study was carried out upon the modern standards so the results 

declared the great ancestors and prominent figures of Muslim history as fools.  

Every time when an individual or a nation fails, it requires a deep view and detailed 

analysis to figure out the actual causes of that failure. However, this analysis would be 

fruitful if it is carried out in the same internal frame of reference. The paradigm to see and 

evaluate should be the same to get accurate results. If one does not follow this general rule 

and some external frame of reference is used to analyze the facts, it is possible that many 

facts would be neglected or their magnitude and impact are misunderstood. For instance, 

an example elaborates the above-mentioned idea clearly. Mu’jiza which is the translation 

of the word miracle is traditionally considered as a divine intervention that is generally 

metaphysical in nature (Renard, 2015). But if someone judges the same phenomenon 



22 | P a g e  
 

within the limits of empirical episteme, then there would be no option except to declare 

this phenomenon as a superstition or myth or even total nonsense.  

This logical mistake was common amongst all the proponents of the first wave of Muslim 

modernism that started in the second half of the nineteenth century. Sir Sayyid Ahmed 

Khan, Sayyid Ameer Ali etc. in the Indian subcontinent and Mufti Muhammad Abduh, 

Rasheed Rida in Egypt; all of them committed the same mistake of analyzing Muslim 

history, knowledge, beliefs and episteme according to the modern paradigm (Gibb, 1972). 

Since they all considered empirical or naturalistic epistemological foundations as 

legitimate, objective, certain and universal, therefore it would be reasonable to consider 

Islamic position as historically specific and culturally or in certain cases, mythologically 

determined.  

In this effort, they tried to develop an antithesis of traditional knowledge and beliefs but 

in this effort the tools they used to develop this antithesis, were modern. They try to 

redefine religion in the paradigm of the modern knowledge. This was the main reason 

behind their rejection of miracles, their curtailed concept of God and their widened concept 

of nature. Gibb (1972) in his book ‘The modern Trends in Islam’ described them as a cult 

of sterile apologetics that represented a disappointing retreat from the modernist, Euro-

centric paradigm based on commitment to secular, scientific, rationalist and liberal 

principles. 

1.3.1.1  Muhammad Abduh: The Reformist 

Muhammad Abduh (1849-1905) is the pioneer of Islamic modernism in Egypt during the 

last half of twentieth-century (Sedgwick, 2014). Along with him, there are two other 

members of modernist Islamic reform. Jamal al-Din al-Afghani and Muhammad Rashid 

Rida (Badawi, 1978). The salient features of their movements were: 

1. To revive religious beliefs from its roots. 

2. To emphasize a direct understanding of Islam through scripture.  

3. To make the dogmas comprehensible for common sense as well as for the modern educated 

class. 

4. To revive ijtihad which according to them was abolished in the 5th century. 

As far as the core of their concept is concerned one can say that they regard modernism as 

truly a service rendered to Islam. Abduh was greatly inspired by Jamal-ud-Din Afghani, a 

prominent revivalist and a great reformist from Asadabad, also known as “The Socrates of 
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the (modernist) movement” (Badawi, 1978) and the “Awakener of the East” (Imara, 1988). 

Al-Afghani influenced the thoughts of Abduh. It is claimed by many that the revolutionary 

thoughts of Afghani got the expression in the thoughts of Abduh (Abu-Rabi', 2008). He 

stressed the need for the social context of the time while interpreting any text whether 

Qur’an or Hadith rather than conventional rigid ways in the interpretation (Amir, Shuriye 

& Ismail, 2012). This struggle made him be followed by many young the modern thinkers 

like Mustafa Abd al-Raziq, Ali Abd al-Raziq, Muhammad Farid Wajdi, Muhammad 

Husayn Haikal, Taha Husayn, Qasim Bey Amin, and other reformists (Taizir, 1994). The 

members of Manar party and Azhar Group also fascinated by his thoughts as Shaikh 

Ahmad, Abu Khatwah, Shaikh Abd al Karim Salman and Shaikh Sayyid Wafa and many 

others (Amir, Shuriye & Ismail, 2012). Abduh’s ideas received frequent support from 

Egypt, which helped to create a new, rich reformist atmosphere in Egypt. It can be said 

that “the ferment of reform generated by Abduh’s influence was at work in various 

directions” (Adams, 1968). His ideas not only admire the Egyptians but also the Turks, 

Malays and Javas. 

1.3.1.1.1 Abduh’s Contributions to Modernity  

The reform movement initiated by Muhammad Abduh revitalized the air of Egypt in all 

dimensions whether it is political, social, and educational. He presented a worldview that 

was the amalgam of dogma and the modern science (Scharbrodt, 2002). Abduh tried to 

define the position of women in the modern paradigm and even there are certain evidence 

where he seemed to follow the modern mindset wholly (Noor, 2007).  

He took revolutionary steps in the burgeon of Al-Azhar because at that time Al-Azhar was 

a totally orthodox institution, that according to him was deprived of its creativity. Although 

the younger ‘Effendis’ appreciated him; the Europeanized section who obtained the 

modern education, but at the same time, the traditionalist section and Shaikhs of the society 

harshly censured him (Wain, 2016). His main agenda was to liberate Al-Azhar from all 

the conventional implications. He formed a society for Islamic propaganda which was 

further strengthened by his successor, Rashid Rida (Amir, Shuriye & Ismail, 2012). Al-

Urwa al-Wuthqa’ newspaper encapsulated his mission as: (1) To diagnose the issues faced 

by Muslims which leads to their downfall. (2) To fill the vacuum created by despair in 

Muslims with hope and promise. (3) Reversion to their forefathers and to abstain all the 

secondary means of guidance. (4) To portray a positive image of Muslims and to clear the 
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label that Muslims can never accomplish their way to progress unless they abandon Islam. 

(5) To create awareness about all the significant political events. (6) To reframe foreign 

policy. He redefined Islamic traditions in order to modernize them.  

1.3.1.1.2 Social and Political Reform 

Abduh advocated strong socio-political reform in society. According to him, internal 

reform is the key to castigate the Britishers. He undergoes all possible endeavors to achieve 

reform and then try to pave the way for Egypt’s development. Charles Adams (1968) 

rightly pointed out that “The call of Muhammad Abduh received a response from many 

quarters and affected the life of the country in many directions.” (206) 

 Abduh made significant efforts for the propagation of religious activities, evacuation of 

social problems, promoting reforms in Al-Azhar, because education is the basic source for 

the progress of a country, establish several reform groups. He did his level best in the 

support of the Nationalist party. He clearly explained the tenets of the national party to 

Wilfred Blunt:  

(1) National party will support the Sultan of the Ottoman Empire both financially and by 

human resources.  

(2) The party will accept Sultan (khedive’s) rule as far as he remains impartial to them and 

issue orders in accordance with Sharia.  

(3) This party appreciates foreign aid in developmental projects in Egypt until Egypt pay 

back all the loans.  

(4) The main mandate of the party is awareness about rights and education (which is 

Abduh’s focal point). Moreover; there will be freedom in print media.  

(5) It is a political party, consisting of all nations including the minorities. So, every 

national of Egypt is eligible for its enrolment. They are all equal according to law.  

(6) The party will take all the measures for the financial and moral betterment of society 

(Abduh, 1976). 

All these mandates can be achieved by awareness, education, and freedom of expression. 

On the basis of them, Abduh took the initiative of reformation in the military, political 

affairs, and foreign affairs which leads to the strengthening of Egypt’s identity (Sedgwick, 

2014). 
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1.3.1.1.3 Reform on the Sharia’s Courts, al-Azhar and Tajdid Agenda 

Abduh left a long-lasting impact on the legal structure of Egypt owing to his post of Chief 

Mufti. The roots of his decisions are deeply rooted in the Qur’an and Sunnah. He abolished 

taqlid (the unconditional subservience) and promoted Ijtihad. He was deeply influenced 

by Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah because he bases his authority upon the text of the Qur’an 

and the Sunnah.” (Charles Adams, 204). The focal points of his movement were to defend 

religious autonomy, to get freedom from colonialism, to break the bondage of 

traditionalism and conservatism and to maximize the aversion from absolute taqlid and to 

follow Ijtihad. The basic purpose behind his moderation of Islamic law was to revive Islam 

from its original roots. Moreover, to harmonize Islam with the most advanced scientific 

ideas of the present day. Apparently, he didn’t back the renewal of Islam and Muslim 

society is not done by importing foreign ideas but through Islamic legal and social change. 

However, he propagated the spirit of rationalization in Muslim societies. 

1.3.1.2  Sayyid Ahmed Khan 

Sayyid Ahmed Khan (1817-1898) was an Islamic social reformer, a scholar of Islamic 

faith and its practice, and pioneer of Islamic modernism in Muslim subcontinent (Qidvāʼī, 

2010). He served his nation a lot with his writings and made people of Indian subcontinent 

conscious about their rights, mainly by his educational activism (Belmekki, 2009). He also 

belonged to the field of journalism. He can be named as a chief organizer of the 19th 

century modernist movement in Indian subcontinent. He was the mainstream prominent 

person who proved himself as a vigorous and vital force against the so-called orthodox 

fallacies, misconceptions, passivity and the backward medieval ideas. 

He was an enterprising person who gave his best in the resurrection and revitalization of 

Islam in modern times in India, but his actual contribution can be classified into three 

categories which are as below; 

1. A great “modernist” who made people realized of the real essence of Islam and elucidated 

Islam as a religion of rationalism in its relationship with science. He inaugurated and 

promoted several educational programs to cultivate and promote the western sciences in 

Muslims for the rise of deceived, betrayed and deluded Muslim community (Siddiqi, 

1967). 
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2. An “architect” of two nation theory further led to the separation of Muslims and Hindus 

in India and resulted in the creation of Pakistan in 1947 (Malik, 1966). 

3. A “heretic” (misbeliever, anomalous and abnormal) since, he put stress on the extrication 

of Hadith “direct recourse to the Qur’an” and rejected angles, and heavens, etc. on the 

basis of the scientific theory of knowledge (Hanif, 1997). 

For K. A. Nizami (1995) Sir Sayyid was “one of the towering personalities in the galaxy 

of 19th century Muslims reformers” who worked passionately to bring about a “change in 

the Muslim thought and behavior” and in fact, “he ushered in the dawn of an era of 

intellectual renaissance in India and contributed many essential elements to the 

development of modern Indian society.” For him pure Islam taught by Qur’an and the 

Prophet, does not actually oppose the western civilization and Muslims should adopt the 

best practices and principles espoused by the west. Sir Sayyid was a man of rational 

abilities who focused in exegetical rationalism through his writings, and his main interest 

was to make people realize that practice of an independent Ijtihad is one of the fundamental 

rights of Muslims, and Muslims are allowed to exercise it without any limitations. His 

inspiration was the writings of Shah Wali Allah (1703-62), who was one of the famous 

theologians of Islam and a philosophical scholar and a revivalist in the subcontinent. 

Bazmi Ansari (2003) called him as a “founder of Islamic modernism” who devoted his 

whole life in rejuvenating and in bringing the social, political, educational and religious 

reforms among the Muslims of the Indian subcontinent”.  

Like other Muslim modernists in the other parts of the world, Sir Sayyid also had the 

following main ideas, as the base of his ideology: 

1. Rationalism in Islam, according to which Man should not exist for religion but the actual 

purpose of the presence of religion, is to facilitate the man for his betterment and 

proficiency, 

2. Social reforms by placing Western culture as an ideal, 

3. Modern education and learning of the English language, 

4. Muslim nationalism and ethnocentricity. 

5. Civilization and culture do not belong to the nation, but to man. 

Like Afghani and Abduh, he welcomed new doctrines and ideas for the modification and 

reassessment of Islam and the acknowledgment of the best in western thoughts rather than 

their rejection. According to Esposito (1999), he developed a new theology to respond to 
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the changes and challenges put by modernity. He advocated his opinion a number of times 

that actual Islam which Allah and his Prophet  have provided for the Muslims is the one 

which he is propagating and not what the traditional scholars of Islam and religious 

missionaries have forged and fashioned.  

He claimed that the essence of Islam is to examine the laws of nature with skepticism and 

rationality and real Islam is completely compatible with modern science, which means, to 

explore the natural laws of the world and to discover the work of God, and all of this 

belongs to the teachings of Islam, in his viewpoint (Qidvāʼī, 2010). "If there is some apparent 

contradiction, then the work of God is always before us, and we cannot deny it. In this case the 

word of God will be proved false which is impossible and, therefore, the two must be in conformity 

with each other". (Khan, (1) 206) 

Because of his views, he was declared as a reformist and by some as a Muslim version of 

scholastics; that was a revival movement in Christianity in the middle ages. According to 

him, Islam is “in full correspondence with reason”. He himself said that "The fact is that 

India needs not merely a Steele or an Addison but also and, primarily, a Luther. (Khan, (10) 50) 

Moreover, the association of rationality, apprehension and knowledge is the source for 

Muslims to discriminate between good and bad, right and wrong and proper and improper. 

During the sixth decade of the nineteenth-century, after the fall of the Mughal Empire, Sir 

Sayyid advanced his ideas and theologies of modern Islam and a Muslim polity under 

British colonialism. It was a time when Sir Sayyid had written a number of books and texts 

including Asbab Baghawat-i- Hind (The causes of the Indian Revolt). In 1858 and in 1860-

61, he published Risalah Khair Khawahan Musalmanan (An Account of the Loyal 

Muhammadans of India) in which he claimed that the Muslims of India have affection and 

were the most loyal and trustworthy for the British Raj because of their related 

temperament and their shared values. The only Muslim who had an adventurous 

experience to write the critical description of old and the new testaments, The Mahomedan 

Commentary on the Holy Bible (1862), which was strategically designed to bridge the gulf 

between the two communities and to develop a common understanding and 

rapprochements. In London, he also wrote a treatise in response to William Muir’s Life of 

Mahomet,” A Series of Essays on the Life of Muhammad” (1870) and was later published 

in Urdu as Khutbat-i-Ahmadiyya (Baljon, 1964).  
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 Sir Sayyid divided Islam into two main categories. One is Islam as a divine religion and 

the other is, Islam as lived by Muslims under different circumstances and have included 

those things in the religion that actually were not the part of it. He claimed that "We shall 

do with this false god, these supposed prophets and these forged Qur'ans what our ancestor 

Abraham had done to the idols of his father and we shall re-establish in the world the obedience of 

one true God, that of His true Prophet, Muhammad, and of His true book". (Khan, (10) 80) 

. This distinction made him argue that reform could only be attained by the involvement 

of scientific and historical methodology for reading and interpretation of Islamic history 

and by the challenges being encountered by the modification of Muslim’s interpretation 

of religion and history based on modern science. As he says that “the challenges of western 

institutions could only be faced by remodeling Muslim interpretations of religion and 

history on the basis of modern science” (Hunter, 2014). His biographer, Hali (1957), says that 

he had come to the definite conclusion that only that part of Islam need be studied in the light of 

science and reason, which the Muslims regard as being divinely revealed and about which they are 

certain that it has reached them through the Prophet in exactly the same condition in which it was 

revealed to him without any addition or modification. If anything in this part of Islam runs counter 

to philosophy and science, then we should try to reconcile them or we should prove that science 

and philosophy have gone wrong in their claims and assertions. (p. 276) 

 By carefully examining all the circumstances, he devised “a scientific methodology of 

historiography in his historical and religious works.” He wrote an essay ‘Life of 

Muhammad (1870)’as a counter argumentation and refute of William’s polemical life of 

Muhammad (1858) “the starting point of modern Indian historiography of Islam.” 

He was greatly inspired by the Mu’tazili School of thought, who propound rational interest 

in people. The western mannerism and politics astounded him (Bharathi, 1998). Many 

South Asian scholars scrutinize Sir Sayyid’s religious beliefs; they observed certain 

contradictions. Fazl ur Rahman, for instance, propounded that Sir Sayyid “was not a keen 

religious thinker nor perhaps primarily and deeply religious” (Hunter, 2014). Furthermore, 

he noted that “[he] was led by the inner logic of the Muslim intellectual history to justify 

his cultural progressive attitude theologically” (Rahman, 1958). According to him the 

outcome of Sir Sayyid’s work or teachings as “Chiefly negative; he produced an Islam that 

was not against modern scientific progress.”  
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1.3.1.2.1 Religious Ideas of Sir Sayyid: His Views about Taqlid and 

Ijtihad 

Being a rationalist Sir Sayyid’s main focus was on the logical and judicious approach in 

Islam and the main document in which he developed a scientific Muslim theology was his 

Qur’anic exegesis (tafsir), which he wrote according to his own views and methodology. 

It is evident that he was much inspired by the Western ideas. He was the first Muslim 

modernist thinker who became successful in his attempt of realizing the Muslims of India 

about indispensableness of the modern interpretation of Islam which is more fruitful, 

liberal and progressive for them. So, in his desire to reconcile religion and modernity he 

had to break the traditional shackles. The main hurdle in forming a new edition of Islam 

are the sources of Islam i.e. the Qur’an and the Sunnah. Infect it is the Sunnah that give a 

specific meaning to the text of the Qur’an. So, to give a new interpretation to the words of 

Qur’an, he gave the view of tafsir by avoiding the Hadith and rejecting the traditional 

practices and assimilations of the conservative orthodox schools. He declared that “there 

are only certain verses in the Qur'an which are in the nature of religious commands. Therefore, the 

fact that worldly matters have been mentioned in the Qur'an does not prove that they are a part of 

religion. (Khan, (5) 9) This view made his personality and his thoughts very controversial 

and he was labeled as a “heretic” and a “deviant”.  

He developed his own discourse on Hadith literature. As the Hadith literature is concerned 

Sir Sayyid is of the view that majority of the traditions are not transmitted verbatim. Literal 

transmission is not observed by the companions of the Prophet.  The result is that the 

traditions incorporated in the books of Hadith contain the phraseology employed by the 

last narrator and it is difficult to say how many changes the words have undergone in this 

process from the original words used by the Prophet. Even the Companions of the Prophet 

misunderstood him sometimes as is evident in some instances (Khan, (1) 49).  He further 

advanced his views about Hadith literature by interpreting certain Ahadith in his own way. 

According to Sir Sayyid "There is no doubt that Islam which is undoubtedly a true religion is 

founded on these principles and our Prophet's declaration that whatever I tell you about matters of 

religion, accept it and whatever I forbid you from (concerning religion), desist from it, is a 

conclusive proof of this". (Khan, (9) 10) So he deduced the conclusion that "Whatever the Prophet 

of Islam has said about the spiritual progress or spiritual culture of man, is the last word that has 

been said in this regard. That is what makes him the khatim (the last Prophet). If a thousand people 

are now born gifted with the prophetic faculty they cannot say anything more (than what 
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Muhammad has said). However, the faculty of prophethood and the grace of God have not come 

to their end. On the other hand, the words of the Prophet: the saints of my Community are like the 

prophets of Israel, show that the faculty of prophethood will continue to function till the Last Day, 

although prophethood has come to an end (Khan, (3) 61) 

Sir Sayyid’s two main achievements are his struggle in two broadly distinct problems in 

Islamic modernism: rationalism even in the trivialities of Islam and his views on making 

Islamic laws liberal and flexible. He tried his best to resolve the inherent difficulties in 

four sources of Islamic laws by his famous rational exegesis of Qur’an; by historical 

doubtfulness in the scrutiny of the crucial data of classical Hadith literature; by an almost 

unlimited emphasis on ijtihad as the transferable and important duty of every individual 

Muslim; and lastly by rejecting the rules and regulations of Ijma (consensus of the 

scholars) in a traditional and classical sense which have given the authority to the 

traditional Ulama only. Instead, he took the term ijtihad as a slogan which is an Arabic 

term literally means “exert” or “effort” and translated this term as an independent research 

in the intellectual reasoning of Muslims in all the matters even worldly or religious. After 

a long period of Taqlid (blind adherence or imitation), he declared that Ijtihad was the only 

way of salvation (Baljon, 1964).  

Opposite to Ijtihad, another term was Taqlid which means the blind adherence of tradition, 

which means that the people who came latter have to follow the decisions made by 

religious authority of the past without examining the doctrinal basis and reasoning behind 

them. Shah Wali Allah was highly motivated by this term of ijtihad and Sir Sayyid praised 

him for that (Bharathi, 1998). Taqlid according to him is a symbol of deadness and Ijtihad 

is actually its reformation according to the change in the circumstances, time and need of 

the Muslims. This relationship of Taqlid and Ijtihad is more symbolic and representative 

than judicial. Post-colonial Islamic thinkers used Ijtihad more adaptive and reasonable 

than Taqlid but it was Sayyid Ahmed Khan who promoted it as the only source of taking 

the Islam forward and make it compatible with the modern standards (Gill, 2013).  

Sir Sayyid asserted that Islam is the only religion which can go together with changing 

circumstances and with the new age. Sir Sayyid introduced a new conception of Islam and 

laid the foundation of a new [Islamic] theology (kalam). As in former [intellectual] 

movements Islam has been presented in the form of laws, or in the form of philosophy, or 

again in the form of a Sufi system [of thought], in the same way Sir Sayyid keeping in 
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mind the scientific spirit of the modern age, presented Islam in the form of a modern 

theory.  

1.3.1.2.2 Sir Sayyid on Religion and Science Compatibility  

Sir Sayyid was a pure believer of this fact that there is complete agreement between the 

work of God (nature) and the word of God (scripture). According to him, there must be a 

complete consonance between religion and science. Furthermore, he also believed that 

whenever any kind of conflict or contradiction may occur between religion and science, 

religion will have to be reinterpreted according to the exemplifications and manifestations 

of science (Qidvāʼī, 2010). Sir Sayyid concluded that “if we keep in view the principles 

deducible from the Qur’an itself, we shall find that there is no contradiction between the 

modern sciences, on the one hand, and the Qur’an and Islam, on the other”. (Khaliq, 1993, 

p. 12) 

Sir Sayyid advised Muslims that Muslims should adopt and imitate the western practices 

in those matters where Islam is silent and advised Muslims of the subcontinent to apply 

the representational and realistic rationalism in the reinterpretation of Qur’an (Hunter, 

2014). He also condemned the blind and ridiculous belief that God’s prophets appeared 

only in Arabia and Palestine to reform the Jews and Arabs and the other parts of the world 

were disowned by the divine knowledge. Sir Sayyid has been considered as one of the 

great developers, explorers and the pioneer in what is now called “Interfaith dialog” and 

he worked for “greater understanding and goodwill” and harmony among Muslim sects, 

and between Muslims and non-Muslims. 

Various scholars have denounced and criticized Sir Sayyid’s bold and rational views about 

Islam and the socio-political views but regardless to the fact that Sir Sayyid has been 

considered as the most rational and influencing personality of his age by many, and his 

work cannot be overlooked in the history of Indian subcontinent. Esposito (1993) argues 

that Sir Sayyid’s “strong affinity with the west” brought “strong criticism from Ulama and 

anti-colonialists who dismissed his loyalism and reformism as political and cultural 

capitulation”. 

Sir Sayyid’s exegesis of Qur’an according to his rational approach in all the matters of life 

explained Islam and outlined “15 basic principles”. He mentioned that God has created the 

laws of nature and maintains them as the disciplines and instructions of creation and 
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existence therefore “there can be nothing in the Qur’an contrary to the laws of the nature” 

and “linguistic research is necessary to study the sociological mores and possibilities of 

the development of human society contained in the direct and indirect expression of the 

Qur’an” (Bharathi, 1998). 

Sir Sayyid also denied the miracles, which became the main reason behind the severe 

criticism of Muslim scholars.  He claimed that “I consider prophethood to be a natural 

phenomenon" (Khan, (13) 7). He regards Prophet Muhammad’s (PBUH) ‘Isra’ (ascension 

to heaven and vision of God on a night of beatitude) only a dream, “neither a physical nor 

spiritual experience”.  He is not inclined to accept Hadith unless it is tested by reasoning 

(dirdyah). He says that there is nowadays a sect which calls itself Ahl-i-Hadlth, although its 

opponents designate it as the Wahhabls. This sect is opposed to Taqlid and claims to follow the 

Hadith, but the truth of the matter is that it is itself guilty of Taqlid, because it has given up the 

habit of testing Hadith on the basis of reason (dirdyah) and believes implicitly in what the scholars 

of the past generations have said about the authenticity of individual Hadith. (Khan, (1) 270) 

He has been largely criticized for his complete denial of Ijma. ‘Tanqid al-Khayalat’ (1882-

84) a controversial and litigious work by Imad ud-Din (d, 1901) reprimanded the 

theologies of Sir Sayyid Ahmed Khan, which he expressed in Tahzib al-Akhlaq. His 

influence on the posterior writers especially on E.M. Wherry and H.U. Weitbrecht was an 

achievement for him. Weitbrecht described the distinguishing features of Sir Sayyid’s new 

theological perspectives and endorsements of Azadi-i-ra’y has been recalled in his book 

“The New Islam in India”. For Weitbercht, Aligarh College and the Muhammadan 

Educational Conference were nothing but the means to give the intellectual program a 

practical effect (Zwemer & Wherry, 2014) 

Many adversaries and opponents of Sir Sayyid refer to Jamal Uddin Afghani’s criticism 

of him, in one of his articles. “Al-Dahriyun fi’l Hind” (The materialists of India), published 

in al Urwa tul Wuthqa in 1884. He wrote about Sir Sayyid that he appeared in the guise of 

naturalists [materialists] and proclaimed that nothing exists but blind nature to seduce the 

sons of the rich who were frivolous young men.  

1.3.2  The Second Phase of Islamic Modernism 

The second phase of Muslim modernism was different from the first phase in some 

respects, in spite of the fact that the basic diagnoses of the whole situation were the same. 

It also had the urge to make the Muslim civilization dominant again in the world. The 
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major proponents of this second phase also saw the modern civilization as a kind of model 

for Muslims and fully appreciated the advancements made by European nations in 

different fields. However, they were different from the first phase modernists in two major 

respects.  

Firstly, they were more confident about their own tradition, knowledge, history, values, 

culture, language, etc. and did not look down upon their own rich heritage. They criticized 

the later part of Muslim history but gave the heroic accounts of the initial centuries of 

Muslim civilization. They disagreed with the initial modernists that every convention must 

be replaced with modernity and every religious doctrine including the faith and dogmas 

should be reconciled with the modern ethos. There were possibly more than one causes 

behind this difference in approach. It is evident that they existed for a period when 

Muslims had come out of their initial inferiority complex in which they had at the start of 

the colonial dominance. Also, many researchers have come up with another reason that 

the second phase reformers were not as adaptive to modernity as their initial counterparts 

were, because they experienced the results that the thoughts of initial thinkers like 

Muhammad Abduh and Sir Sayyid Ahmed Khan brought about in Muslim communities 

and some of their thoughts even proved deadly and dangerous for religion. The Muslim 

communities overall also rejected the liberal stance of those thinkers. In the secular realm, 

their views gained popularity but in the religious realm, their views were almost rejected 

by the traditionalists as well as by the common Muslims. Like in the Indian subcontinent 

Sir Sayyid’s views about education and giving importance to science became popular but 

his interpretation of the Qur’an and his scientific explanation of the religious beliefs were 

rejected by most of the people (Arora, 2010). Almost same was the case in Egypt where 

Abduh’s predecessor, Rasheed Reza, when experienced the outcome of the thoughts of 

Abduh, leaned towards traditionalism and changed many of his views which are incoherent 

to the orthodox doctrines (Mardelli, 2010).  

Secondly, the other reason behind the critical approach of this second phase of Muslim 

modernism and less inferiority towards their own tradition was that they had studied 

modernity in more detail and were aware of the flaws and shortcomings of the modern 

thought and civilization. Their in-depth knowledge of modernity had many reasons. 

Muslims up to that time had experienced almost half a century under their new colonial 

masters so the initial charisma of the unknown was lost. Also, there appeared a number of 
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young scholars who visited Europe for study purpose and had the luxury of a thorough 

interaction with the people as well as the knowledge of modernity. 

1.3.2.1  Muhammad Rashid Rida 

Muhammad Rashid Rida (1886-1935) was one of the prominent members of the reformist 

movement. He was greatly inspired by Muhammad Abduh and Jamal Uddin Afghani. He, 

although, himself was a modernist and a disciple of Abduh, yet he differed him in blindly 

following the modern thoughts, and adopted the policy of pick and choose towards 

Modernity. He was a realist in his approach and proved as a milestone for Hassan Al Banna 

and Sayyid Qutb (Mardelli, 2010).  

 Although Rida was a realist reformer, there were certain practices, which he observed as 

a threat to the essence of Islamic roots. He put his best efforts to castigate the impact of 

bourgeois alien practices in Islam. Most of the practices he observed in Sufis order in 

Tripoli, Lebanon in the late 1800s. Owing to his sharp sensitivity, he observed that the 

extreme bourgeois class was fervently indulged in certain rituals, which were non-Islamic. 

The case is similar; in every society, there is a class that set trends for the rest of the 

community. Rida was against those extraneous rituals, which on their extensions lose their 

true essence and become no less than showcase ornaments. Thus, his longings meet its 

destination at Naqshabandiyya Sufi order, which further leads him to Al-Afghani. He 

wanted a transformation in all the rituals (Kurzman, 2002). 

Rida proved as a member of the reformist movement who left his everlasting impact in the 

lives and work of his successors. He went to Cairo in 1897, after the death of Al-Afghani, 

to seek guidance from Muhammad Abduh and stayed in Cairo until his death. In 1898, his 

magazine Al-Manar first appeared as a weekly and later on as a monthly publication. The 

main motive behind this magazine was to re-establish and re-preserve the unity of the 

Muslim nation. His impact is more penetrating and boundless than his masters. He 

believed in the reconciliation of Islam and modernity; which means that these two do not 

diverge or bypass but rather two paths that carry the potential to be joined together for the 

betterment of the world. His master Abduh advocated Ijtihad but Rida believed that there 

must be a criterion for the decision-making. Such a mindset was the consequence of his 

witnessing of disunion in the Islamic Caliphate. Therefore, one can rightly put forward 

that Rida owing to his exposure to the western civilization fully understood the reason 

behind the distortion in the Islamic world. 
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Rida during all his life advocated his reform dictum. Reform was his legacy, which he 

passes to his successors. According to him, Muslims themselves are responsible for their 

downfall. He observed that Muslim scholars were no more concerned with lack of 

creativity and lack of innovation, and tend to rely on imitation which ultimately leads 

towards stagnation. Education and politics are the two main pillars of every society, which 

determines its health. Unfortunately, Rida observed deterioration in both of these 

disciplines. The above-mentioned reasons are the direct result of negligence on the behalf 

of Muslims according to him. On the opposite side, modernity’s immense progress was 

mainly due to their efforts in the field of science which Muslims have completely relegated 

from their life. Rida illustrated his thoughts clearly in his journal Al-Manar, that stated that 

Muslim’s progress lies in science and technology and they could never get prominence 

until they pay attention to science and technical knowledge (Hourani, 1983).  

On the downfall of the Ottoman Caliphate, Rida wrote an exposition named “The caliphate 

or the supreme Imamate.” In his journal, he gave a detailed vision about the importance of 

Caliphate as well as prescribed certain ways for its restoration. He realized that first, they 

must have a temporary Caliphate to create solidarity in Muslim society (Shahin, 1993). 

There were several issues that the Caliphate had to face, like consultation and adaptability 

of Islamic law. Rida’s main concern was the modern Islamic reform—the compatibility of 

Islam and modernism. His master Muhammad Abduh was an extremist in his approach. 

For that reason, Rida deviated from him and formed his own path (Kedourie, 1997).  

To escape from harsh consequences, Rida advocated the establishment of the caliphate 

under a supreme Mujtahid along with the collaboration among the members of the 

Supreme Shura Council, to eradicate any sort of conspiracy. By this act, Rida gave ample 

importance to Arabs. He knew that this would cause certain issues for non-Arabs, for them, 

he prescribed that their matters must be addressed panoramically with the worldwide 

applicability. He was of opinion that only Arabs could comprehend Qur’an because it was 

in their language and language is not merely a parlance rather a completely ideological 

pattern of society (Kurzman, 2002). He stated that “The Qur’an prohibited Taqlid in 

religion and denounced imitators.” Qur’an’s purpose is far greater than merely its 

recitation. 

1.3.2.2  Muhammad Iqbal 
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Muhammad Iqbal (1877-1938) was a thinker, a philosopher, a poet and a politician who 

became prominent in the first decades of the twentieth century in the Muslim subcontinent. 

Many thinkers influenced Muslims' religious thinking and put their part in their intellectual 

evolution, but Iqbal had a high position amongst them. He belonged to the age when 

Muslims of the subcontinent was under colonial rule that was established almost half a 

century before. His thoughts gained such popularity amongst the Muslims that even in the 

21st century he is an integral part of the collective subconscious of subcontinent Muslims. 

In the nineteenth-century subcontinent, Sir Sayyid Ahmed Khan's main figure is the most 

influential person who rendered great services for the Muslims in the field of education. 

But his knowledge of The modern civilization and episteme was very limited and 

superficies and his approach had a large amount of inferiority complex in it. In this 

background and civilizational environment, Iqbal appeared as a thinker who understands 

the limitations of modernity but at the same time had no inferiority complex towards his 

own tradition and history (Sharma, 2008). 

Most of his thoughts are found in his poetic works but along with it he also delivered 

different lectures that got published afterward. His book Reconstruction of Religious 

thoughts in Islam is a work of this type. However, in poetry unlike all other Muslim 

proponents of modernism, Iqbal really criticized the modern civilization (Qaisar, 1994). 

His knowledge and understanding of the modernity were much more than the predecessors 

of Islamic modernism. Arguably, it can be claimed that he was amongst the topmost 

intellectuals in the Muslim World who have in-depth knowledge of Modernity. He was 

most lucid and clear-headed in his approach. Therefore, he left almost no stone unturned 

in studying the manifestations and ideological basis of The modern civilization. He 

criticized the shallowness of the modern knowledge, the narrowness in science, the 

selfishness and inhumane nature of materialism, the hasty generalization of the modern 

democracy and the tragedies that abrupt progress had brought about to the modern 

societies especially and to all the humanity as well (Qaisar, 1994). Along with criticizing 

the negative aspects of the modernity, he also admired their love for knowledge, their 

creativity and their zeal for progress (Esposito, 2000). However, even in these aspects, he 

considered the modernity in the west as an extension of Islam and it was Muslims who 

provided them with this enlightenment. This was amongst his major themes that “the inner 

core of the modern civilization is Qur’anic”. He claimed that the light of knowledge in the 

modern socities is lightened by the lamp of Islam. So according to him, mastering the 

modern knowledge by keeping a strong connection with tradition is the obligation upon 
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every Muslim and is not an act of seeking some new knowledge. Rather it would be a 

process of reclaiming their own legacy. 

He, at the start, considered that the British Empire was beneficiary to the Muslims of the 

subcontinent and as a whole, for Islamic civilization that had been struggling for existence 

for centuries. In his prose, at times he even claimed that the British Empire was the 

civilizing factor for the Islamic civilization of the subcontinent that according to him was 

not in its better form in the 17th and 18th century (Esposito, 2000). He gave the view that 

“England, in fact, is doing one of our own great duties, which unfavorable circumstances 

did not permit us to perform. It is not the number of Muhammadans which it protects, but 

the spirit of the British Empire that makes it the greatest Muhammadan Empire in the 

world” (Kurzman, 2002).  He was of the view that after the initial centuries of Muslim 

dominance, the external factors, as well as the internal disturbances and the urge to get the 

dominance of different Muslim dynasties soon, took the Muslim civilization away from 

its initial legacies. A lot of polluting factors, according to him, had entered in the Muslims 

and have gained popularity in the name of Islam, which was not actually present in the 

teachings of Islam at its inception.  

Actually, like all other modernists, Iqbal also had the agenda to reconcile between tradition 

and modernity, so some of his thoughts especially that he presented in his prose appeared 

to be against the orthodox doctrines. However, an in-depth study of his prose makes it 

clear that he wanted to devise a new theology of Islam to make the religious beliefs of 

Islam according to the modern episteme that only considers empirical experience as 

knowledge (Khastgir, 1991). He said about it that “I propose to undertake a philosophical 

discussion of some of the basic ideas of Islam, in the hope that this may, at least, be helpful 

towards a proper understanding of the meaning of Islam as a message to humanity” (Iqbal, 

2013, p 7).  

In this effort, some of his assumptions appeared to be against orthodoxy. However, even 

in his so-called the modern beliefs, he seems to be different from all other modernist 

thinkers. He in this effort, unlike others, avoids making exclusive claims and declares his 

views as an effort to initiate a process that has to be undertaken by the experts. He himself 

has given his views in a humble manner about Ijtihad in his lecture named: “Concept of 

Movement in Islam” and tried to open debate to determine the things that are constant in 

Muslim civilization and others that are subject to change with the change in time and space. 

The complete statement reveals that he attributed his views to Shah Wali Ullah on the basis 

of a misunderstood claim by Shibli (Halepota, 1974). Suhyel Umar in detail has discussed 
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it and draw the conclusion that Iqbal himself was not clear in this stance and the process 

of association to Shah Waliullah was also against reality. (Umar, 1996) 

The other controversy is over his views on Hadith where he seems to endorse the views of 

Goldziher that the Hadith, The second great source of Muhammadan Law is comprised of 

the traditions of the Holy Prophet. These have been the subject of great discussion both in 

ancient and the modern times. Among their the modern critics, Professor Goldziher has 

subjected them to a searching examination in the light of the modern canons of historical 

criticism and arrives at the conclusion that they are, on the whole, untrustworthy. However, 

this view cannot become a base to infer the conclusions that Iqbal doesn’t consider Hadith 

as a legal source of Islamic law because this too is not endorsed by his views that he 

expresses on other places.  

1.3.2.2.1 Iqbal’s View on Modernity 

Iqbal sees the problem of religion and modernity as a problem of impossibility of re-living 

the special type of inner experience on which religious faith rests, which is vital to 

assimilate the alien universe. It has become further complicated for the modern man who 

has developed habits of concrete thought and suspects that inner experience is liable to 

illusion (Khastgir, 1991). The modern concrete mind, therefore, demands a scientific form 

of knowledge. The Reconstruction is an attempt to meet that demand which takes due 

regard to Islamic philosophical tradition and recent developments of human knowledge. 

The self-critical approach in the modern sciences, especially in physics, encouraged him 

in this endeavor (Iqbal, 2013). 

Although Mohammed Iqbal was one of the most prominent the modern thinkers of the 

Indian subcontinent, and arguably the most influential personality of the second phase of 

Islamic modernism, in his ideology he advocated the need to learn and excel in the modern 

knowledge to cope with the challenge of dominance of the modern nations. Yet, at a 

number of occasions, he criticized the modern civilization, Philosophy, style of living and 

even the episteme. He also criticized the modern science.  

Iqbal propagated a new and more revolutionized lens for the modernized society and its 

many shades. Although he did not entirely negate the positive aspects of the modern 

civilization, according to him Muslims ought not to adhere to those rules strictly (Esposito, 

2000). He got his basic education from his native land and then he went to Germany for 

higher studies. His method of analyzing modernity is more critical than Sir Sayyid. He had 
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a sight so deep that it perches into the soul of the modernity, and dissected it to have a 

clear vision about their life, culture, etc. This aspect of Iqbal’s study provides ample 

guideline for contemporary thinkers to follow a clear and well-formed standard of 

judgments. 

Iqbal criticized the modern democracy and declared it as the modern form of anarchy 

because both of them exploit the common man (Ali, 1970). The modern worldview is a 

point of continuous criticism by Iqbal.  

Even the modern science which had been a source of inspiration for the proponent of the 

first wave of Islamic modernism, Iqbal didn't see the modern Science as seen by the 

modernists before (Robinson & Peck, 2015). He criticized its inability to solve the real 

problems of mankind1. The modern education that was given as an ultimate solution to the 

Muslims of the subcontinent by Sir Sayyid was also criticized by Iqbal. Not only that he 

criticized the modern civilization but also he predicted its decline almost at the start of 

twentieth-century. 

While human history has always been in a state of flux, the modern period is unique both 

because of the unprecedented speed of historical change and because of the hitherto untried 

direction in which it seems to be moving.  For the first time during recorded history, 

religion is facing a real threat of extinction; the kind of change that history is demanding 

from religion is such that religion would lose its essence, its eternal element if it were to 

give in to its demand.  Refusing to change is not an option either.   

This, in turn, is the question of modernity. How religion has to negotiate with the rising 

tide of unprecedented changes which arose with the advent of modernity. According to 

Charles Taylor, we must reread Iqbal. For a time we could imagine him forgotten, 

consigned to the oubliettes with the other figures of Islamic 'modernism' from the 

beginning of this century. But he had to come back. There are effectively some transient 

'modernisms' which try to adapt to a secular tradition to the fashion of the day. They create 

themselves within an immediate present, which they then find it hard to survive. There are 

others which start with a major detour, a return to sources, to discover how to be truly 

faithful to them in a novel historical situation. Iqbal’s thought is of this second character, 

a rare and powerful realization of the genre in fact. (Taylor,  2010, xiii) 
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We cannot fail, after referring so often to the 'modernist' current in which the Iqbalian 

philosophy is inscribed, to examine the primary notion of modernity. Firstly by repeating 

that Iqbal quite particularly insists on the idea that this cannot be about a particular content 

to imitate. And this refusal as much concerns the imitation of a tradition as an external 

model. Modernity here is thus not something which it would be a matter of a society 

conforming to, but, in a manner of speaking, a mirror held out to it. In a long and important 

reflection entitled 'Response to questions raised by Pandit J. L. Nehru', (Tariq 109-139) 

Iqbal returns to the notion of an appeal to modernity which is the internal movement of 

society even if it is also to respond to the pressure of the modern ideas. It is thus that he 

considers, on the one hand, the personal history of modernist intellectuals in the Islamic 

world, like Al Afghânî and Sayyid Ahmad Khan, on the other, the transformations in 

Turkey. Just as, he declares, we cannot say that these intellectuals were modernized when 

they were in the first place the outcrop of the old traditional school, we also—and he is 

responding directly to a statement of Nehru’s–can not say that the modernization 

undertaken in Turkey meant that this country had ceased to be Muslim. Whether it is a 

matter of the necessity of also having a materialist perspective on the world or other 

questions such as the use of Turkish language written in Roman characters or the abolition 

of the caliphate with the separation of Church and State, there is nothing in these, Iqbal 

says, that cannot be referred, ultimately, to an internal principle of movement, to the ijtihad 

of an Islamic country. (Tariq 130-134) 

Rather than a particular content that is modern, then, we can refer to an attitude of 

modernity, thus making use of an important and useful distinction employed by Michel 

Foucault, who specifies: 'by ‘attitude’, I mean a mode of relating to contemporary reality; 

a voluntary choice made by certain people; in the end, a way of thinking and feeling; a 

way, too, of acting and behaving that at one and the same time marks a relation of 

belonging and presents itself as a task. No doubt, a bit like what the Greeks called an ethos'. 

(Foucault, 1997, 309) 

An ethos that is both belonging and task, such indeed is the principle that is at work in 

modernist thought and that can be defined using the illustration he finds in Amir Ali’s 

conclusions concerning the status of women in the Islamic world. When the author of the 

Spirit of Islam indicates that, on this issue, Islamic societies must move with the advances 

of civilization, it is not an appeal to conform to civilization or modernity. It is by knowing 

how to go back to Islamic history and to the process of civilization that it bears to 



41 | P a g e  
 

constitute, in the present and for this time, its sense, which is to say the direction it 

indicates. (Diagne, 2010, 52) 

 

One way to conceptualize Iqbal’s intellectual project as a whole is to think of it in terms 

of his desire to re-establish religion, Islam in particular, on rational foundations. Iqbal is 

well aware that philosophical inquiry, like scientific inquiry, is destined to remain 

provisional and open-ended, with no possibility of, or even any need for, a final resolution. 

On the other hand, he argues that “the essential aim of religion” is not a ceaseless and 

endless inquiry into the nature of truth, but “the transformation and guidance of man’s 

inner and outer life.” (Iqbal 2013, 1) Philosophy, like science, can hope to grow forever at 

a leisurely pace by means of extensive self-criticism and self-correction; it has literally all 

the time in the world to pursue truth.  

Religious beliefs, on the other hand, are meant to be acted upon, they shape values that 

organize everyday behavior. Since action and behavior cannot be postponed indefinitely, 

or to any significant extent even in the short-term, the religious enterprise is necessarily 

characterized by the quality of immediate relevance. At the same time, as Iqbal notes, it 

would be hazardous to justify one’s actions and behaviors on “the basis of a doubtful 

principle of conduct” (Iqbal, 2013, 146) and furthermore, it would be unsatisfactory to 

assume religious truth only because such an assumption helps “to regulate thought and 

conduct.” (Iqbal 3) Because of its practical nature, as opposed to the oretical nature of both 

philosophy and science, religion has a much greater need as well as desire, not to mention 

urgency, to establish itself on rational foundations while searching for objective truth that 

has relevance for human transformation and guidance. 

Since these “rational foundations” upon which religion is to be established are themselves 

neither fixed, nor stable, but are directly dependent on the shifting states of human 

knowledge and understanding the process whereby the religious beliefs establish 

themselves rationally must be an ongoing one. In other words, it is the cumulative human 

endeavor in the disciplines of philosophy and science that help produce the “rational 

foundations” upon which religion seeks to establish itself. As development in philosophy 

and science tend to transform and refine those foundations, they provide new opportunities 

and challenges for religion to make appropriate adjustments in its own quest. Theology 

has been performing this necessary and practical function of reconciling what Iqbal calls 

“the oppositions of experience” (Iqbal, 2013, 2) within every religious community. An 
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opposition to experience is a disparity or disharmony between the regions of human 

experience. As each new development in human knowledge and understanding brought up 

a previously unrecognized opposition of experience or introduced a new twist into an 

ancient one, theology responded to the ensuing crisis by offering some form of 

reconciliation. 

Two caveats are in order. First, even though Iqbal’s intellectual project is a form of 

theology, due to the practical nature of religious concerns this term should be understood 

as a broadly conceived intellectual endeavor inseparable from applied ethics. Second, 

Iqbal’s concern with Islam is illustrative of his concern with the spiritual growth and 

expansion of humanity as such, not an indication of the parochialism. Being a Muslim, it 

is natural that Iqbal’s primary focus is on reconciling the oppositions of experience that he 

encounters within his own Islamic context; in terms of applied ethics, to re-establish Islam 

on rational foundations holds the promise of re-constructing the Muslim self, both 

individual and collective, after its disintegration in the recent past. Yet, there is a universal 

significance to Iqbal’s work as well. Just as the Muslim individual cannot achieve an 

optimal self-growth in isolation from his/her community, the Muslim community is also 

incapable of achieving such growth for itself in isolation from the larger human 

community. The interconnected nature of reality is such that human spiritual growth and 

expansion will either occur for everyone, or it will occur for no one. (Iqbal, 2013, 6) 

Within the particular, Islamic context of Iqbal’s intellectual project, two factors make him 

recognize the importance as well as the difficulty of re-establishing Islam on rational 

foundations: first, the relative stagnation in Islamic theology during the last five hundred 

years or so, and second, the radical change in philosophical premises brought about by the 

Enlightenment and the Scientific Revolution. The way in which he goes about dealing with 

these challenges is highly instructive, not only for contemporary Muslims concerned with 

the revival and revitalization of Islamic culture but also for any community that faces the 

challenge of reconciling oppositions of experience in its own context. To identify Iqbal’s 

basic approach, I turn to the work of Peter Berger (1979), a contemporary sociologist of 

religion. In the late 1970s, Berger argued that religion has three fundamental choices in 

how it deals with the secularizing influence of modernity; these he called the deductive, 

the reductive, and the inductive options. Berger’s typology may appear simplistic today, 

but it remains a useful guide for charting the encounter between religion and modernity, 
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as well as for appreciating the unique significance of Iqbal’s approach. In the following 

paragraphs, I summarize the three options. (Afzaal 4) 

The deductive option, according to Berger, “is to reassert the authority of a religious 

tradition in the face of the modern secularity.” (Berger 1979, 61) In this option, the 

representatives of religion refuse engagement or compromise with contrasting or 

alternative view being espoused by the modern secular society, insisting on the unchanging 

truth of the traditional meanings of their religious beliefs and practices, and asserting that 

contrasting views and practices must be rejected as partially or totally wrong. In extreme 

cases, this option can lead to the intellectual isolation of the religious community that 

chooses to follow it, as well as a tendency toward “fundamentalism”. Within this option, 

what differentiates traditionalism or religious conservatism from full-blown 

fundamentalism is the much greater influence of modernity in the latter case, since 

traditions are themselves composites rather than monolithic, the deductive option is an 

appropriation of selected parts of the tradition as opposed to a commitment to the entire 

range of ideas and experiences embodied in it. Even though proponents of the deductive 

option may not acknowledge their debt, their choice of privileging certain parts of the 

tradition over others is in direct response to what they see as the most threating aspects of 

the modern challenge. 

Next in Berger’s typology is the reductive option. According to Berger, to choose the 

reductive option is “to reinterpret the tradition in terms of the modern secularity, which in 

turn is taken to be a compelling necessity of participating in the modern consciousness.” 

(62) In this option, the desire not to miss the advantages of mainstream secular society 

leads the representatives of religion to reinterpret the tradition in light of prevailing the 

modern views. Initially, the intention is to be critically cautious and selective in the 

reinterpretation but gradually more and bigger compromises are made with increasing 

frequency and boldness. In the end, religion becomes so secularized and de-mythologized 

that it appears as just another version of the modern secularity. The problem originates in 

the motive that drives the reductive option. i.e., the desire to participate in the benefits and 

advantages of secular modernity, as opposed to the desire for maintaining a commitment 

to the religious tradition in the face of rapid social and cultural change. 

Berger’s third type is the inductive option. For Berger, the “inductive option is to turn to 

experience as the ground of all religious affirmation, one’s own experience to whatever 
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extent this is possible, and the experience embodied in a particular range of traditions.” 

(62-63) In this option, an effort is made to build religious faith on the basis of concrete 

human experience, including religious experiences of all varieties. One must argue on the 

basis of “empirical evidence,” which implies “taking the human experience as the starting 

point of religious reflection and using the methods of the historian to uncover those human 

experiences that have become embodied in the various religious traditions.” (115) In the 

end, Berger shows an inclination towards this third option; partly for a different set of 

reasons, it turns out that Iqbal also chooses the inductive option. 

While the above description of the deductive, reductive, and the inductive options are 

relatively straightforward, to identify a particular argument or position in terms of one of 

these options may not be a simple procedure; in some cases very similar to identical 

conclusions may result from the independent application of each of the three options. To 

identify each option as such, the inquirer must pay attention to how a conclusion is reached, 

more or less irrespective of what that conclusion may be. This calls for an analysis of the 

underlying logic or reasoning style of each of these three options. Since Berger himself 

did not explore this aspect of his typology, I suggest that Bruce Lawrence’s (1989) 

formulation of the nature of the modern thinking be used to enhance the precision of 

Berger’s three options. In his study of fundamentalism, Lawrence argues that “the 

formulation and exposition of intuitively conceived, implicitly held dyadic constructs is 

the gist of the modern thinking.” (30) He shows that these “dyadic constructs” can be 

handled in one of two ways. “Contraries pose sharp differences… but they never allow the 

contrast to exclude the possibility of rapprochement and even, from time to time, 

inversion.” This is not true of contradictions, which are “incommensurate opposites,” so, 

between them, there can be no “dialectical or sympathetic interaction but only stark 

juxtaposition,” no communication or compromise but endless hostility (17). For Lawrence, 

the tendency to handle dyadic constructs as contradictories is a feature common in many 

forms of modernity and fundamentalism. 

By using Lawrence’s argument to augment the precision of Berger’s typology, the 

following points may be noted. The deductive option tends to create sharp dichotomies by 

emphasizing those aspects of the religious tradition that appear as farthest away from the 

modern secular sensibilities and by downplaying the significance of similarities or 

overlaps. This indicates an underlying logic or reasoning style that handles dyadic 

constructs predominantly in the contradictory mode. The same is true of the reductive 
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option. Even though these two options appear as polar opposites in a sociological sense, 

both are in fact outcomes of the same psychological tendencies, as revealed in their use of 

the same underlying logic. For the three monotheistic religions of Judaism, Christianity 

and Islam, both the deductive and reductive options are particularly tempting because of 

the centrality in these traditions of written scripture. A written scripture is experienced as 

fixed, closed, and unchanging; its teachings, when in terms of dyadic constructs, itself the 

hallmark of the modern thinking. If such dyadic constructs are handled in the contradictory 

mode, they come to be viewed as incommensurate opposites offering stark either/or 

choices to the believers. Depending on whether one prefers the scriptural dictate or the 

imperative of secular modernity, one ends up choosing either the deductive or the reductive 

option. The deductive option inevitably leads to some form of fundamentalism while the 

reductive option produces different degrees of secularization. In contrast, the inductive 

option grounds itself in the entire range of human experience; as such, it implies the 

handling of dyadic constructs predominantly on the contrary mode, though without 

necessarily rejecting the value of the contradictory mode. 

Why Iqbal decide in favor of the inductive option, given that the other two were more 

easily available to him? There were both negative and positive reasons for this choice. By 

the time Iqbal arrived in Cambridge, many Muslim societies, including his native India, 

had already experienced the onslaught of secular modernity in various degrees of intensity; 

first in the domain of politics, where they saw the increasing domination of European 

colonial powers and the resulting disintegration of traditional Muslim institutions of 

education and law, and then in the domain of ideas, where they witnessed the gradual 

crumbling of medieval forms of Islamic theology in the face of modern science and 

philosophy. The most common Muslim responses to the latter crisis during the nineteenth-

century were along the lines of either the deductive or the reductive option. In Iqbal’s 

native India, the twin intellectual movements of Deoband and Aligarh, both establishing 

themselves in the mid-to-late nineteenth-century, represent respectively the deductive and 

the reductive options. Both the trends influenced Iqbal, though, he was more exposed to 

Aligarh school of thought during his formative period through his various teachers and 

mentors. It was obvious to Iqbal from the beginning that the Deoband approach did not 

offer any viable solution to the challenge of secular modernity beyond the necessary 

service it was performing in terms of the preservation and continuation of the inherited 

tradition and its spiritual legacy. As a result, Iqbal was always more open to the Aligarh 
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approach, at least in principle, though he also developed close relations with numerous 

classically trained ulama and continued to seek their guidance on specific issues. His 

independent and critical attitude made him recognize significant shortcomings in both the 

Aligarh and the Deoband approaches.  

At the beginning of the twentieth-century, Iqbal’s realization that the deductive and the 

reductive options were veritable dead-ends was already pushing him in the direction of a 

fresh alternative. While many Muslims would continue to follow these options in various 

guises and disguises throughout the twentieth century and into the twenty-first, it was a 

sign of Iqbal’s genius that he recognized the need to transcend both of these options well 

before their failures became obvious to most observers. Iqbal, therefore, went on to 

develop his own approach to the challenge of secular modernity, a remarkable 

actualization of Berger’s inductive option.  

We must note that, in addition to his dissatisfaction with the already tried-and-tested 

inductive and reductive options, there were at least three positive factors that account for 

Iqbal’s preference for the inductive option. These include (1) his understanding of the 

nature of secular modernity, particularly the modern science; (2) his understanding of the 

nature of religious resources that he had at his disposal, particularly the Qur’an and (3) the 

basic structure of his personality (most likely the morally oriented variety of the 

introverted intuitive type, in Jungian parlance) and the resulting temperament (independent 

and mystical). Taken together, these three factors made it practically inevitable that Iqbal 

would pioneer the inductive option in the modern Islam. (Afzaal 8) 

Iqbal avoids the deductive trap by approaching the Qur’an as a living scripture, one that 

reveals its inherent possibilities according to the needs and capacities of the reading 

community; one that identifies “change” as one of the great signs of God. 

Nor is he willing to accept the reductive claim that the world has progressed too far ahead 

for an ancient text to be of any further use. On the contrary, Iqbal is insistent in his 

judgment that Qur’an remains unsurpassed as a source of guidance; in fact, the more 

human knowledge and understanding advances, the more generously the Qur’an is willing 

to reveal its hidden treasures, particularly to those who are most in tune with its spirit. It 

is no exaggeration to suggest that Iqbal’s appreciation of and devotion to the Qur’an is 

unparalleled among modem Muslim intellectuals. Arguing against the reductive option 

that leans towards the modern forms of ethnic or territorial nationalism, Iqbal insists on 
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the need to re-organize the community of Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him, a 

community based on the love of a transcendent ideal. He maintains that individual Muslim 

will not be able to organize themselves into the community of Muhammad without 

adherence to and reliance upon the Qur’an. 

1.2.3  The Third Phase of Islamic Modernism 

The third phase of Islamic Modernism is associated with the thinkers who forwarded their 

works in the second half of the twentieth century. This was a time when most of the 

Muslim world won freedom from their colonial masters and formed their own independent 

countries. The natural process would be that the Muslims to establish the structure of 

education and knowledge in their own countries had to look back towards their own 

tradition. But the regimes that overtook the proceedings of the Muslim countries after the 

colonials left most were those who were the consequences of modernism, so they idealized 

the Modern standards and didn’t bother to look upon their own civilization (Kobo, 2012, 

p.115). For instance, considering the case of Pakistan, no serious effort was made to devise 

our own education system by keeping in view the pre-colonial educational standards. So 

even after the fall of colonial regimes, modernity sustained its position as an ideal in the 

eyes of most of the Muslims.  

In this phase, the hardcore Islamic modernism thought has diverged into many shades. 

Some of them adopted more traditional attitude while others emphasized the liberal view 

of Islam. Hence, at one hand, we see the thinkers of Islamism who propagated a dynamic 

view of Islam according to which whole of the human life, from personal matters to 

collective affairs, and even the matters of the state should be practiced under divine 

guidance. These thinkers challenged modern ideology and gave the view that the Islamic 

teachings are eternal and to establish an Islamic state the absolute ideal should always be 

the state of Medina established by the Prophet Muhammad (Maududi, 1980).  

On the other hand, most of the prominent academic thinkers who either shifted to the 

Europe or were born there adopted a more liberal view of Islam. Their views are even 

more liberal and flexible than all the thinkers of Islamic modernism of the past one and a 

half century. The modern thinkers of the previous phases were traditional in their lifestyle 

and values but these thinkers have wholeheartedly adopted the modern thoughts as well as 

their lifestyle and value system. They seem to be in complete coherence with the Modern 

standards of academic research and placed the Islamic knowledge and beliefs on inquiry 
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upon those standards (Berry, 2003). The common value among them and the previous 

phases is that all of them claim that they are doing all this to make Islam compatible and 

understandable for modernity. The traditionalists criticize them that in this effort the true 

picture of Islam has become distorted. Moreover, the modernist studies of Islam during 

this phase have mostly become merely an academic activity. 

1.3.3.1  Fazlur Rahman 

Many scholars consider Fazlur Rehman (1919-88) as the most influential modernist in 

recent Islamic history. He was born in the Hazara area of Pakistan. He got his early 

education from his father who was a traditional orthodox scholar of Islamic law, later on, 

his mindset diverted to modernism (Berry, 2003).   He attained his secular studies at 

Punjab University and Oxford University. He remained an important advisor to General 

Ayyub Khan. He edited and wrote articles in the research journal Fikr-o-Nazar which 

mirrored his modernist thoughts. The traditional and staunch Muslim community did not 

accept it and they verged a cry against him. Such controversy on a high level forced him 

to leave Pakistan. He taught at McGill University and the University of Durham. In his 

exile, he taught at the University of Chicago (Moosa, 2012). 

1.3.3.1.1 Rahman’s Philosophy and Methodology 

 According to Rahman, the twentieth century’s Islamic view is different from that of the 

medieval period, because according to him “the basic question of method and 

hermeneutics were not squarely addressed by Muslims.” While on the other hand, the 

Medieval Islamic law “worked fairly successfully” (Panjwani, 2012). The Muslims of the 

medieval period were realists, they modified Islam according to different circumstances 

of the invaded countries’ context but now the scholars have restricted Islam’s amendment 

only to the members of the group who by qiyas( analogical deduction) tried to deduct their 

answer. According to Rahman, the whole system of analogical deduction is a fallacy. For 

him, it “was not perfected to the requisite degree” because a new situation is addressed in 

terms of some past ruling if and only if the analogical resemblance is present between them 

(Hunter, 2014). But the modern age has changed the whole human life and not a single 

aspect has remained in its initial state. This change is very grand in nature and is all-

encompassing as well. So, it is impossible according to him to resemble analogically a 

new situation with some situation of the past. Moreover, he criticized the “atomistic” 

approach in deducing the arguments from the Qur’an as it is an error to just focus on 
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isolated verses. To comprehend the statements in the Qur’an in its unity the context must 

be given due importance (Rahman, 1980). According to him, the traditional Ulema ignores 

it and thus “laws were often derived from verses that were not at all legal in intent.” 

 According to Fazlur Rahman Qur’an is the response of some concrete problem related to 

a specific time. It only addresses the issues Arab’s were facing at the time of revelation. 

According to him the concept of the Qur’an regarding a unique God is different from that 

of Prophet’s time (Jaques, 2004). They associated the role of a specific context for the 

understanding of Qur’an. According to him, it is synchronic, related to a specific time and 

thus not universal. 

To further strengthen his view about the importance of ‘context’, he put forward a claim 

that not even of the Qur’an but also of Hadith, its importance lies in the comprehension of 

its context. If the ‘context’ is of no value none of the biographers of Qur’an and Hadith 

would have mentioned it (Sardar, 2011). They have described history because they knew 

its worth. The basic assumption is similar to that of structuralism, that no text can stand or 

give meaning on its own. One needs to know the background knowledge about it. 

 Rahman proposed a process of interpretation that consists of ‘a double movement’ which 

to move from present time to Qur’anic times and then back of the present time (Bektovic, 

2016). This process involves two steps: 

1) It involves understanding the meaning of the Qur’an as a whole as well as in terms of the 

specific situation. 

2) Generalization of that specific situation. Treat them as a statement of general moral 

principles. 

The second movement involves the deductive method. It takes from general principles of 

Qur’an the specific concrete context. According to him if one can achieve these then “the 

Qur’an’s imperatives will become alive and effective once again.” He stressed the 

importance of “ijtihad” in both the movements (Panjwani, 2012). His concept of Ijtihad 

was also different from the traditional jurists. Traditionally it is applied to the process of 

finding the religious ruling or decision on a situation that is new and whose exact state is 

not previously addressed in the sources of Shariah. Fazlur Rehman described the whole 

understanding and explanations of the Qur’an and other sources of Islam as bound to time 

and space.  
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1.3.3.1.2 Rahman’s Views on Revelation 

Fazlur Rehman was a man of profound intellectual abilities. His greatest endeavor was to 

reinvestigate Islamic thought according to the modern standards so that Islam may become 

a universal religion. For this purpose, he adopted the Modern standards of inquiry and 

critique to investigate the whole Islamic knowledge and history. In his method, he tried to 

make his own understanding of each and every thought and didn’t adopt any idea just 

because it was given by a man of grand stature. Rather, he built his own arguments to 

understand and describe the doctrines of Islam and in this process. He criticized even the 

established beliefs of Islam in the past fourteen hundred years (Koshul, 1994).  

Among the modernist thinkers of the past century he had perhaps the strongest 

understanding of orthodoxy and conventional thoughts but at the same time, he was the 

most critical of tradition. As the belief of Prophethood and its details have always been 

considered as an integral part of the Islamic belief system whose actual process is beyond 

the limits of human understanding. The modern Orientalists, especially of the twentieth-

century had concluded that the personal criticism of Prophet Muhammad by the modern 

thinkers of 17th to 19th century is mostly invalid and biased. However, they criticize the 

concept and process of revelation as described by the Muslim theologians of the past. The 

main reason behind this denial is their own self-perceived concept of the personality of 

Prophet Muhammad and the difference in the two epistemes i.e. the religious and the 

modern episteme. He seems to accept the modern criticism of the concept and process of 

revelation and tried to develop his own narrative for the explanation of revelation. Edward 

Said in his Orientalism (1978) cites Jaques Waradenburg’s L’Islam dans le meroir de 

I’Occident and Orientalism in which he told five experts which were the makers of Fazlur 

Rehman’s Ideology: (1) Ignaz Goldziher, (2) Duncan Black Macdonald, (3) C. Snouk 

Hurgronje, (4) Carl Becker, (5) Louis Massignon (Ahmed, 2017).  

According to him the great number of intellects like al-Ghazali, Shah Wali Ullah and Iqbal 

did not clearly describe the process of revelation as he says “none of them had stated the 

position in such a clear-cut and blunt manner” (Hunter, 2014). In his important work 

Prophecy in Islam, he discussed in detail the philosophical and psychological dimensions 

of Prophethood and described its unique nature when it is compared with a common human 

being. An in-depth study of his works reveals his point of view that the Qur’an is the 

product of mutual collaboration between God and Muhammad (Rahman, 1958). He seems 
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to agree with Russel that we must reject all the medieval metaphysics because it was 

developed by men who were not aware of numerous facts that science has proven lately. 

So, if we take it as a rule of thumb then according to him the traditional explanation of 

Prophethood has no significance in the modern world. Moreover, the traditional Muslim 

theologians didn’t show an interest in explaining the detailed process of revelation, and 

how the prophetic soul came in contact with divinity (Rahman, 1979). Fazlur Rahman was 

more interested in discussing the a priori situation of the Prophet. Amongst traditional 

philosopher, only Al Farabi was the person which according to him had tried to give some 

explanation of Prophethood. Based upon Farabi and Ibn e Sina, Rehman builds his own 

philosophy of Prophethood consisting of the following main principles (Rahman, 1958): 

 The moral élan of divine revelation 

 Prophecy and divine revelation 

Ibn-e-Sina pointed out four levels of divine revelation i.e. intellectual, imaginative, 

miraculous and socio-political. Rehman took the intellectual dimension and explained it 

as the prophet’s insight to become the creator of both knowledge and values. He formed a 

theory that emphasized the prophetic imagination and tried to form a psychological 

interpretation of Prophethood which represented a connection between God and Prophet. 

The orthodox criticized this explanation because according to them it undermines the 

status of the Prophet as well as of the Holy Qur’an.  

His views caused him to face a strong blow from the orthodox religious community among 

whom Jamat-e-Islami was very prominent (Izzuddin, 2010). It caused him to leave his post 

in the Islamic Ideology Council. But some of his supporters claimed that the outburst that 

Rahman received is actually the repressed attitude of the mob regarding issues like family, 

law and interest which were not un-Islamic according to him but the traditionalists were 

against it. So, the matters of revelation gave them sublimation of their repressed attitude. 

1.3.3.1.3 Other Dimension of Rahman’s Philosophy 

Fazlur Rehman was not a die-hard fan of modern democracy. Especially for Muslim 

societies and third world countries, he was of the opinion that a modified version of 

democracy may be more useful (Rahman, 1970). But it doesn’t mean that he was a 

supporter of monarchy and didn’t pay due importance to the consent of the public in 

selecting the rulers. He gave an example of 1st Caliph Abu Bakar, Prophet did not appoint 



52 | P a g e  
 

anyone, because he wanted his Ummah to appoint their Caliph by their mutual consent. 

Thus Abu Bakar was appointed by the elders of Mecca and Medina. They wanted him to 

implement the rules according to the Qur’an and the Sunna. Rahman was of the opinion 

that democracy may take different shapes. It means that in all the developing countries the 

literacy rate is quite low, thus in such circumstances, it is not problematic to appoint any 

person who is eligible even though he is not Muslim. He pointed out that it is not “easy to 

implement democracy under such circumstances in the underdeveloped countries 

including all the Muslim countries”. He saw no harm in having ‘strong men’ in the realm 

of affairs in underdeveloped countries provided that, at the same time, the spirit of 

democracy is genuinely and gradually cultivated among the people (Rahman, 1970). 

Like many other modernists, he also questioned the legal status of Hadith in Islamic law. 

He in his work Islamic Methodology in History, he in detail studied the early Islamic period 

and the development of different Islamic sciences during that period (Rahman, 1965). He 

seems to build arguments to prove that the Hadith literature is not totally free of the effects 

of different historical events that took place during the compilation of Hadith literature. 

As a result, the authenticity of the Hadith and the doctrine of considering it as a permanent 

source of Islamic law is questioned. He also was a staunch supporter of the view that 

Qur’an is the only ultimate source of Islamic law and that it should be studied by keeping 

in view the modern developments made by the humanity and Ijtihad must be applied to 

make it compatible with the needs of the time.  

He advocated women rights even more than anyone else. He pointed out that “the most 

important legal enactments and general reform pronouncements of Qur’an have been on 

the subjects of women and slavery.” He longs for a revolution in female infanticides, 

polygamy, inheritance, segregated treatment to daughters, equality between male and 

female (Rahman, 1983). Rahman devised or one can say reformed family laws of Muslims 

in Pakistan. He devised new rules and laws for divorce and proposed restrictions on 

polygamy. 

1.3.3.1  Muhammad Rafiuddin 

Muhammad Rafiuddin (1904-69) was a prominent Muslim thinker of the twentieth century 

and a follower of Muhammad Iqbal. His works are a re-examination of the intellectual 

foundations of Islamic Philosophy, which deal with several aspects of Islamic thought and 

philosophy including the changes faced by it in the modern times and the remedies to it. 
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He, in his writings, have tried to respond to the challenge given by the modern knowledge 

of Islam. He was of the view that without establishing the intellectual grounds of the 

Islamic thought there is no possibility that Islam can become the religion of the whole 

world and the ideology of the future. He believed that Islam has faced no more serious 

challenge than this in its whole history. Because the modern thoughts have freed the man 

from all the conventional fetters put upon him by religious and other authorities. The 

religious beliefs are no more considered as factual rather they are considered as a confusing 

jumble of ideas. Even in some severe cases, philosophers declared the religion as the 

“opium of masses”. Moreover, with the overwhelming effects of science upon thinking of 

man has made his mindset that considers only empirically proved a phenomenon to be true 

and factual. As all the religious beliefs are related to the metaphysical realm, hence, we 

can neither prove nor verify them on scientific standards hence they have nothing to do 

with the collective affairs of man. 

The project of proving Islamic ideology according to the modern intellectual standards is 

not a kind of leisure activity according to him. Rather it is a do or die situation for the 

Muslims. Because the modernity with its philosophers, historians, economists, sociologists 

and psychologists, have been striking at the very roots of religion with the sword of their 

discourse. Theories of Mechanical Evolution, Psychoanalysis, Scientific Socialism and 

Historical Materialism which are becoming more and more popular in the modern times, 

challenge the very foundations of all the religions including Islam. In this scenario the 

hope to live as Muslim is impossible unless we produce an answer to these theories, 

remembering all the time that in case our answer does not conform to the intellectual 

standards of the age and does not satisfy, by the technique and method of its reasoning, the 

top intellectuals of the world, it will be no answer at all. 

His works include Ideology of the Future, Manifesto of Islam, Islam and The modern 

knowledge, Hikmat e Iqbal, Islamic Research: Meaning, purpose and methodology, First 

Principles of Education, etc. Along with these major works he also had written a number 

of essays and articles in explaining his thoughts and in finding some basis for the formation 

of an Islamic worldview.  

1.3.3.2.1 Rafiuddin’s Views on Evolution: 

Theory of Evolution of Man from the animal species is although has been a bone of 

contention amongst the biologists but it enjoys a long life in the social sciences. This theory 
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is mainly associated with Charles Darwin, a biologist, and explorer of the nineteenth 

century. Another person who took part in this theory was Lamarck. This theory is actually 

the biological aspect of the fragmented scientific explanation of the Universe. According 

to Rafiuddin this theory is the logical conclusion of the materialism of the nineteenth 

century and has immense influence over most of the later intellectual movements. This 

theory played the most important role in building the current superficial and animalistic 

theories about Human Nature. Moreover, modernity which had been striving to free itself 

from the authority of the religion for the past three or four centuries finally succeeded in 

breaking all the fetters.  

Darwin’s theory can be summarized in the following two postulates: The first one is about 

the reality of evolution. It means that evolution is a reality and life is constantly evolving 

from lower stages to the higher levels of existence.  

The second is about the cause behind that evolution. It implies that the process of evolution 

is the result of three laws present in nature. The first is the struggle for existence which 

means that every living organism is going through a constant struggle to live. The second 

is the law of natural selection which implies that nature selects only those species that have 

the struggle in coherence with nature. Finally, the third is the law of survival of the fittest 

which is the result of the first two points. It implies that only those species could survive 

which are the fittest for existence. 

Both the postulates are exclusive of each other and it is not necessary that if one is true 

then other must be true as well. So, if the second part of this theory is wrong than it does 

not mean that the first one is wrong automatically. Rafiuddin considers it an irony of the 

fate the most of the people have taken theory as a whole and have rejected both the points 

without giving any reason to reject the first point. On the contrary, there are many who 

have adopted the second postulate also just only because they consider the first point 

correct.  

Although most of the orthodox Muslim scholars of the modern times don’t accept theory 

of evolution at all and consider it against the basic theology of Islam, Dr. Rafiuddin seems 

to have no problem in adopting the first part of that theory. He doesn’t find anything 

contradictory in the first point of this theory with the beliefs of Islam. In the second point 

which is regarding the cause of this process, he declares it as in total contradiction with 

Islam. He was of the view that the evolution taking place in nature is so prominent 
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phenomenon that it cannot be denied. Moreover, accepting this concept helps us to come 

to the true interpretation of the Holy Qur’an. The apparent contradiction which one finds 

in the text of the Qur’an and the concept of evolution, according to him was actually the 

lack of true knowledge and rationality. Rafiuddin has found nothing in Qur’an and Islamic 

theology that opposes the first part of theory of evolution. Moreover, the evidence from 

observation and from nature are so strong that we cannot deny them.  

The process of creation according to Dr. Rafiuddin was an evolved process. The Holy 

Qur’an according to him also supports this assumption. He quotes from the Qur’an: 

Khalaqa us samawat i wul arza fi sitati ayyam (Al- A’araf, 7:154) which means that Allah 

created the Universe in six days. If the universe didn’t evolve gradually, it should come 

into existence suddenly but the Qur’an says that it was completed in six days. Rafiuddin 

here interprets that here six days represent the six phases of the process of creation that 

started after the first movement. Each one of that phase might consist of thousands of 

years. This too is also present in the Qur’an and the Sunnah that the length of a single day 

of Allah is equal to a thousand years of Men. So the process of creation has evolved and 

gradually this universe came into existence. 

The classical view about the creation of Man is based on the clear verses of the Qur’an. 

The Qur’an has narrated the story of Adam seven times. God has explained that He created 

Adam with His own hands. Then after creation, God injected Adam with the Spirit (Rooh) 

and thus he came into existence. Dr. Rafiuddin claims that these verses were interpreted 

in the past according to the knowledge of that time. He was of the opinion that none of 

those verses deny the process of evolution. Rather in many of the verses, one can find the 

indication of this process of evolution. For example, he quotes the following verse of Surah 

Al-Dahar (Aldahar, 1: 76) This verse states that the Man once was not a thing worth 

mentioning. Most of the commentators of the Qur’an has taken it as an illustration of the 

process of creation taking place in the mother’s womb. But many commentators of our 

time have taken this verse as an indication of the different phases of evolution. Dr. 

Rafiuddin has taken the view that this verse possibly refers to the different phases of 

evolution taking place in the history of Man.  

In a nutshell, he summed up his view of evolution in the following points:  

 In the first stage, the evolution was from the initial premature stage to the state that was 

feasible for the start of existence. 
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 The second phase was started with the emergence of a first living organism to the 

emergence of Man. 

 And the third stage is the intellectual growth of the human mind from initial raw form to 

more and more complex forms and this process is still going on.  

This view considers the creation of Man as the climax of evolution. But Rafiuddin differs 

with the evolutionists about the cause or motivation behind this process. He explained that 

this evolution was not an automatic type of process rather it was the process initiated by 

God and behind every transformation from one phase to the other, the presence of a 

rational mind can be seen. Moreover, he considered that the formation of an Islamic state 

in the time of Prophet was the climax of evolution at the collective level. 

Rafiuddin has proved in his writings that Man is not just a homo-sapiens who has evolved 

as a product of the automatic natural process of evolution. Rather, he is the most important 

and the only creation that possesses self-consciousness. This self-consciousness is a prime 

property that makes the Man the super creation. The explanation of Human Personality in 

terms of Love and building the whole discourse upon it is also a work of great magnitude.  
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CHAPTER NO 2 

MODERNITY AND ITS GENEALOGY 

The previous chapter has demonstrated that the phenomenon of Islamic modernism is a 

direct result of colonial hegemony. This chapter seeks to explore those aspects of 

modernity which are presumed to be the dominant aspects of modernity particularly in the 

context of its universalizing potential and its genealogy. The chapter tries to trace out the 

etymology and lineage of modernity. Since the history of ideas sees the development of 

ideas from a historical perspective, we too will historicize the concept of modernity. The 

genealogy of modernity is traced back to the renaissance and enlightenment. This chapter 

highlights the process through which the modernity deconstructed all the classical and 

religious notions of intellect and morality and also the process of alienating the 

metaphysical realm from the academic arena and displacing it to irrelevance or even 

worthlessness to some extent. The process led to the rendering of the human being to a 

mere material product whose only pursuit is the utility. Later some ideas that emerged 

from modernity and affected other civilizations of the world especially the Muslims are 

discussed briefly. Hence, this chapter presents a complete picture of the process by which 

modernity emerged as an overwhelming system in the Europe on a broader canvas. 

 

2.1 Making of the Modern World-view 

The twenty-first century invalidated all the classical conceptions of man and civilization. 

The skill of ideologically studying an object was purposely deliberated. Like this 

fundamental change itself, its effects and consequences too were immense. Keeping this 

purpose in sight, emerged, in Europe, such active demonstrations of the amalgamation of 

knowledge and power that even a traditionist started inclining towards the idea of utterly 

treading on the heels of the modernity to recognize and define its self and its purpose, the 

essence of which was actually an integral part of human nature. Today, it’s not possible to 

conceive human consciousness or human worldview in a way contradictory or even 

disparate to that provided by modernity. There seems an organized conditioning system of 

human consciousness and self-being regulated by modernity. The realization of this one-

sided universalization of modernism may have emerged among the religious cricks; 

however, the consequences of this realization were no more than an orthodox reaction. It 
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would not be incorrect to say generally the Muslim world and especially the religious 

scholars did not just fail to recognize the greatest dominance in the human history but they 

were also behindhand in realizing how dreadful its aftermath would be. The religious 

mindset has pertained as a successful antithesis over the cultural history of the Muslims; 

however, as the basic framework of the sis itself modified, the antithesis could no longer 

find a path to compete with and successfully refute the sis. Hence, as the orthodox role of 

this mindset outmoded, it also failed as an antithesis. An antithesis is an integrated activity 

like the one required to draw a circle. The process of drawing dissolves in itself, the actual 

thesis, hence, deconstructs it. In the contemporary world, the religious mindset has been 

impoverished by the action required to draw and all that is left is a conception of the circle 

and a belief in its validity. At this stage there develops a dichotomy in the very 

consciousness of the religious mindset and it lost its potency regarding all the aspects of 

existence. Thus, as the religious notions lost their ability to reform an individual’s mindset, 

the worldly affairs also went out their reach. 

This is the whole scenario, being a part of which we have to determine why exactly our 

religious consciousness fails to have an impact upon it. There can be no religious narrative 

more effective than the one that shapes up one’s consciousness and associates their very 

existence with it. Luckily, we have always possessed a notion complemented by the nature 

of consciousness itself, according to which, we believe that the human mind cannot 

process any knowledge without a specific viewpoint. The viewpoint, specified beforehand, 

provides the human mind with the framework that shapes up this process of knowledge. 

Modernity had already detached the consciousness from its nature and the self from its 

essence, however, its success in this field could be identified as a result of our ignorance. 

It seems as if we suddenly let go of the two notions we possessed and hence, left ourselves 

unguarded against modernity.  

The contemporary world in which aspire to generate a religious narrative is modernized in 

its very essence. Hence, the Islamic world has either been modernized or awaits to be done 

so. Accepting this fact is really very significant and without this acceptance an appropriate 

interpretation of this world is impossible. Some aspects may seem to be foreign to the 

modern scheme of things, at first sight, however, a detailed analysis would display how 

even they become a means of expansion for this process of modernization. The modern 

world has comprehensively deconstructed the classical dialectical system of the traditional 

world. Today, the sis is actually the synthesis whereas the antithesis is either subjugated 
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by the sis or eliminated by displaying it bizarre and horrifying. This the modern system of 

movement cannot be tackeled through some partial resistance. Rather, we need a complete 

idealistic, cultural and moral thesis that has the ability to overturn the current ideals and 

actualities of this world completely. It is impractical to think that an Islamic narrative can 

hold its grounds without the complete ideological and cultural distortion of modernity. 

Hence, in the contemporary world, a successful narrative would be the one takes the form 

of a newly synthesized thesis rather than an antithesis. Islam, in its very self, does not 

accept taking the position of an antithesis rather it can be classified as a synthesis that 

negates away every alien structure, be it dialectical, historical or moral. However, it 

discloses the actual relationship that exists between truth and the present age. This relation 

is destined in its very nature rather than being historical.  

To understand this whole intellectual endeavor which transformed the world, we need to 

understand what modernity is and what are the causes and the purposes of its intellectual 

and empirical dominance while knowing the basic notions and demands of our religion as 

well. The basic causes of this dominance are as follows:  

1)    The reversal of all the classical and religious arguments about relating to intellect and 

morality,  

2)    The alienation of all metaphysical arguments and displaying them irrelevant or even 

worthless to some extent. 

The utilitarian consciousness that came into existence as a result of this alienation was 

displayed as the only ideal state of intellect. A distinct form of freedom which focused 

only on rebuttal was idealized and promulgated. Such a disposition of rebuttal which was 

labeled as freedom was an attempt to alienate the human race from the wide ranged past. 

The whole of this process never reached the point that would mark the transformation of 

freedom into an affirmatory value, nor did the Europeans leave any chances of utilizing 

this freedom for constructing something foreign to the map they sketched. This one-sided 

freedom led modernized nations to gain complete control over all the changes taking place 

in today’s world and this change focused on completely eradicating the human past rather 

than refuting it. As the human conscious witnessed an essential change, this “so perceived” 

unfounded freedom transformed the basic conception of man himself. This could be 

marked as the biggest success of modernity. 
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Naturally, comprehending the conception of the man laid forth by modernity plays a vital 

role in the grasping what modernity really is. It could be rightly said that it is a pre-requisite 

for analyzing modernity. The first notion of this concept defines man as a materialistic 

being that most probably is a non-creation. This materialistic being has two basic needs 

satisfaction and utility. The results of the steps taken to fulfill their needs are both 

intellectual and moral. Satisfaction is a moral ideal, whereas utility is intellectual. As the 

man himself is materialistic, his satisfaction and utility are also bounded within the 

materialistic limits. This leads to classifying spiritual satisfaction and that worldly utility 

to be worthless or even influence. Satisfaction has two aspects, one of them being 

instinctive while the other being psychological and without the instinctive aspect the 

notion of satisfaction is incomplete. Similarly, the utility is merely materialistic; it may 

comprise some moral implications but these are not to be a part of some bigger picture or 

a result of setting a metaphysical objective, rather they are supposed to be either 

psychological or administrative.  

For instance, helping someone out is surely a means of mental appeasement but it is also 

a way of establishing law and order in a particular society. Concluding one could rightly 

say that the ideal of satisfaction and utility produces a being that is successful in governing 

the world one end of which is instinctive while the other is materialistic. Modernity has 

successfully aimed to produce a being between the two extremes. If one can accurately 

grab hold of these basic elements that shape up the modern man, they can also auspiciously 

evaluate the system that runs this whole civilization today.  

 

2.2 Describing Modernity 

Jurgen Habermas has tried to define and describe the process of modernity in his essay 

‘Modernity: An Unfinished Project’ (d'Entrèves & Benhabib, 1997). Modernity was used 

as a term by the Christians as early as the fifth century to distinguish itself from the pagan 

era (Delanty, 2007). It was used in Europe whenever a consciousness of a new era 

developed as opposed to past eras. In the way it is used today, it was only the period of 

French enlightenment which came accompanied with the modern science, progress, the 

growth of knowledge, and improvements in other social institutions that the consciousness 

of modernity developed opposed to all historical connections and traditions (Habermas, 

1997). 
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A phenomenon ‘spontaneously self-renewing’ in a way that the present of what ‘will itself 

be surpassed and devalued in turn by the innovations of the next style’ is the characteristic 

of modernity (Habermas, 1997).  It only derives its authenticity from its contemporary 

relevance as opposed to the traditions which drew from the authority of the past, with the 

fact that the contemporary itself becomes past. Modernity contains in itself the values of 

being ‘ephemeral, the momentary and the transitory, and the concomitant celebration of 

dynamism’. In this way, it becomes a cultural spectrum ensuring continuity.  

This novelty and newness were embedded in the values of modernity to such an extent that 

according to Adorno ‘the wounds inflicted by disruption represent the seal of authenticity 

for modernity’ (d'Entrèves & Benhabib, 1997). Saying it in an indelicate manner, 

modernism is a dominance of a principle that promotes unrestrained self-realization, self-

experience with the trail of the release of hedonistic motivations which are incompatible 

with the value system of a ‘purposive-rational mode of life’ (Habermas, 1997). Thus, 

modernity is a self-conscious effort to detach itself from its own pre-history (Ferguson, 

2000). For Nietzsche, the advent of modernity was a cure to the ‘historical sickness’ that 

had plagued the Europe of the nineteenth century. It cured it of ‘excess of historical 

consciousness’ (Harootunian, 2002).  

Martin Heidegger (1977) in his essay ‘The Age of the World Picture’ summarized the 

ideas of modernity by presenting five characteristics of modernity precisely; the 

mathematical science of nature, machine technology, the conversion of the purview of the 

arts to that of aesthetic experience, the attempt at universal cultural formation for everyone, 

and the loss of the gods. David Kolb (1988) in his book ‘The Critique of Pure Modernity’ 

compares these characteristics presented by Heidegger to that of Max Weber. The science, 

technology and the loss of gods resulted in the disenchantment while the universalization 

of culture and empiricizing the arts are compared to the iron cage of rationality.  

Thomas Molnar (1986) notes the me of modernity as considering the man in a mechanistic 

way. It led to the scholarly research in behaviorism, development of the techniques of 

brainwashing, robotization of man, depersonalization due to many factors of urbanization, 

new breakthroughs in the field of genetic engineering, etc. This view advanced to such an 

extent that even the eminently essential human features such as emotion, faith, morality 

and thinking were consequently declared as mere reactions to certain stimuli. The French 

philosopher Étienne Gilson (2009) in his book ‘From Aristotle to Darwin and Back Again’ 
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explains the methodology of such a mindset that people with such a mindset are so much 

inclined away from accepting any immaterial intervention in the natural phenomena that 

they often give up the understanding of a phenomenon than to admit any intervention of 

any final cause (even Aristotelian). 

Few other specify the change in socioeconomic patterns as the indicators of the advent of 

modernity. For example, the increase of mercantile trade, the emergence of the world 

market and the social conditions developed as a result of the rise of industrialization are 

associated with the beginning of modernization (Wallerstein, 1974). The similar indicators 

include separation of industry from the household, the formation of the nation-state and 

the rise of individualism. Many other sociologists, such as Ferdinand Tonnies and Emile 

Durkheim, saw the features of modernity in a comparison with the societies of the prethe 

modern era.  

Modernity has some defining characteristics which, despite its variance in different 

cultures and societies and various inter-conflicting ideologies within it, are crucial to 

understanding while studying diverse versions of it globally; if it is assumed as a global 

phenomenon. Few essential features and properties of modernity will be described below 

inspired by various works of scholars who have tried to work out an operational definition 

for this phenomenon (Hall, 1996; Molnar, 1986; Weiner, 1966; Kolb, 1988; Giddens, 

1991).  

1. Rationalization: 

The rationalization was inherited from the enlightenment and modernity became its true 

heir among all other ideas. The first and most affected entity from rationalization was 

religion. Secularization and later atheism developed as a result of independent rational 

thinking. The ideas of a universal and objective truth continued, however, the path towards 

it became subjectivity. The hierarchical promotion of reason over all other epistemological 

units resulted in many adverse consequences too, such as disenchantment, authoritarian 

bureaucratism and according to Weber, ‘the iron cage of rationality’.  

2. Science and Technology: 

The true embodiment of rationality in the modern era was the scientific method. The 

superiority of empiricism over other sources of knowledge and methodologies brought 

about the scientific revolution. The values of efficiency, predictability and control through 

discovering the ‘laws’ enabled the boost of technology. Jacques Ellul (1964), in his book, 
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‘The Technological Society’, equates modernity with technology, as he says, modernity is 

nothing but technology.  

3. Industrialization:  

The fruits of technology were born as industries combining with the tools of scientific 

management. Availability of wage labor, the division of labor, and specialization in 

different skills resulted in mass production. The domestic productions and household 

industries were replaced by commodity-based production and big industries.    

4. The rise of the Market: 

The mass production of industries needed the place to dispose of their surplus productions. 

The modern markets catered to their needs. The commodity-based production exploded 

the consumerism bomb and industries were built and products were made needlessly, just 

to satisfy the modern man’s greed. Also due to surplus production and the need for new 

markets colonization took place.  

5. Urbanization and Globalization: 

Following the growth of industries and the profit in this sector, people started migrating 

from rural areas to urban areas. Fields were replaced by mega structured factories. 

Remaining fields were also left as a raw material provider for the industries. Societies 

started to build with industries as a focal point. Mass societies and cosmopolitans were 

formed for the first time. Moreover, colonization resulted in globalization and improved 

means of communications. Ronald Robertson (1992), in his book ‘Globalization: Social 

Theory and Global Culture’, has proved that globalization is the necessary supplement of 

modernity. In the book, ‘Globalization and development studies: challenges for the 21st 

century’ edited by Schuurman (2001), Anthony Giddens describes globalization as a 

notion, a theory and a phenomenon which is multi-dimensional accompanies urbanization, 

the growth of industrialization, and increasing emphasis on individualization. Ref 

6. Individualism: 

The division of labor and mechanistic lifestyle caused alienation and cultural homogeneity 

in the modern societies. The society transformed from community-based relations or 

gemeinschaft, as Ferdinand Tonnies call it, to a task-oriented relationship or Gesellschaft. 

Ref The divide in public and private life is also a fruit of modernity. The goals 

individualism strives to achieve in the modern world are human rights and democracy. 

Emphasis on individualism has developed a uniform culture and caused homogeneity in 

the modern society; though against the modern value of novelty but in accordance with the 

value of predictability. It developed impersonal institutions and institutional structures 
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based on individualism and rationality such as bureaucratic structures. Zygmunt Bauman 

(1989) has argued in his book, ‘Modernity and the Holocaust’, that the Holocaust was the 

direct consequence of rationality-based the modern bureaucratic structure. 

 

2.3 Genealogy of Modernity 

If modernity is analyzed as a historical process, one would be able to know some of its 

major phases and the basic ideas that helped to continue this process. The major phase 

started from Renaissance and took continuous evolutionary steps to come to the phase of 

Modernity to which the Islamic response of Muslim modernism emerged. In the following 

pages a brief description of the process of modernity that shaped the course of history in 

Europe will be given in the form of major milestones. 

2.3.1 Renaissance 

Europe faced catastrophic consequences in the medieval period during which it was 

exposed to utter darkness for almost 1000 years. It was considered as the period of 

gloominess, null and void and desolation. There was complete hopelessness, not a ray for 

rehabilitation. After that Renaissance emerged on the horizon with all its grandiosity and 

splendor. It brought the hope of recovery from dark ages. Greeks and Romans who enrich 

history by their mode of lifestyle, knowledge, the state’s governance, etc. were held in low 

esteem during the years before the Renaissance, but Renaissance re-evaluated their work 

with exceptional acknowledgment. Renaissance tried to revitalize the spirit of great Greek 

and Roman masters. It restored their venerated positions. The fabric of the Renaissance 

was woven by the scientific and intellectual inquisition. It was in Italy that the Renaissance 

started because it endowed Renaissance the favorable climate for its burgeoning. Before 

Renaissance Europe lacked harmony, everything was in disheveled form. The fourteenth 

century recolored several milestones which despite their divergence, accomplished the 

formation of lucid worldview, based on which the modern civilization could exhale. The 

most fertile cities which stimulated the Renaissance were Florence, Genoa, Ghent, 

Nuremberg, Geneva, Zurich, Lisbon, and Seville. They excelled in entertaining and 

promoting the upheaval in science and art 

There were different families like Medici, Visconti, Sforza of Milan, Este of Ferrara, the 

Gonzaga of Mantua who cooperated in Ontogenesis and reinforcement of Italian 
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Renaissance. They cherished it by their utmost devotion and dedication. Renaissance 

bloomed by the virtue of its art. The great artists of Renaissance ratified and sometimes 

transcended their masters of the medieval period. They followed the dictum which says 

“Make it real”. Among them, Brunelleschi, Botticelli, Da Vinci, Michelangelo, Giotto, 

Donatello, Titan, and Raphael mesmerized the world by their artistic skills. The influence 

of scientific inquiry shaped their thoughts. Da Vinci’s portrait describing the anatomy of 

the human hand which was greatly valued and proved accurate by X-ray, later on, is the 

manifestation of the dictum written above.       

The sculptures engraved by the artists of Renaissance startled classical artists. 

Michelangelo out lashed the world of monuments by his embossment of “David”. There 

were certain events that imbued Renaissance with ample limelight, such as the 

advancement in the field of literature. Literature is the expression of thoughts that prevail 

in society. It helps to figure out all the key events. In the history of Europe literature also 

played a vital role. Thus, it thrived in the year 1450 with Johannes Gutenberg’s 

development of the printing press. Religion became a highly sensitive issue during the 

Renaissance. Religion was treated in the most reputed way by ancestors now exposed to 

great suspicion. It leveled the ground for a secular thinker like Machiavelli, a proponent 

of utilitarianism, who considered Romans because he longed for the Civic government. 

Beside him, the ecclesiastics reviewed the sermons of St. Augustine in order to find 

suitable support for their argumentation against the scientific claims. Renaissance 

cultivated several thinkers like Desiderius, Era Snus a Dutch Clergyman, Thomas More 

an English statesman and philosopher whose book “Utopia” brought him immeasurable 

appreciation. Renaissance’s own intellectual offshoot was ‘humanism’. It had a 

relationship with the philosophy of Protagoras who claimed that “Man is the measure of 

all things”. This idea laid great stress to pursue the knowledge about man, the physical 

world and discredit the religious teachings because the religion put the man under fetters 

so that he cannot express himself. For them, religion was no more superstition and a hurdle 

towards liberation and advancement. Petrarch and Boccaccio were the writers who 

cherished humanism by their writings and provided it enough space so that it could easily 

thrive. They were the masters of language, outshined in Latin as well as Tuscan Italian, 

their native language.  

In this age, Man became the focus of the spotlight, the focus of inquiry. It was the time 

when new worldview started to emerge. It claimed that the absolute reality is transcendent 
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and is known with the help of a metaphysical source is not a rational proposition. 

Rationality and empirical knowledge emerged as a new touchstone of this age. If one calls 

Renaissance, the most fertile age in European history then it’s not a superfluous tag, 

especially for its innumerable events. The spirit of restlessness and inquiry endowed man 

with enough courage which led him to discover new heights in the study of cosmos. All 

the events although lacked coherence but contributed to the development of a novel unique 

set of minds. Some of the major events that won prestige for Renaissance were Christopher 

Columbus’ discovery of America. He was destined to visit India—a rich source of gems, 

spices, etc. His successor Amerigo Vespucci proved that Columbus discovered a new 

world, not India. That new world was named America after Amerigo’s attestation. 

Renaissance homed great travelers and explorer among whom Vasco de Gama was 

remarkable. He circumnavigated the earth and discovered a sea route to India. In the field 

of art, Leonardo da Vinci completed his Magnum Opus “Mona Lisa”. His painting 

charmed and stupefied the world. It also proved that Leonardo was gifted by some extra, 

special characteristics. He proved this by his exceptional command on the brush. Along 

with him in the genre of art, Michelangelo was another great name. He proved his artistic 

supremacy by his portrait based on the me of old-testament. His canvas was the ceiling of 

the Sistine Cathedral in Rome. (The forfeiture caused by his painting gave a vantage point 

to Martin Luther in his acquisitions against the corruptions of Roman Church). 

Such rebellious thinking was also supported by the calculations made by Copernicus. He 

mathematically proved that the universe is heliocentric, not geocentric. His calculations 

not only brought a revolution in science but also in religion, philosophy, art, etc. Even the 

life of a layman was greatly changed by his proposition. It empowered man to take bold 

steps. Martin Luther’s revolt against the Church’s corruption and orthodoxies were 

inspired by Copernicus’s calculations. Thus, a new world emerged with its irrefutable 

claims against the Church. After that church and religion in Europe never succeeded to 

restore its previous position. Man attained a supreme status as Tarnas (1991) claimed that 

“Man was now capable of penetrating and reflecting nature’s secrets, in the art as well as 

the science, with unparalleled mathematical sophistication; empirical precision and 

numerous aesthetic powers” (p. 143). Renaissance imbued man with the strength to 

challenge and negate the extinct beliefs. Along with it, everything which was curtailed 

traditionally by the church or authorities in order to impose their power gained freedom 

whether it’s related to art, love, literature was also abandoned one by one. Like in the 
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medieval period, there was a belief established by the church that every individual born 

with a burden of ‘original sin’, was subjected to great criticism. Man formed a strong 

companionship with rational and empirical analysis. The reason became a strong source 

of reliance with strong claims of solving all the problems and gained a high status in a 

man’s life. Hence, a new man evolved as the outcome of all the scientific, philosophical 

amalgamation.  

Thus, man and the spirit of the age commensurate together in order to reshape the world. 

Tarnas also described that “Renaissance man embraced the enrichment of life which the 

culture and intellectual context provided him”. The ultimate result of all the upheaval 

caused a revolution in worldview. The novel worldview was different from its previous 

version. It abandoned “absolute reality” which previously endowed the world a meta-

narrative. Thus, a new ‘man’ was born with key traits such as individualism, secularity 

“strength of the will, the multiplicity of interest and impulse, creative innovation and a 

willingness to defy traditional limitations on human activity”. (Ibid, p. 153) 

Renaissance was not only an age but a cleavage between the modern and medieval period. 

Leonardo (1452-1519) set a fine example that an artist must not confine himself in the 

search of beauty only but also indulged himself in scientific inquiry. He must have enrolled 

himself to discover the hidden phenomenon of nature. Purpose of art, for him, was not 

only to entertain. He cherished a quest for research in order to surprise the world by 

something which completely known for them. To cut the long short, one can say that the 

activities enriched 14th and 15th century Europe formed the basis of a new epoch. 

Renaissance can be rightly credited for the propagation of new thought that required 

freedom, liberty at all costs. But man, alone, was not capable of great change; its 

intellectual context empowered him to take bold steps. 

2.3.2 Reformation 

The Renaissance man believed in the knowledge that derives from experience and 

observation and totally relied on rationality rather than tradition. He enriched in art and 

had the confidence of solving the epistemological problems with rationality and through 

empirical data. That is why he could not satisfy himself in the restricted theoretical beliefs 

of the Catholic Church. Personal independence and the consciousness of personal 

conscious were two dominant expressions of Renaissance spirit. These two expressions 
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were the main cause which made him inadequate to bear the restrictions put on by the 

Church. 

It was the time when the religious authority of the Roman Church was shaken by a German 

Augustinian Monk Martin Luther (1483-1546). He believed that salvation is granted on 

the basis of faith rather than deeds. He put great efforts to adjust the tradition as well as 

new advancements. His efforts were considered many as the last efforts of the 

accommodation between old tradition and modernism. In the beginning, he faced a lot of 

criticism but soon his thoughts made a place in the heart of the whole of Europe because 

his thoughts were in total coherence with the spirit of his age. The moral decay of Church 

and impulse for improvement in the institution of Church increased continuously and 

played its part in the popularity of Luther’s thoughts. Therefore, a new sect in the protest 

of the Catholic Church was formed with the name of “Protestants”. 

Luther’s arguments were that the institution of the Church has no divine rights to interpret 

the scripture. He was against clergy men’s interpretation because of their moral decay and 

more involvement in their vesting interests than religious matters. He believed that in the 

presence of such corruption they could not be trusted for this important responsibility. His 

popular contentions were; “Scripture alone” and that “everyone should be a priest”. 

According to him, everyone has the innate ability to understand the message of God and 

has the power of intellect and reason to find out the way of salvation for him by consulting 

the scripture directly. Everyone, he proposed, should use his own mind to find out the true 

spirit of the commands of God which was in the scripture that was the sole available source 

of the religion. He built arguments to prove that the scripture or the revelation is the 

manifestation of God’s mercy over mankind. Everyone is independent in his own 

understanding and interpretation of scripture rather than dependent on the Pope of the 

Catholic Church. According to him, the Bible is the sole and exclusive source of religion 

which needs no interpretation by the Pope. He criticized all the additions which were not 

found in the New Testament and often considered as the additions made by the Church to 

keep its authority over people. 

He believed that the Church is responsible for the death of intellectual tradition in the 

medieval period and that threw the whole civilization in dark ages. According to him 

monarchy and church kept on looking after each other’s interests and formed a monopoly 

to support each other. In this way, they had been exploiting the common man and also had 
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devoid him of the true spirit of the religion. The common man had crushed because of this 

admixture. Luther focused on the literal meaning of the scripture. In the later centuries, all 

theorization and systems developed by the Church were considered irrelevant. Every 

principle was based on their own interests. This move was an assertion that proved to be 

decisively supplemented by individualism, liberty and independent reasoning that stood 

against the authority of the Catholic Church as a successor to the Renaissance movement 

in a non-medieval fashion (Tarnas, 1991). Tarnas argued that the Reformation was a 

turning point in history from old traditional views. It pulled out the common man from the 

medieval character and challenged the authority of the church. 

2.3.3 The Scientific Revolution 

The Scientific Revolution brought a drastic change in the intellectual sphere of modernity. 

It was considered by many as the final expression of the Renaissance because science has 

begun to solve the old problems and mysteries of the universe and also addressed the 

questions that had aroused in the minds. In the 16th century, many scholars appeared whose 

inventions mesmerized the masses. The Polish - Lithuanian Commonwealth, astronomer 

Nicolaus Copernicus concluded by reasoning that Earth is not the center of the universe 

and that the planets revolve around the sun. In this way, he proved that the geocentric 

model of the universe was incorrect. Meanwhile, in the Netherland, the invention of the 

telescope and the microscope resulted in the investigation of the universe. The 

advancement in medicine and understanding of human physical body also contributed to 

the scientific revolution. Gerolamo Cardano invented several machines and introduced 

essential mathematics theories. In England, Sir Isaac Newton opened a new line in the 

science of physics. These events contributed to the scientific revolution which emphasized 

experimentation. At the beginning of the 16th-century science has become the most 

important and appropriate standard for establishing a fact in Europe. It was considered the 

most reliable instrument to solve the problems.  

Scientific inventions give a strong challenge to all religious authorities. It induced such a 

strong influence over masses that no other meta-narratives could stand before it and made 

science a decisive factor in establishing the worldview of coming centuries. Scientific 

Revolution made people think logically and they become irrelevant to the universe. They 

started to think that the universe has no connection with man and man is free from any 

theoretical beliefs. Science had destroyed the worldview about the central position of man 
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in the universe. It established the fact that man is not the center of the universe. This 

fundamental change had arrived through the key person; Copernicus (1473-1543) who 

lived when the phenomenon of Renaissance in its full blossom. He had changed the old 

view about the planets, the Earth and the Sun and gave a new explanation. The geocentric 

interpretation of the universe had a direct relationship with the philosophy of considering 

Man as the Super-creation and the whole universe is created to serve him. Copernicus had 

changed this view with the help of a mathematical formula and gave the idea that the 

universe is heliocentric, having the sun as the center. In the beginning, this view was 

rejected because it was considered as an attack on religious beliefs. The oretical concept 

was proved empirically when Galileo (1564-1642) invented the telescope. The Roman 

Church, which was still under a lot of pressure by Reformists, received a shock from 

science with the affirmation of a heliocentric concept. At the start, the Church tried to 

reject the ory of Copernicus but after Galileo, it felt helpless. The Revolution was 

completed when Newton (1642-1726) discovered the gravitational force present between 

the heavenly bodies in the universe. This discovery gave the ultimate solution to the 

problems of the Revolution of planets. He discovered a cosmic balance created by 

gravitational force. His three laws of motion and the concept of gravitational force 

established the physical basis of all the basic cosmic problems. 

The Newtonian-Cartesian explanation of the cosmic balance in the universe was accepted 

by everyone and it had formed a new perspective on the concept of man, the universe and 

about the ultimate reality. The scientific revolution with its liberal and individualistic 

character reformed the role of religion in society. It had shattered the unlimited power of 

God. In ancient times, God was considered as the Prime Mover and the Omnipotent but 

then reduced to the role of a Creator only. The fact was established that God has no power 

over the working and operations of the universe. It is only driven by the natural forces and 

through physical laws. In the coming centuries, even the status of Creator given to God 

was taken aback by science by establishing the assumption that the creation of Universe 

and the solar system was the result of a series of Grand accidents. At the beginning of the 

eighteenth century, the educated persons in the European societies knew that God had 

created the universe as a complex mechanical system. It is composed of material particles 

moving in an infinite neutral space according to a few basic principles, such as inertia and 

gravity and these principles could be analyzed mathematically. This view rejected the 

authority of God and that God after the creation of the universe breaks Him apart from it. 
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Therefore, science replaced religion as the leading intellectual authority, as the definer, the 

judge and the guardian of the worldview.  

The scientific discoveries not only opened the new doors for new advancements but also 

established the new perspective of masses about the world, universe, man, and God. The 

movement evolved a new culture and left behind the ancient and medieval worldview as 

primitive, senseless, unscientific, superstitious and oppressive. The modern Man 

considered religion as the obstacle in the progress. This new age also decreased the status 

of Man, it rejected the man as the super-creation of God. The new man accepts no 

difference between human and animal as a creature. Many attached a legacy by calling 

him a rational animal but not ready to give him the status of super-creation. The man is 

only observing the universe, and he is just an inhabitant of a small planet. This view 

alienated him from the rest of the Universe. With the devices of science, the modern man 

was presently fit for appreciating and clarifying the universe by utilizing his experimental 

capability alone. The universe, as well as the human instinct, is additionally comprehended 

and examined in the logical domain only. As the outcome, the man has turned into a natural 

being just, who is made out of certain synthetic components and basically is an organic 

machine. This state of mind has devoid of the man from his pride as well as have 

disregarded the ethical, moral, tasteful, enthusiastic and creative part of his identity.    

2.3.4 Enlightenment 

In the midst of the eighteenth century, a movement dominated the canvas of Europe. It 

initiated and was most influential in France with notable literary figures such as 

Montesquieu, D’Alembert, Diderot, Voltaire, etc. Apart from France, there were major 

centers in Scottish enlightenment with major scholars Frances Hutcheson, Adam Smith, 

David Hume and Thomas Reid; German Enlightenment with key figures Immanuel Kant, 

Christian Wolff, Moses Mendelssohn and G.E. Lessing; and other hubs such in other parts 

of Europe and America.  

Kant described the Enlightenment in his famed article Beantwortung der Frage: Was ist 

Aufklärung? (Answering the Question: What is Enlightenment?). The main theses of this 

article are described below: 

Not enlightening is immaturity: Sapere Aude! —Dare to know! This was the call by 

Kant to wake the people of his time from the deep slumber of blind following. 



79 | P a g e  
 

Enlightenment, according to him was man’s escape from his self-incurred immaturity. The 

word used for immaturity is Unmündigkeit, which means an underage person who has not 

yet reached the legal age of autonomy. This is also used for the person who is dependent 

on someone else or is not free. Kant argues that man has been in this stage of tutelage 

because of his own self-inflicted reasons, the first of which is laziness. 

First Reason for immaturity – Laziness: He argues that when a person observes that 

there are people who can do his work for him and he doesn’t have to do anything except 

to pay them. This laziness becomes the part of man’s nature and as a result, he fails to use 

his reason for difficult tasks and similarly striving for extracting out truths by using his 

rationality, becomes a hideous task for him. Simple obedience is way easy for simple 

minds. 

Second Reason for Immaturity – Fear: The laziness is supplemented by fear. Since man 

is not used to practicing his faculty of reason, when he tries to walk on this path, he is 

terrified by a few falls. These failures fear him for his entire life, although, if he shows 

some courage, after a few staggers, he will learn the walk. Added to this fear, is the fear 

induced by the leaders that have instilled the herd mentality into the masses and tamed 

them for certain regions; after which they don’t dare to enter into the forbidden territories. 

In this way, the elite limited the men into their safe zones. 

Prerequisite of Enlightenment – Freedom: The most important prerequisite for the 

enlightenment is freedom. Kant is an advocate of freedom of thought and freedom of 

expression. Only when freedom is guaranteed without any fear of penalization, men will 

express honestly. Kant admits that this courage to be enlightened is not easy and the 

process of enlightenment must be slow and gradual. He says that a revolution won’t suffice 

enlightenment, rather, it will replace the current prejudices with new ones without any 

reform in the minds. 

Public Reasoning vs Private Reasoning: A difference is highlighted by Kant between 

the public and private use of reason. Public reasoning, according to him, can bring real 

enlightenment. Private reasoning, on the other hand, maybe sacrificed sometimes, due to 

the public interest. In such cases, the command must be obeyed without question. 

Argue, but Obey: He specifically focused on the religion and the political authority to 

make his case. He criticized the religious authority for imposing beliefs without any right 

to question them. He proposed that it is not necessary to break laws or disobeying the 
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orders while on duty to be enlightened, rather it is necessary to follow rules for 

enlightenment. He says that if a pastor is assigned to teach certain beliefs by the church, 

he must do his duty and at the same time he must be critical towards them. If he finds 

something to be improved, he must be free to report it to his seniors. However, if a scholar 

or minister, not assigned by anyone else, should employ his reason when he speaks to the 

public. 

Enlightenment and Freedom is the sacred right of man: No such law or religious 

constitution be made that is so much sacred that it is not allowed to question it. A law can 

be imposed for a temporary period for the order of the society, however, if it is imposed 

upon the coming generations and instead of postponing one’s own enlightenment for some 

time, the enlightenment of the coming generations is given up solemnly, it is the violation 

of sacred rights of man. 

Secularization from the state: Monarch has no business with people’s private life. Men, 

themselves, will decide what is more important for their salvation. Not even, when he is 

doing it with his highest insight, he should interfere with their religious beliefs, for the 

monarch is equal to all others. He must also not support the spiritual authoritarianism of 

the few on the others. The monarch must ensure that people as free. They must also not 

form any tyranny over the matters of Arts and Science and should leave it to the people.  

Biggest Hurdle in the way of Enlightenment – Religion: In the end, he praises the 

monarch and says that there are no hurdles for enlightenment from the monarch, only 

religious immaturity is becoming a hurdle in the way of enlightenment. 

Foucault expounds the comprehensiveness and the inclusiveness of the Enlightenment in 

his article, ‘What is Enlightenment?’ He describes enlightenment as a historical process 

comprising of a series of events during a specific period (till the beginning of nineteenth 

century) and in a specific area (European society) which encompassed the human life in 

its process of social transition to an extent that it ranged from the political institutions to 

the system of knowledge producing a wide range of-of projects, institutions, inventions, 

etc. continuing to the date.   

He characterized enlightenment by contrasting it with the traditional nostalgic ideologies 

and described how enlightenment doesn’t treat the history sacredly. It is archetypal of 

enlightenment that it maintains a constant critique on the past eras. A breakdown of 

tradition along with a craving of novelty is how enlightenment progresses. He calls 
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enlightenment as an ephemeral and fleeting phenomenon, referring to the coining of the 

term modernity by Baudelaire. 

2.3.5 Philosophical Revolution: From Enlightenment to Modernity  

The time when Galileo was solving the riddles of the universe in the 16th century, Sir 

Francis Bacon ushered Europe into a new philosophical discourse, which according to him 

suits the taste of the man of his time. He advocated utilitarianism which means that 

usability and utility is the sole evaluating factor of everything. He was fully aware of the 

fact that literature shapes thinking. Thus, new scientific discoveries needed continuous 

support from arts and literature in order to reinforce new thinking. To achieve this goal, 

he propagated the need for empirical study against the traditional mindset of the classical 

period. He advocated the use of new touchstones for the acquisition and inquiry of 

knowledge. A method of empirical investigation was designed by him, which implied the 

use of senses in order to formulate the laws of nature. He highly reputed his book “Novum 

Organum” means “New Organ” in which he stressed the need to devise new organs of 

inquiry and it was empiricism which according to him carried the potential to deal with 

the philosophical troubles of his age. A new definition of knowledge, which is an antithesis 

of Socrates’ definition of knowledge was also presented by him. Bacon considered it as 

power. Bacon diverted science to the path of materialism and utilitarianism.  

The flux generated by the scientific revolution, enriched by Bacon’s work attained the 

support of reformation. They lead the world to an utterly chaotic situation. There was no 

solid ground of certainty. Everything was exposed to skepticism. No absolute benchmark 

was available, in order to rebuild the standard of knowledge. Everything begins to flow in 

a formless flood of skepticism, from which recovery seemed impossible. At the time of 

crisis, Descartes aroused in order to provide a sense of stability. He confidently formed a 

benchmark for the solution of all those problems which the man of his time was facing. 

He took his gumption with the basic dictum Cogito Ergo Sum; I think therefore I am. He 

started to doubt each and everything whether it’s the physical world or the human body. 

In order to resolve the crisis caused by suspicion, he concluded that only the Cogito ‘the 

thinker’ has a certain existence. The rest of the world depends upon the thinking of the 

thinker; even God’s existence relied on the mind of the thinker. Thus, a human being 

establishes his own existence by the virtue of his experience then he establishes God’s 

existence by the virtue of his thinking. This was a great shift from medieval thinking. 
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According to him, there is a strong relationship between the mind and the body. As mind 

has the rational ability thus, the body depends on the mind for its existence. He rejected 

the role of emotions and imagination declaring both alien to rationality. They have nothing 

to do with thinking of a man. He cast the shadow of doubts for everything that further 

reduced the role of traditional ideas in all the spheres of life.  

Descartes comprehended for the very first time the sovereignty of man in the vast universe. 

He shunned the old belief that the physical world depends upon man for its changes like 

rain, famines, etc. In the medieval period, such claims were common because for them 

God was the central figure possessing all the power of controlling each and everything of 

the universe. The medieval God made changes in the physical, objective world, according 

to man’s vices and virtues. But the man of the Renaissance has retired God from his 

position. Thus, Descartes confidently asserted that the forces of nature and man’s life are 

isolated from each other. He was the successor of Copernicus and was immensely moved 

by him. Descartes bears certain essential marks which creates a resemblance between him 

a Copernicus. As after Copernicus man depended on its own for ill or good. Similarly; 

Descartes postulated that man is himself responsible for ill or good neither he was swayed 

by the world nor was the world affected by him. 

Descartes put forward a speculative emanation regarding the cosmological context. He 

started his philosophical exposition by suspecting the world and resulted in Cogito the 

thinker. It means that everything is under the suspicion of the individual. His self-

conscience will direct him in order to judge things of the world. First and the most 

important thing is man’s existence. Then he will analyze the world by the virtue of his 

thinking. Descartes while asserting his philosophical explanation systematically passed 

different philosophies from Locke’s empiricism to Berkeley and David Hume which 

resulted in Kant. Thus, Descartes was a central figure between Copernicus and Kant.  If 

one considered that human mind is indifferent from the objective world and it can only 

perceive the reality of this world by its own exposure, and there is nothing which was 

named as absolute reality by the previous people. The picture of the world captured by 

mind is its own perception and then he interprets it by its intellect. Thus, there is no 

assurance that the mind could ever comprehend the real world or not because its 

connection is insufficient. A man comes to know about the reality of the world through his 

subjective lens. This perceived reality depends on his own character. Thus, the mind can 

only comprehend phenomena because the real things are transcendent to his intellect. It 
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gives a new worldview. In the traditional sense, form leads to reality but the modern world 

accepted form as real. They have no concern for objective reality. Thus, in the modern 

world, the human mind is the sovereign. 

The skepticism of Descartes paved the way for John Locke’s Empiricism. In Some 

Thoughts Concerning Education, he described that human mind at the time of birth is a 

blank slate or tabula rasa. This notion rejected the concept of innate ideas; that ideas are 

present in the child’s mind at the time of its birth and that the reality exists in its mind and 

the world forms. In this way, a child manifests about his world. But Locke concept entirely 

changed this notion as a child at the time of birth is blank. The child is a passive observer 

who passes through different development stages, he acquires “context and structures only 

through the impact of sensation and the crisscross of association”. It means that as a child 

passes through several language learning phases like cooing, babbling, etc. Then after a 

specific time, he learns to put short fragments in a sentence association of words. Similarly, 

the child learns about his world through the process of association. John Locke’s assertion 

not only brought novelty in psychology but tension and crisis for religion because it 

rectified the Christian doctrine of Original Sin and the religious concept of conscience. 

This view further supported the movement of liberation from the orthodoxy. In Locke’s 

view “Men are born with one and only one natural impulse—the morally neutral impulse 

to pursue what gives them pleasure and avoid what gives them pain. Apart from that one 

natural tendency their minds are entirely devoid of any impulse whatsoever.” It gave the 

modern mind a new dimension that the only thing which one ought to consider throughout 

his/her life is socially approved moral behavior. In such circumstances, the role of 

education is just to teach some golden key principles, habits by which one save himself 

from disgrace and can enjoy a healthy reputation in society. In fact, it is the key notion of 

Empiricism to acknowledge everything which is exposed to senses while rejecting the rest. 

Gordon Allport in his book “Basic Considerations for a psychology of personality” 

asserted that Locke’s concept of Blank Slate leveled the ground for the fermentation of the 

new worldview for the modern man. 

The discourse, developed by David Hume, in the consistency of empiricism, resulted in an 

antithesis to Descartes. He propounded that anything which has a certain existence is the 

objective world. Man’s position is just of an observer. He followed Locke as he also 

curtailed the presence of a proper scheme in the mind of a child and a priori knowledge is 

not possible. He elucidated the perspectives behind empirical knowledge and provided a 
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detailed analysis which explained the concept of ideas and how they form an association. 

According to him the prime source of knowledge is the empirical observation. He strongly 

censured Descartes’ philosophy which related to mere chaos and skepticism. According to 

him, the mind does not play an intrinsic role while acquiring knowledge. Moreover; Man 

is just an observer who observes the phenomenon of nature. This created a chaotic situation 

in epistemology because his skepticism questioned everything and all the certainties 

proved to be illusions. This epistemological condition is known as the crises of 

Enlightenment. 

During that period chaos merely ruled the world, in such calamities’ the idea of certain 

knowledge seemed heresy. In the period of immense toil and turmoil, Kant emerged with 

an antidote for the world’s problems. The dense shadows of skepticism were cleared by 

Kant who came up with a proposition that synthesized both empiricism and rationalism. 

He put forward his definition of knowledge. During his time Hume’s thoughts were greatly 

popular which clearly states that a priori knowledge is a fallacy and the only source of 

knowledge is the empirical exposure. Kant opposed these beliefs and rectified the previous 

assertion by stating that “Synthetic a-prior is possible but it depends upon phenomenon 

and not noumenon”. According to Kant man come to the world with a set of pre-

determined categories of forms and structures. This assertion of Kant challenged Locke’s 

idea of tabula rasa and man as a passive observer. The definition of Kant constitutes two 

parts; one part describes the nature of knowledge while the other describes its limitation. 

He stated that there are some structures present in mind at the time of birth which enables 

the construction of factual knowledge. Without them, factual knowledge is not possible. 

In order to form factual knowledge, its idea and observation both play a vital role. But for 

actualizing the innate idea empirical exposure is a necessity as without exposure idea is 

nothing. 

It can be understood by another philosophical question which asks whether reality exists 

in our mind or independent of mind. So, the suitable conclusion for this is, reality manifests 

itself in parts with man’s confrontation with it. Similarly, for the proper actualization of a 

concept, its perception is of prime importance. He explains his idea by giving an example 

of space and time. As both are not subjects of observation but still a part of one’s mind. 

Thus, in this way the counter-argumentation between rationality and empiricism, initiated 

by Copernicus, supported by Descartes, John Locke, David Hume culminated and ended 

by Kant. The conclusions derived from the philosophies changed the course of history 
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related to the human’s position in the universe, its relation to it, man and nature, man and 

God. 

Jean Jacques Rousseau emerged with his publication of Emile in 1762. He gave his insight 

into human nature and added the concept of freedom as the most important trait for the 

development of human personality (Edward, 1972). Opposing the views of Locke’s tabula 

rasa, Rousseau propagated that initially, human nature is good. He suggests that human 

nature by birth is free, it needs freedom, liberty; Freedom to thrive in all possible 

dimensions not according to a pre-ordained mold. He says that man “brings with him at 

birth a distinctive temperament, which determines his spirit and character. There is no 

question of changing or putting a restraint upon this temperament, only of training it and 

bringing it to perfection” (Passmore, 1970, p. 178). His book ‘Emile’ describes his 

philosophy which says that human nature can be perfected by education, by raising the 

child in a natural environment with no religious or other constraints and most importantly 

by keeping him in isolation from the corrupt environment of society. According to 

Rousseau sin and virtue are defined by society, they are indifferent to the child’s inborn 

nature. With the development in life, he learns about self-interest and personal fame. These 

two factors encouraged him to adopt sin or virtue according to a suitable situation. This 

view laid the foundation of a morality that was not based on religion. 

Furthermore, he observed that God has created the universe and human nature by complete 

goodness, and coherence. Thus, man alone can experience the goodness of God in nature, 

he does not need any priest in order to form any connection between him and there are 

numerous ways for salvation, it depends on each person’s efforts to work on it. There is a 

spiritual order in the world that connects man with deity. That spiritual order forms a strong 

adhesive bond. God endowed man with sense perception and reason. The role of education 

is to enable a man to utilize them in order to form a contemplation “feeling for nature”. 

Roseau called inner conscious a “divine instinct” or ‘voice of the soul’. It helps a man in 

his most decisive e actions b instructing his reason and free will. It enables man to make 

decisions based on the principles of morality. He regarded self-conscience as a gift of God, 

which he gave us so that man could attain perfection in life. Rousseau describes it in terms 

like “God gave us Conscience to core the good, reason to know it and the freedom to 

choose it”. He propagated that, there is coherence in man and nature, nature helps a man 

in order to form a bond with God. This process of self-conscience plays a vital role. 

Furthermore, in order to develop actualization of his own self, man must comprehend this 
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complicated fabric, by confining himself in the constraints allotted by God. The 

comprehension of this phenomenon guides man to form their relationship with other 

human beings.  

The 18th-century philosophy proceeded in a series of events, it passed through different 

dimensions. It leveled the ground for Nietzsche who claimed that there are only 

interpretations, and the world is devoid of facts. He also pushed forward the ory of 

Descartes who claimed that the universe and man are indifferent to each other, thus, the 

mind develops the picture of the world, which is indeed the mind’s personal interpretation. 

It lacked objectivity and mainly rely on subjective opinion, thus, it’s just an interpretation 

and not facts. Nietzsche’s claims further intensified and fertilized the ground for a new and 

surprising thought prevailed man’s mind, that there must be something which enables us 

to do things to decide, act, judge, etc. That specific part is the unconscious component of 

the psyche about which man is essentially unaware. 

It was Freud, who brought this debate in limelight, Freud amplified and reduplicated 

Copernicus’ assertion. He brought it to an upgraded level. In the ending of his introductory 

lecture, he hinted man’s medieval esteem, prestige for the 3rd time. Thus, the bubbles of 

man’s vanity, pride was exposed to the harsh flame of scientific advancement. It was 

Copernicus who asserted that man and earth are not centers of the universe, later on, 

Darwin’s theory of evolution stated that man passed from several evolutionary stages in 

order to attain its present form, but the essential component which distinguishes man from 

an animal is just “self—consciousness”.  Freud summed up this discussion by relating it 

with his psychoanalytic theory. Freud was the synthesis of both Copernicus and Darwin. 

According to him, the universe is not geocentric and man is not the crowned prince of 

creation, following Copernicus, and expressed that he is so meager in its existence that he 

is utterly unaware from the force that decides its actions. He is not only powerless in the 

universe but also in its own day-to-day decision. According to him, there is a strong 

component of mind, which he named as unconscious that controls the whole life of man. 

It controls the actions, behavior and personality traits of an individual. Freud’s original 

conceptions divided personality into three levels: the conscious, the preconscious, and the 

unconscious (Herghanin, 2005). The conscious, as Freud defined the term, corresponds to 

its ordinary every day meaning. It includes all the sensations and experiences of which we 

are aware at any given moment. It includes all the sensations and experiences of which we 

are aware at any given moment. Freud considered the conscious, a limited aspect of 
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personality because only a small portion of our thoughts, sensations, and memories exists 

in conscious awareness at any time.  The unconscious contains the major driving power 

behind all behaviors and is the repository of forces we cannot see or control. Between these 

two levels is the preconscious. This is the storehouse of memories, perceptions, and 

thoughts of which we are not consciously aware at the moment but we can easily summon 

in the consciousness. Freud later revised his notion of the personality and introduced three 

basic structures in the anatomy of personality: the id, the ego, and the superego. The id 

corresponds to Freud’s earlier notion of the unconscious. Id is the reservoir for the instincts 

and libido. It is a primitive and instinctive component of personality that is manifested in 

the sexual urge; ego is that part of Id which has been modified by the direct influence of 

the external world. Superego incorporates the values and morals of society. These aspects 

develop in several stages of life. But essentially, Id is the most dominant part of the 

subconscious drive that wishes its urge to be fulfilled at any cost. This view of human 

personality devoid of the man of any remaining legacy and declared it no more than a wild 

animal or perhaps even worse than those.  

As Freud uncovered the individual cognizant, Marx uncovered the social unconscious. The 

philosophical, religious, and good estimations of each age could apparently grasp as 

dictated by financial and political variables, whereby control over the methods for a 

generation was kept up by the most powerful class. The whole superstructure of human 

conviction could be viewed as mirroring the more essential struggle for material power. 

He considered all the human exertion as the battle for material progress. He said that even 

high standards which man has strived to accomplish through the span of history, whether 

an individual or aggregate level, are the expressions of their financial conditions. Marx 

saw this in class struggles arising at particular historical phases in the development of 

production until the goal of the abolition of all classes was achieved, and a classless society 

resulted (Passmore, 1970). In that society, humans would be free from the oppression of 

being treated as mere labor for the production of others. Positively, society “will be so 

organized that men can express their own nature in their labor and in their social 

relationships. The social organization will become the freely chosen act of humans 

themselves rather than something seemingly decreed by nature and history. Historical 

progress is the ascent of man from the kingdom of necessity to the kingdom of freedom” 

(Passmore, 1970, p. 237). In this kingdom of freedom in a creative intellectual and artistic 

society, the possibility for improvement seems endless. Marx imagined this kingdom of 
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freedom as “a progressive national society with no wages, no money, no social classes, 

and, eventually, no state” (Fromm, 1966). If Marx rejects the classical ideal of a final 

perfection, he does seem committed to the Phoenix myth, “the myth of a fresh start, a 

‘breaking through’ which will carry men if not to perfection then at least to a condition 

which permits of unlimited improvement” (Passmore, 1970, p.238). This is the main 

motivation which takes part in setting the goals and ideals of the individual as well as 

collective level. His famous dictum was quoted that “Ideals are the distorted images of the 

economic condition of Man” (Edward, 1972). Throughout history, the Man is exploiting 

the other people, making them slaves, killing them with brutality in the wars, all for 

material need only. Even the wars fought by the Prophets were seen by Karl Marx as 

materialistic in nature. He expressed that religion was a tool used by the religious 

exploiters to exploit the common Man and declare it as the opium of masses (Fromm, 

1966). This urge for money according to Marx was found in the collective unconscious of 

man. Friedrich Engels (1988) who was a comrade of Marx described the whole 

phenomenon as: 

Just as Darwin discovered the law of development or organic nature, so Marx discovered 

the law of development of human history: the simple fact, hitherto concealed by an 

overgrowth of ideology, that mankind must first of all eat, drink, have shelter and clothing, 

before it can pursue politics, science, art, religion, etc.; that therefore the production of the 

immediate material means, and consequently the degree of economic development 

attained by a given people or during a given epoch, form the foundation upon which the 

state institutions, the legal conceptions, art, and even the ideas on religion, of the people 

concerned, have been evolved, and in the light of which they must, therefore, be explained, 

instead of vice versa, as had hitherto been the case (p. 231). 

The logical advancement from renaissance and prospering in awareness and innovation 

had now contacted the boundaries of existence. The existentialism, which was the last 

expression of modernity, almost freed the man from all the outside authorities. In the last 

half of the nineteenth century when Nietzsche yelled that the “God is dead”; it was actually 

the most vocal articulation of the scholarly soul of his time as well as of the coming 

hundreds of years as well. This articulation has regarded by many as the declaration of the 

death of the man who required a God. Now the man has set himself in that place of divinity 

with no absolutely no divinity attached to any external authority. All the above ideas 

resulted to form a worldview that has certain established ideals and goals like Liberty, 
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Freedom, and Modernity, etc. and for progress and prosperity, these ideals must be 

achieved. They emerged as a necessity to establish a  modern civilized society. They 

helped to deconstruct the world. The world of darkness was abashed and the world of 

enlightenment was allowed to spout its full blossom. The transformation which was 

initiated by Copernicus nourished in a different dimension by different men of learning. It 

was not a single step change. It converses various fields like religion, science, philosophy. 

So, it reached its climax by Kant. They subsidized the advancement of new thinking which 

led to the development of the new world. The dogmatic beliefs lost their traditional 

importance in the society and till the 20th century it was almost established that all the 

religious beliefs are superstition and revelation is not a source of knowledge. This resulted 

in secularism that declared that laws and education should be based upon science and facts 

and not upon religion. There is no special purpose for its creation and there is no 

transcendent goal or ideal which he has to achieve. Religion and other questions regarding 

metaphysics became marginalized from the mainstream until they were treated as some 

personal beliefs that are very subjective, speculative and distant from the objective 

knowledge. The gulf between the faith and reason widened. Any concept of a transcendent 

being other than human itself became a non-issue and outside the domain of human 

knowledge. It had no more value than mere placebos, a source of aesthetical gratification, 

a heuristic presumption, an alternative social glue, an agency of social control or a source 

of motivation sometimes and mostly it was ruled out as an illusion, a delusion or a 

superstition. 

 

2.4 Phases of Modernity 

The Swiss-German philosopher and psychologist Karl Jaspers (1954) wrote in his book of 

introduction of philosophy, ‘Way to Wisdom’, "Man seems to have started again from 

scratch four times: with the Neolithic age, with the earliest civilizations, with the 

emergence of the great empires, and with modernity” (p. 37-38). Lambert (1999) defines 

these axial ages as “it is a kind of cinematic fade; it is marked by critical moments of crisis 

and shifts of thought which lead to a reshaping of the symbolic field which creates a new 

period of stability.” 

Such axial points exist in the history of ideas where the trajectory of philosophy 

experiences deviations and a radical shift is seen in the ideas. Similarly, scholars have tried 
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to characterize the development of modernity into phases (Schmidt, 2014; Domingues, 

2011). Not confusing it with the ory of stages of modernization of Walt Whitman Rostow 

(1960), though his theory is a result of the modern economic development paradigm and 

tells us about how a society gets modernized, there are several other classifications into 

waves, phases and ages of modernity. The reason for this ‘ex-post facto’ categorization is 

developing a better ability to speculate on the future of modernism and other similar 

phenomena and to transform it (Berman, 1983).  

Oldest of these categorizations is presented by Marshall Berman (1983). In his book ‘All 

that is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience of Modernity’ he describes the history of 

modernity along with the explanation of related concepts. His book deals with three 

notions often intermixed with each other. Berman firstly differentiates between 

Modernization, Modernity and Modernism. Modernization according to him is the process 

of social change that took place in the previous three centuries as a result of which the 

modern capitalist formed along with other manifestations in science, art, architecture and 

lifestyle. Modernity is the way in which these changes are applied in the living 

experiences; in his words, it is a ‘body of experiences’. During all this process and 

experiencing this process a variety of ‘vision, ideas and values’ have developed that 

employ humans as their subjects as well as objects; these set of values and ideas are 

grouped to form the conception of modernism. 

Berman is of the opinion that modernism has gone through three phases. First of these 

three phases begins at the start of the sixteenth century and ends near the end of the 

eighteenth century. In this phase the early modernity is experienced by the people as a new 

thing they weren’t ready for; fumbling to fathom out something of the current state then. 

Before the advent of the second phase, which he calls the phase of revolutions starting 

from the 1790s and ending at the end of the nineteenth century, the only person who could 

grasp the situation of modernity in the early phase was Jean-Jacques Rousseau. The word 

modernity or the modern was used before too, by the Christians, in contrast with the older 

roman paganism, however, it was Rousseau for the first time who used the word 

moderniste in the sense it was used in the following centuries. 

The second phase, the phase of revolutions, was started when the people got aware of their 

power and abrupt demonstrations of mass revolution came into being in the French 

revolution and the revolutions that followed it in the other parts of the world. This age saw 



91 | P a g e  
 

radical upheavals in all dimensions of the human life, from personal to public and from 

social to political realms. This was the age when people got consciously aware of the 

dichotomy of the modern and the traditional (orthodox/ conservative) since that generation 

had seen what life used to be before the modern advent.  

The third phase started in the twentieth century when modernism had got roots deep into 

the society and started flourishing in the form of the modern world culture. It achieves 

spectacular triumphs in the fields of knowledge and politics, producing many trends of 

ideas and social institutions. 

After Berman, Leo Strauss (1989) was the person who characterized the progression of 

modernity into three waves. The Jewish-German philosopher, though wrote extensively 

on the topic of modernity, was himself a critic of modernity. He too divided the 

development of modernity into three ‘waves’; for that’s how he named his book, ‘The 

Three Waves of Modernity’.  

The first wave of modernity, according to him, started from the political realm. It was 

Niccolò Machiavelli from whom Strauss marked the beginning of the first wave. Earlier, 

the political philosophy revolved around some ideal, to which the political endeavor strove 

to conform with; we can find such ideals, for example, in Plato’s Republic, in the books 

of Luke and Acts, in the Torah, and in the Qur’an. From Machiavelli, the trajectory of 

political philosophy turned towards an observational study of people’s behavior with an 

objective to understand the knowledge through which they can be manipulated to one’s 

own desires. Similarly, the old conception of political structure as it was in the writings of 

Aristotle, for example, was that the best political structure must serve as a means to a 

virtuous end. Later on, the virtue became a means, no an end, for effective and efficient 

power structures. In Strauss’s (1989) own words this wave displayed “the reduction of the 

moral and political problem to a technical problem, and the concept of nature as in need 

of being overlaid by civilization as a mere artifact” (p.89). During the first wave, this 

mindset travelled from the political realm to other realms too, as can be seen in the ideas 

of Francis Bacon, who argued that ‘Knowledge is power’; which clearly meant that the 

purpose and aim of an intellectual inquiry was to get hold of power, a concept completely 

alien to the ancestors. By cornering out the traditional authority that determined the 

teleological status of any activity, may it be a political or intellectual inquiry, which in that 
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case was religious all over the Europe, paved way for the secularization of the society on 

collective levels. 

The second wave, featuring Rousseau as its pioneer, came as a criticism of the first wave 

as in Rousseau’s (1913) own words, “The politicians of the ancient world spoke constantly 

of morals and virtue; ours speak of nothing but commerce and money”. He criticized the 

material and commercial inclination of modernity from the first wave and also talked about 

the despotism created as a result of Machiavelli’s Prince. Yet, even after criticizing the 

remnants of the first wave, he wasn’t able to restore the teleological foundations from the 

ancient and pre-the modern eras. He too stood on the place where a man was the place, to 

begin with and could not surrender to any external virtue structure. Moreover, the human 

experiences are the product of the historicity the mankind has gone through. In Strauss’s 

(1989) words, “man’s humanity is due not to nature but to history, to the historical process, 

a singular or unique process which is not teleological” (p. 90). 

The third wave came as a response to the crisis of modernity with the most vocal voice of 

Fredrich Nietzsche. Strauss (1989) describes this wave as “being constituted by a new 

understanding of the sentiment of existence: that sentiment is the experience of terror and 

anguish rather than of harmony and peace, and it is the sentiment of historic existence as 

necessarily tragic” (p. 94). Out of such blatant and vulgar critique of the previous waves 

of modernity, fascism generated as result (Strauss, 1989). 

Yves Lambert (1999) in his paper Religion in Modernity as a New Axial Age: 

Secularization or New Religious Forms also presents three axial ages of modernity which 

proved to be paradigm shifters.  The first axial age is the period of fifteenth-sixteenth 

centuries which saw the birth of modernity and along with it the births of science, 

industries and capitalism. The second axial age was when modernity became a major 

phenomenon after the end of the previous age, which witnessed the enlightenment, French 

and American revolutions, and development of scientific method and growth of industries. 

The third axial age was between the nineteenth and mid-twentieth centuries. Main events 

of this age were the triumph of industrial societies, establishment of nation states, 

colonialism, world wars and decolonization, globalization, socialism and the formation of 

the welfare state. 

Lambert (1999) indicates a major shift after the 1960s in the continuity of the trend of 

modernism and refers to a new era.  Bauman (2000) referred to this new era as liquid 
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modernity, Giddens (1991) called it the period of consequences of modernity and others 

declared it as the end of modernity and the start of post-modernity. 

On the contrary position with all these fore-mentioned scholars, some analysts discussed 

modernity not as a chronological, but a qualitative category. Peter Osborne (1992) has 

problematized the chronological categorization of modernity into phases and proposed an 

alternative perspective to look at this process.  

A recent study of the process of modernity has been conducted by Volker Schmidt (2014). 

He too has distinguished the phases of modernity into three categories, however, these 

categories are not chronological. The three phases he suggests are Euro-centric, west-

centric, and polycentric modernity. The first phase is the called European because 

modernity, no matter what the beginning of modernity is considered; the Renaissance, the 

Reformation, the European voyages, the development of scientific method, etc., was born 

in Europe. For the next two or three centuries, Europe remained the center of modernity. 

It was near the end of the nineteenth century when the US surpassed Europe in its 

economic position. The narrower European modernity merged into wider western 

modernity when the modernity spread into the North American areas. Near the WWI, the 

US got a prominent position among the countries with modernity and emerged as the 

global leader after the WWII. It was because of the unparalleled industrial growth as a 

result of Fordism and consequently the elevating the lifestyle as compared to Europe.  

Around the transition of the millennium, the Western modernity expanded to become 

polycentric modernity. This wave originated from the decolonization process and the 

emergence of Japan as a representative of modernity. Schmidt (2014) explains the 

phenomena representing this global spread as “fast transition from an agrarian economy 

to an industrial and service-dominated economy, urbanization processes, expansion of 

mass education at all levels, the revolutionizing and spread of advanced communication 

and transport technologies, women’s emancipation and widespread democratization of 

social relations, the rise of youth culture, and many other variously interlinked 

phenomena” (p. 9). 

2.4.1 Polycentric Modernity 

As Schmidt (2014) suggested that at the end of the twentieth-century modernity became a 

polycentric entity instead of a Euro-centric or west-centric original, many other scholars 
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have tried to follow the trail.  Jonardon Ganeri (2014), too, argues that modernity has 

become polycentric and refers to Eisenstadlt’s (2000) article ‘Multiple Modernities’ for 

his claim.  Before them, the accepted notion in the western academia had been cemented 

that the necessary path in the journey of evolution for all the nations was the western model 

of modernization; for example Rostow’s model of modernization. However, the fore-

mentioned scholars have revealed the way other societies modernize. Susan Freidman 

(2015) in his book ‘Planetary Modernisms: Provocations on Modernity Across Time’ has 

exhibited modernity as a unified, circulating, and the recurring phenomenon that produces 

numerous aesthetic innovations across time and space. Other literature such as ‘Gender in 

Modernism: New Geographies, Complex Intersections’ by Bonnie Kime Scott (2007) 

traces various locales of subsystems of modernism across the globe transcending the 

Western origin. 

Having established the claim of polycentricity of modernity, it can easily be traced from 

the Islamic world; the Islamic modernism. Today, unfortunately, understanding the 

process of modernity has now become knowing “thyself” instead of knowing “thy enemy”, 

as it is in Sun Tzu's expression. Capitalism is more dominant in the Dubai Downtown 

rather than Las Vegas. The vicinities of Haramain (Makkah and Madinah) are a better 

display of how this world can be transformed into a market compared to the Manhattan. 

Hence, Iqbal has identified the European World as the biggest hurdle on the path to moral 

excellence. 
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CHAPTER NO 3 

FUNDAMENTALISM 

Analysts predict and the statistics show that since the third trimester of the twentieth 

century, a new religious phenomenon has depicted a rise at the global level which is not 

confined only to the Muslims, rather every global religion has faced this epidemic; i.e. 

fundamentalism. That’s not where fundamentalism stops, rather, the social scientists 

prophesize that in the future, the impact and influence of a modernist version of Islam are 

shrinking and fundamentalism along with postmodern tendencies is replacing it. This 

chapter tries to define and characterize the anomaly of fundamentalism along with the 

historical account of the early rising and the resurgence. The researcher also discusses the 

causes and reasons for the rise of fundamentalism. In explaining the characteristics of 

Islamic fundamentalism, two major works are consulted and evaluated in this chapter, 

namely, The Defenders of God and The Fundamentalism Project. Later, a comparative 

analysis of fundamentalism with traditionalism and modernism is added in the chapter. 

The chapter presents two case studies in Islamic fundamentalism, Syed Qutb and Maulana 

Maududi, who were not only the fathers of Islamic fundamentalism but also almost all 

Sunni fundamentalist movements are in one way or another in debt to these two 

intellectuals. Some statistics are highlighted which anticipate the future of fundamentalism 

in Islam. In the end, a brief about the postmodern assault on the modernism is discussed 

as a conclusion.  

The Czech philosopher and a member of American Philosophical Society, Ernest Gellner 

(1992), also called ‘one-man crusader for critical rationalism’ by the Independent, 

forecasted the global scenario for the dominant worldviews. He predicted that unlike the 

past, where the intellectual and political conflicts were usually binary, there are three 

contestants for the coming future: 

1. Religious Fundamentalism; that believes in an absolute truth and claims to possess it, 

2. Relativism; that rejects any possibility of any absolute truth, postmodernism, of which is 

the recent trend, and 

3. Enlightenment Rationalism; that is certain of a unique truth but doesn’t claim that they 

ever possess it. 

Though Gellner himself is an adherent of enlightenment rationalism (Marty, 1998), he 

considers the other two contenders challenging in the near future. 
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Cheryl Benard (2003), the adjunct researcher at the RAND Corporation and the president 

of ARCH International, in her report, “Civil Democratic Islam: Partners, Resources, and 

Strategies”, for the RAND Corporation think tank, classified Muslims into four categories, 

according to the threat they pose for the modern world. This sorting was done in 

accordance with responses Muslim world had made to its inability to catch up with the 

global pace and a state of helplessness. The four responses are: 

1. Fundamentalists 

2. Traditionalists 

3. Modernists 

4. Secularists 

Out of these, she considers the fundamentalists, most challenging for modernity. Hence, 

an ideology so important that it be one of the three contestants of the future global 

domination scenarios (Gellner, 1992) and the most challenging ideology for modernity 

must be examined in detail, along with its origin, roots and its characteristics. This chapter 

discusses this theme in detail.  

 

3.1 Origin of Fundamentalism 

It is hard to find the term ‘fundamentalism’, especially in the meanings of a the modern 

religious phenomenon, in any texts, not only philosophical or social analyses, before the 

1910s (Marty, 1998). The earliest use of fundamentals was in the series of ninety essays 

compiled in twelve volumes, written by sixty-four different authors, edited by A. C. Dixon, 

Louis Meyer, and Reuben Archer Torrey (Marsden, 2006). This project was anonymously 

funded by the Millionaire Oil magnate Lyman Stewart and his brother Milton Stewart who 

were staunch Presbyterian Protestants. This set of essays was named ‘The Fundamentals: 

A Testimony to The Truth’ (1910). It contained a detailed outline and explanation of 

orthodox, non-negotiable Protestant beliefs which were agreed upon by the orthodox 

Christian scholars of that time (Emerson & Hartman, 2006). These essays defended those 

tenets of faith against higher criticism, liberal theology, Catholicism, Modernism, 

Atheism, Christian Science, Evolutionism and other innovations which were a result of 

modernity (Marsden, 1991). 

In 1920, a Baptist pastor and the editor of The Watchman Examiner, Curtis Lee Laws 

proposed the term ‘fundamentalist’ for those struggling for the fundamentals of the faith 

of Christianity (Laws, 1920). Unlike today, it was not a pejorative term. Laws defined 
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himself too as a fundamentalist in contrast with those who compromised on the 

supernatural representation of the Christian faith. Laws noted that fundamentalism is kind 

of a protest and dissent towards the modern interpretation of Christianity which emerged 

on the foundations of rationality and eventually disreputed and discredited the supernatural 

aspect of it. While doing this they refute or at least set aside the very basic miracles on 

which the beliefs of Christianity are based such as the virgin birth and other such miracles 

of the old testament. They also ridicule the eternal life of Christ and his second coming as 

an idle dream of wishful thinking. “It matters not by what name these modernists are 

known. The simple fact is that, in robbing Christianity of its supernatural content, they are 

undermining the very foundations of our holy religion. They boast that they are 

strengthening the foundations and making Christianity more rational and more acceptable 

to thoughtful people. Christianity is rooted and grounded in supernaturalism, and when 

robbed of supernaturalism it ceases to be a religion and becomes an exalted system of 

ethics (Laws, 1922)”. 

Till the Northern Baptist Convention of 1922, the term was widespread, though not on the 

official dictionaries. Professor Harry Lathrop Reed said, “A new word has been coined 

into our vocabulary -- two new words -- ‘Fundamentalist’ and ‘Fundamentalism.’” (Reed, 

1922). Reed said that these words are not yet included formally into the dictionaries, 

however, they are everywhere on people’s tongues. 

Fundamentalism emerged as a reactionary reformatory movement against the infiltration 

of liberal and the modern views into the orthodoxy of Protestant denominations of America 

since the end of the nineteenth century. This conservative strain of Protestantism 

developed around 1870 to 1925 (Emerson & Hartman, 2006). The liberal thinking that was 

considered as a challenge was mainly influenced by the evolutionary theories and the 

historical/ higher criticism of German lineage (Kenny, 2005). This type of criticism 

interpreted the biblical verses abstaining from any dogmatic reference, in the light of 

hermeneutics and new archaeological discoveries. This group of liberal modernists 

advocated an anthropocentric view of Christianity refraining from the traditional 

theological view and having a more rationalistic stance with minimalistic faith in miracles 

and supernatural. The liberal turned believers offended the orthodox conservatives by 

modifying the doctrines of Christianity like the virgin birth, creation, etc. into figurative 

myths with no historical claim of reality. They made the recent discoveries of science and 

the modern secular ideologies compatible with the Christian values and aligned themselves 

with the same notion of progress that modernity itself presented (Emerson & Hartman, 
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2006). These people and their organizations were trying to modernize Christianity with a 

more progressive view which could be relevant for the modern times.  

Hence, unlike modern-day fundamentalists, the fundamentalists of the early wave were 

not against non-religious or secular forces, but against the compromisers of faith i.e., the 

people of the same faith who were trying to modernize the religion, and the social 

implication brought about by this process (Marty, 1993). Marsden (1980, p.4) describes 

this confrontation as, “a loose, diverse, and changing federation of cobelligerents united 

by their fierce opposition to modernist attempts to bring Christianity into line with the 

modern thought.” This early wave of fundamentalism didn’t have much part in the political 

arena, though it had a voice on some social issues, still not as much as a movement it is 

now. They opposed the teaching of biological evolutionism in schools, the sale of liquor, 

etc. This was also because they felt besieged by the modern secular culture which they 

thought to be immoral (Mårtensson, Ringrose & Bailey, 2011).  

In 1925, the famous Scopes Trial (or the Monkey Trial) took place in the state of 

Tennessee. A substitute high school teacher John Thomas Scopes was charged with the 

violation of Tennessee’s Butler Act which forbade the teaching of evolution in the schools. 

This trial attracted the public and media and the court procedure had to be moved outside 

the courtroom in the open air in front of thousands of spectators. The three-time 

Democratic presidential candidate and a fundamentalist leader William Jennings Bryan 

was presented as a Bible expert to aid the prosecution and attorney Clarence Darrow joined 

for the defense of the case. Bryan was called for an examination of the literal interpretation 

of Bible about the creation in front of the public and, upon Darrow’s inquisition, he was 

forced to make incoherent statements and contradictory propositions which discredited the 

fundamentalist stance (Szasz, 1971). Although Scopes was fined $100 fine (around $1400 

as of today) for the violation of law, the fundamentalists faced a public humiliation. In the 

aftermath of this trial, the fundamentalists, who were formerly a respected sector of 

society, became a ridiculed group (Emerson & Hartman, 2006).  

Following this event, the fundamentalists retreated and went to hibernation for decades. 

The news reports in the popular media depicted the fundamentalists as non-intellectuals. 

The fundamentalist caused emerged as losers in public opinion after the trials. They 

remained out of the public arena and discreet and unnoticeable presence in American 

society. Their activities experienced a halt until the 1970s (Kenny, 2005). During this 

period of being underground, they built a web of schools, colleges and seminaries. They 

also made their place in the media industry by owning some of the print and electronic 
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media companies. They also formed institutions for the marginalized groups of the society 

to provide them their social and spiritual needs (Wacker, 2000). 

 

3.2 Secularization Thesis 

The most accepted understanding of the religion in the social science was that increasing 

modernization is causing secularization of the society and religion will gradually lose its 

importance in the society and eventually disappear (Wilson, 1969). This was known as the 

secularization thesis. As per the Secularization thesis, the significance of religion was 

questioned by sociologists, even by the sociologists of religion. The influential 

intellectuals of the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century - Auguste 

Comte, Herbert Spencer, Emile Durkheim, Karl Marx, Max Weber, Ferdinand Tonnies - 

all believed that religion would gradually fade in importance and cease to be significant 

with the progress of industrial society, the spread of rationalism and modernity (Norris & 

Inglehart, 2004). C Wright Mills (1959) stated this process as, “Once the world was filled 

with the sacred – in thought, practice, and institutional form. After the Reformation and 

the Renaissance, the forces of modernization swept across the globe and secularization, a 

corollary historical process, loosened the dominance of the sacred (pp. 32-33).’’ Mills 

argue that as a result of this spree of the secularization process, the place of religion will 

be reduced to only the private realm and will disappear from public affairs. Thus, religion 

was not supposed to take any political or social significance and of course not on the global 

level. 

 

3.3 The Resurgence of Fundamentalism 

In the decade of 1970s fundamentalism started to appear on the global scenario out of 

nowhere (Ammerman, 1987), which left the social scientists, especially the sociologists of 

religion, startled (Berger, 1993). This was a surprise which the scholars never foresaw. 

They rummaged to understand and it took them nearly a decade more to make some 

academic progress on this new development (Emerson & Hartman, 2006).  It is impossible 

to find any social scientist or religious analyst during the period of fundamentalists’ 

hibernation who foresaw the second coming of this wave (Marty, 1998). This wave of 

fundamentalism was not mere fossilization of the previous term, rather it was 

extemporaneous, vigorous, ingenious and inventive. 
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A major shift in this wave of fundamentalism, talking in the context of protestant 

fundamentalism, was that it shifted from an intra-denominational struggle for protecting 

the orthodox tenets from modernizing fellows to a fight against the secular and liberal 

juggernaut at the political level by making religious alliances and social movements to 

gain a dominant position in the arena. In Marty’s (1980) words, “religion (was) back with 

a vengeance”. The discourse of fundamentalism in the academia saw a boom in the years 

1979-1980. The scholars pointed out the unanticipated events of the Iranian revolution, the 

political mobilization of American fundamentalists and Evangelicals for the Republican 

candidate for presidency, Ronald Regan, formation of Christian Right and Moral Majority 

in US, and other religious uprisings around the globe such as Israel, India, Japan, Latin 

America (Taylor, 2017; Emerson & Hartman, 2006) and in various religions including 

Sikhism, Buddhism, Judaism and Catholicism (Marty, 1998). Almond et al. (2003, p.1) 

noted, “Since the Iranian Revolution, purported fundamentalist movements have risen to 

the highest levels of power in five countries in Iran in 1979, in Sudan in 1993, in Turkey, 

Afghanistan, and India in 1996, and in India again in 1998 and 1999. There have been 

even more frequent penetrations by fundamentalist movements into the parliaments, 

assemblies, and political parties of such countries as Jordan, Israel, Egypt, Morocco, 

Pakistan, and the United States.” 

3.3.1 Reasons for Resurgence 

Even for the unexpected events, Marty (1998) argues in the light of Law of Infinite 

Cornucopia that, causes and reasons can be discerned.  However, it is unfortunate that 

studies analyzing the reason of emergence of such movements and why they began in the 

1970s, why they are stronger and durable and the reason of different intensities in different 

regions are very rare (Keddie, 1998). 

Riesebrodt (1998) describes two different types of etiological explanations regarding the 

resurgence of religion. The first type of explanations commits strongly to the 

secularization thesis. According to these theorists, this wave of fundamentalism is one last 

breath of world religions drowning into the flood of modernity. According to them, 

modernity has swept all the way and the religions are trying one last time to make any 

attempt to preserve themselves. This is in accordance with what Weber mentioned about 

the decline of institutions or organizations. Most scholars supporting this view actually 

keep finding reasons to resist the basic explanations for the rise of fundamentalism (Marty, 

1992). 
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The second type of reasoning is on the opposite standpoint and it gives many reasons for 

the reemergence of religion. An explanation, called ‘new paradigm’, given by Warner 

(1993) tells that fundamentalism is directly linked with modernization. Modernization 

serves as a breeding ground for fundamentalist tendencies. Studies suggest that along with 

high results of indicators of modernization, such as urbanization, pluralism, etc. high level 

of religious involvement is also present (Finke & Stark, 2005). Obviously, like all other 

explanations, it also has its critique (Emerson & Hartman, 2006; Olson, 1999; Voas et al., 

2002). 

An explanation with a similar cause but different reasoning is expressed by a large number 

of scholars (Almond et al., 2003; Antoun, 2008; Bruce, 1992; Lawrence, 1999; Riesebrodt, 

1998;). In this explanation, modernism is the opposite of fundamentalism. Modernism tries 

to reinterpret the ology according to the present-day conditions. Those modernists who are 

far more extreme, claim that the new time demands new beliefs and obligations. Along 

with this reinterpretation, they sometimes discard traditional dogmas and even the 

inerrancy of the text. These tendencies arise where are believers experience secular 

education, urbanism and industrialism and domination of scientific discourse. Since 

fundamentalism is actually a protest against such modernists, it might be right to say that 

with no modernism and secularism, no fundamentalism would have been possible. That’s 

why Almond et al. (2003) defines fundamentalism as “A discernible pattern of religious 

militancy” through the process of which the hardcore self-assuming true believers struggle 

to “arrest the erosion of religious identity, fortify the borders of the religious community, 

and create viable alternatives to secular institutions and behaviors.” 

The fundamentalist movements rise in a society where there has been formerly a traditional 

and orthodox religious foundation and a minority of religious compromisers who tend to 

negotiate open-handedly with modernity. It happens when a traditional religion is 

challenged and due to compromises of modernists, the tradition feels threatened to be 

indistinguishable from its ‘others’. In such an environment the fundamentalists feel that 

only being traditional is not enough and it is passive. For their survival and preservation, 

they need to be more provocative and aggressive. 

For example, in America, the challenges that concerned the fundamentalists were the 

counter-culture movements of 1960-1970s. the civil rights movements triggered many 

such liberal movements like feminism, the sexual revolution, gay rights, hippie 

movements, etc. disturbed the morals of modesty that was emblematic of the Christian 

society and spread sexual permissiveness. The cases such as Roe v. Wade, Abington 
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Township School District v. Schempp and Engel v. Vitale (details coming in the next 

heading) were deteriorating the position of religion in the society. Increasing drug use, 

profanity, increasing divorces, abortion and out of wedlock births, expelling religion out 

of schools and other such issues were alarming. All these changes forced the 

fundamentalists to join the political arena and dominate the race to control the erosion. 

Martin E. Marty (1998) constructs an image for such a change from an Islamic perspective. 

She constructs an example of a Muslim girl in the modern world who observes hijab or 

the veil. She argues that, against what most people think that the young Muslim girl wears 

it just as an imitation of her mother, she actually wears it because her mother didn’t wear 

it. The reason her mother had for not wearing it was that she foresaw benefits from the 

process of modernization. Her mother thought that by adopting the modern values, even 

in such private affairs guarantees a better life in semi-secular, modernist Muslim regimes. 

On the other hand “the daughter was in on some of the mixed benefits of such 

secularization, but both as an ideology and an ethos, it failed to produce. The mother 

having exchanged attendance at the shrine for attendance at the cinema and the university 

left her daughter in a situation of reaction: she was back to the shrine and back to wearing 

the veil (p. 368).” 

Another explanation involves the traditional social movement theory of Weber. The 

proponents of this reasoning suggest that the cause of fundamentalist uprising lay in the 

crisis of cultural authenticity brought about by the efforts of modernization and at both 

political and social level. As a response to which the religious groups in such societies 

formed an ideological force for social change against the newly arrived modernity (Kenny, 

2005).  Scholars started to note this pattern after the political uprisings in the Muslim 

world, especially Iran. According to Marty & Appleby (1991), “Fundamentalisms arise or 

come to prominence in times of crisis, actual or perceived. The sense of danger may be 

keyed to oppressive and threatening social, economic, or political conditions, but the 

ensuing crisis is perceived as a crisis of identity by those who fear extinction as a people 

or absorption into an overarching syncretistic culture to such a degree that their 

distinctiveness is undermined in the rush to homogeneity”. 

A further explanation argues the rise and durability of fundamentalist movements in its 

verifiability. The reason why other systems, such as communism failed and fundamentalist 

movements are sturdy, is that communism always claimed scientific proofs for its 

promises and asserted that the truth of their ideology can be empirically verified. However, 

no such claim was made for the verification of fundamentalist promises. An eschatological 
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verification is typical of such movements. The result of the efforts and the real truth can’t 

be verified in this world, rather, if anyone wants to verify, he has to wait for the end of the 

times to verify it or see it after his own death. Most fundamentalist movements provide 

eschatological promises in their ideologies (Gellner, 1992). 

 Few scholars argue that it must not be fundamentalism that must be studied as an anomaly, 

rather, modernity is an abnormality which should be studied. Steve Bruce (2000) suggests 

that it is not religion of the wave of fundamentalism that is abnormal, rather, if we observe 

the history on a vast canvas, we will realize that fundamentalism is normal and religion 

had always taken religion very seriously in every matter of their lives. Moreover, it was 

not just history, this tendency of taking religion seriously as an integral part of society is 

still prevalent in most parts of the world. :“It is not the dogmatic believer who insists that 

the sacred texts are divinely inspired and true, who tries to model his life on the ethical 

requirements of those texts, and who seeks to impose these requirements on the entire 

society who is unusual. The liberal who supposes that his sacred texts are actually human 

constructions of differing moral worth, whose religion makes little difference to his life, 

and who is quite happy to accept that what his God requires of him is not binding on other 

members of his society: this is the strange and remarkable creature (116-117).” 

 Arguing in the same line, Peter Berger indicated:“Modernity tends to undermine the 

taken-for-granted certainties by which people lived through most of history. This is an 

uncomfortable state of affairs, for many an intolerable one, and religious movements that 

claim to give certainty have great appeal (Sacks, Weiming & Martin, 1999; p.11).” 

The global resurgence against the godless system was also based on a few horrific events 

in the middle of the twentieth century. The godless nonreligious intellectual trends that 

caused the world wars shook the world nations. Similarly, the atheist wave of communism 

and the barbarism along with it frightened the people of the faiths. Around 1960-1970 

people could see these godless forces around them influencing the education, media and 

all other sections of social life (Armstrong, 2012). In the Muslim world, this trend saw an 

uprising after the urban poverty rise, lagging behind in the race of development and 

disappointment from the secular system to provide social justice. The law of the revelation 

promised them a brighter alternative which could create a more equal society on the basis 

of Quranic principles (Cox, 2009). In the early period of modernization, the figures in 

Muslim scholarship like Sir Syed, Mohammad Abduhu, Afghani and Fazlur Rahman, Nasr 

Abu Zayd pursued the reinterpretation of faith in the light of new ideals of Science, 
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Humanism, and Democracy and as a response the opposition of Syed Qutb, Maududi and 

others like them loathed their pursuits as modern influences. 

3.3.3 Resurgence in America 

Early rise of this wave in America saw single issue mobilization for example predictably 

abortion (the case of Roe v. Wade, as a result of which abortion was legalized), school-

sponsored Bible reading (the case between Abington Township School District and 

Schempp, after which it was made illegal) and school prayer (which was declared illegal 

in the case of Engel v. Vitale) (Gelm, 2009). Later, the fundamentalist leaders realized that 

going into broader politics would be more beneficial (Moen, 1994). Realizing this, Falwell 

declared that, “The idea that religion and politics don’t mix was invented by the Devil to 

keep Christians from running their own country” (Young, 2016, p.170). In the American 

political contest, Jerry Falwell (1979), while supporting Ronald Regan, the Republican 

candidate supported by the Christian Right and Moral Majority, condemned, “the federal 

government for fostering socialism, the public-school system for making humanism its 

religion and Hollywood for making the nation think dirty.”  He directed his devotees: “If 

a man stands by this book (The Bible) vote for him.  If he doesn’t, don’t”. This trend 

continued with the formation of more such coalitions, for example, Christian Roundtable, 

Christian Coalition, Christian Voice, National Christian Action Coalition, etc. In the two 

terms of Regan, fundamentalists enjoyed such strength that would be hard to envision after 

the Scopes trial (Kenny, 2005). 

3.3.4 Global Resurgence  

It is also many a time describes as a reactionary response to several dimensions of 

globalization – political, moral, economic, cultural and technological. Though 

fundamentalism is believed to have been caused by globalization, the foundations it stands 

on are the old religious beliefs and conceptions just shaped under modernization 

(Mårtensson, Ringrose & Bailey, 2011). Keddie (1998) outlines some global trends which 

led to the rise of a global resurgence of fundamentalism in the 1970-1980 period. These 

reasons are mentioned below: 

1. The rise of capitalism and high industrial growth led to the unequal distribution of 

resources and as a result, the job and other needs insecurities forced migrations caused 

identity crisis and discontent in the marginalized groups. 

2. The economic recessions and insecurities mobilized right-wing populist movements which 

created nationalist movements and some areas and religious fundamentalist movements in 
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others. In some areas, these movements formed a hybrid of religious and national trends 

for example in India and Iran.  

3. Increasing migration, on one hand, raised the standard of life for many people, but at the 

same time, migrants from lesser developed nations or the migrants from rural areas 

experienced prejudice and reactions like Islamophobia. As a reaction, some of these 

migrants started to develop fundamentalist tendencies. Also, there is anti-migration 

fundamentalism like in the US or right-wing Christians in Poland. 

4. The feminist waves gave more liberties to women, including reproductive rights, sexual 

permissiveness, traveling and working outdoors. However, these changes brought along 

with them worsening morals, rising divorce rates, illegitimate births, poor child care, etc. 

A sense of nostalgia and also the being-challenged patriarchy ignited fundamentalist 

tendencies. 

5. Increasing secularism and the failure of both types of secular systems, capitalism and 

communism, burst a disapproval towards these systems and a trend to return to religio-

politics was observed globally. 

6. Advancing education, urbanization and means of communication allowed people to 

express more freely. In this era of discontent, fundamentalists made their way for the 

hopeless. 

7. Improvements in the health conditions of the third world caused a population boom in 

those areas. The demographics of young generation increased in the global south. These 

were the areas whose population was mostly religious.  

 

3.4 Defining Fundamentalism 

Due to the fact that the term fundamentalism was coined in a specific condition, by a 

specific group, American Protestants, and proudly self-labeled, scholars argue the validity 

of its use for other religions, especially as a global phenomenon and most often 

pejoratively (Marty, 1988). Like other terms, it also traveled and got translated into 

different cultures. It is not restricted to the violent, militant, or non-comprising religious 

movements, but groups of parents who advocate internet restrictions in schools are also 

called fundamentalists. Today, after being applied to a vast range of religious and 

sometimes non-religious movements, it has become difficult to define what 

fundamentalism precisely mean today. The term is so loosely used today, that Emerson & 

Hartman (2006) allegorized it as a baseball thrown ‘in the media, backyard arguments, and 
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political arenas’. However, the difficulty to define them doesn’t imply that the use of this 

word will become more and vaguer until it becomes fallow. 

Academics still argue about using the word ‘fundamentalist’ outside its original 

connotation, the Protestant belief. For example, all of the Muslims believe in the 

unconditional inerrancy of the religious text Quran, which implies that all of the Muslims 

are fundamentalists. Whereas, the Muslim fundamentalists are those who are against the 

political hegemony of modernized nations and in favor of implementing shariah rule. 

Similarly, the fundamentalists of the Jews are either the people holding onto the land of 

Israel or the proponents of Halakha (Jewish Law).  Hence, this criterion of scriptural 

inerrancy is a fallacy in the context of other religions (Ruthven, 2007). 

However, the terminologies are never confined to the only meaning for which it was 

originated. They expand in their meanings in different times and contexts. If we try to limit 

the term ‘fundamentalism’ to just its protestant viewpoint, we must have to do the same 

for other terms too, like religion, secularism, state etc. Rather, we see that, despite no 

consensus on the single definition of fundamentalism, and also despite the glitches in the 

use of this word outside the sphere of its original meaning, the nucleal phenomenon 

remains the same. Lawrence (1989) suggests that the resentment to modernity is the 

constant factor in the connotation of fundamentalism. The flood of fundamentalism didn’t 

just affect the Protestants in the modernized nations, but it expanded into the third world 

also along with the scientific revolution. Not only Christians were its targets, but Jews, 

Muslims and other religions too got affected by its displacing assault and thus generated 

one type or another of fundamentalism. 

Fundamentalism is also usually used synonymously for religious extremism. It is an 

immense task to come up with a pure definition for it. A pure form would mean a form of 

extremism completely indifferent to cultural and institutional issues and solely driven by 

religious factors. This in itself is almost impossible, hence coming up with a pure definition 

for fundamentalism is a difficult if not an impossible task. 

Critics on using this term on a global level have diverse issues. Some argue that the term 

sometimes mixes with the postcolonial nationalist movements while others say that this 

term can only be applied to the resurgent movements in the Abrahamic religions 

(Lawrence, 1999). Some scholars have tried to define it in different ways according to the 

perspectives they see it with.  
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Fundamentalism is often defined as a religious manifestation of being in such a way that 

it besieges its adherents to a fixed, discrete identity that is antagonistic with the 

modernization and secularization (Ruthven, 2007). Riesebrodt (1998) defines it as a 

movement which is urban in its origin and stands “against the dissolution of personalistic, 

patriarchal notions of order and social relations and their replacement by depersonalized 

principles” (p. 9). His definition views fundamentalism in the context of social relations. 

Another definition presented by Almond et al. (2003) defines fundamentalism as a militant 

response of secular social life by territorializing. According to him, fundamentalism is “a 

discernible pattern of religious militancy by which self-styled ‘true believers’ attempt to 

arrest the erosion of religious identity, fortify the borders of the religious community, and 

create viable alternatives to secular institutions and behaviors” (p. 17). Antoun (2008) puts 

fundamentalism as a reaction to modernity. Fundamentalism, to him, is “a religiously 

based cognitive and affective orientation to the world characterized by protest against 

change and the ideological orientation of modernism” (p.3). Many Critics argue that this 

word is just a slander against any group that challenges the absolutism of enlightenment 

outlook (Ruthven, 2007). Fundamentalism takes up the similar role in opposing the secular 

world, as it once took while displacing religion with the ‘pride of reason’. Some say that 

it is just a mirror-image of the enlightenment movement from a different camp; religion 

(Ruthven, 2007).  

Withal, ‘fundamentalism’ has not always remained a libel term, rather in the early 

twentieth century it was proudly promulgated by the protestant reformers. The Stewart 

brothers of America, the owners of large oil business and devoted protestants, published 

and disseminated free pamphlets regarding fundamentals of Christianity (Harding 1994; 

Katz 2004). Commenting on using this new method, Lyman Stewart wrote that, Christians 

should ‘learn from the wisdom of the world’. Nonetheless, the undertone of 

fundamentalism at that time also had both of the major characteristics; it opposed 

modernism and it employed the modern tactics for their propaganda (Ruthven, 2007).  

3.4.1 Perspectives in Defining Fundamentalism 

The biases of the scholars attempting to define fundamentalism also affect the perspective 

they see it with. From the viewpoint of the modern and secular writers and analysts, 

fundamentalists are regressive demagogues and disrupting radicals agitating to take hold 

of power structures and dominate to roll back the development process and take back the 

human race into dark ages. They are considered bigoted, prejudiced, xenophobic and 
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irrational. As a result, an evil and horrifying image of fundamentalist is painted by them. 

Modernists on the contrast are peace-loving and rational people valuing freedom and rights 

of all human beings basing all their endeavor on empirical knowledge. Though various 

studies indicate that people base their ‘rational’ arguments in the light of their biases, 

schemas and preconceived notions, yet it is worrying that we aren’t ready to empathize the 

biases upon which the fundamentalist ‘rationality’ bases against the secular ‘rationality’. 

In all this defamation process of fundamentalism, currently, there is almost no 

antidefamation lobby for the fundamentalist groups in the ‘neutral’ world. Marty (1992) 

describes the spectrum on which the modern academic literature categorizes the religious 

groups according to sanity and respectability. It starts from liberals, through moderates, 

conservatives, traditional, and ends at fundamentalists. Fundamentalism is depicted as a 

no-go area in the old maps, where the monsters are. 

From an alternative perspective it is true that there are some violent monsters in the 

fundamentalists, however, there are more suppressed and distressed fundamentalists 

whose cries are in vain with no one to listen. Their religion is the only thing that provides 

them meaning in such life and a way to deal with the erosive effects of modernity and 

secularism; the intrusion of media, the education that peels away traditional bonds of 

families, the deteriorating morals, permissive sex etc. The tides of modernization ripped 

apart the community and communal meaning. Their resistance against this expansion of 

secularization is according to them a resistance against oppression, meaninglessness, 

anomie, and the ‘iron cage’. Bruce (2000) writes in this perspective that “Fundamentalism 

is the rational response of traditionally religious peoples to social, political and economic 

changes that downgrade and constrain the role of religion in the public world” (p.117). He 

is of the opinion that fundamentalism is not exaggeration as most people think, rather they 

are very lenient as compared to the threat which modernity poses to the entities, notions 

and values they hold very dear.  

Former vice-president of the US, Al Gore, once described the phenomenon of 

fundamentalism positively: “To brace themselves and their families against disturbing and 

disorienting change, people instinctively reach for the strongest tree they can find—which 

is often the one that seems to have the deepest roots. . . If dogma and blind faith rush in to 

fill the vacuum left by reason’s departure, they allow for the exercise of newforms of 

power more arbitrary and less derived from the consent of the governed” (p.48).  

3.4.2 Family Resemblances 
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Facing this difficulty in defining the term, scholars suggest the definition of the term in the 

Family Resemblance paradigm of Ludwig Wittgenstein. This is an analogy presented by 

him to explain different uses of the same word. Instead of looking for the essential core 

for the meaning of the word, the meaning must be traced in its uses through “a complicated 

network of similarities overlapping and criss-crossing”. Following this lead, scholars have 

tried to deduce the meaning of this term by sorting out the characteristics and properties 

of fundamentalism, from all the denotata of this definiendum. 

In recent times, all sort of religious militancy and extremism is named as fundamentalism 

in popular media and other literature, regardless of the religion. Factorizing the similarities 

from all what is called fundamentalism, we get to know a few properties of it. 

Fundamentalism is a syncretism of two religious genres; traditional prethe modern 

religions and NRM’s. It claims to adhere to the orthodoxy (in beliefs and tenets) and to 

orthopraxis (in practice) of a particular traditional religion, however, it adopts novel 

mechanisms, innovative organizational and institutional structures and, often, new 

ideologies. These innovations may sound inconsistent and sometimes even contradictory 

to the ancestral interpretations of the religion; however, fundamentalists consider it 

insufficient to be ‘merely’ traditional. 

Fundamentalists, despite all of their mutation in the traditional lineage, discard the charges 

on them of doing something new. They link all of their ‘pure’ endeavor to a sacred text or 

the teachings of the antecedent charismatic leader of that religion. 

Fundamentalists also differ from the traditionalists in the aspect that they neither desire a 

retreat to some ‘golden period’ which usually is at the time of conception of that religion, 

nor do they want to lessen the complexity of the modern lifestyle and long for a simpler 

life, though, along with all that they strive to establish the association to the traditional 

heritage. 

They also exhibit a clear rootedness in the scripture in a literalist manner and claim it to 

be a ‘purified tradition’. The label ‘literalist’ is a pejorative towards them by the 

sociologists of religion. For example, Biblical literalism is the position of most 

evangelicals.  

One more characteristic of the fundamentalists is that they are reluctant to embrace the 

‘New Age’ philosophies which are in fact a modified reversion to the traditional mystical 

asceticism. Hence, fundamentalist Islam will find itself incompatible with Sufi orders or 

in the same way Fundamentalist Hindutva with the Sadhuguru.  
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Different religions exhibit different kinds and intensities of fundamentalisms. Religions 

with explicit fundamentals spelled out in their texts are more disposed to be fundamentals.  

Yet, religion is not the only entity which gives birth to fundamentalism, race, language, 

nationalism also produce extreme fundamentalism. Sometimes, these social identities 

combine with religions to create a new kind of fundamentalism. 

 

3.4.3 Defenders of God 

One of the earliest works on this topic was first published in 1989 by the historian and 

scholar of religion, Bruce Lawrence. Lawrence (1999) in his book ‘‘Defenders of God, 

The Fundamentalist Revolt against the modern Age’’ lists five basic idiosyncrasies of 

fundamentalists that differentiate them from both their modern opponents and orthodox 

coreligionists. One such idiosyncrasy is it being recent compared to the other two. It is an 

issue of the twentieth century with some historical traits but no ideological fore-runner. 

For instance, Lawrence describes fundamentalism in the Islamic context with the 

following words: “delayed reaction to the psychological hegemony of European colonial 

rule.’’  

It is essential to analyze the religious character of these fundamentalists with respect to the 

social, economic and political conditions they emanate in. This signifies the role of non-

religious factors in shaping up a character that claims to be religious in its essence. To 

come up with a pure definition an important aspect that must be considered is that of 

religious idealism. This is a distinctive characteristic of the fundamentalists as they claim 

to establish the rule of a transcendent being that communicates through revelation and 

hence provides an unbending basis for an individual and communal identity. This means 

that they believe that religion is either the only or the most dominant form of identity, be 

it for one person or for the society as a whole. For instance, Abdulaziz Sachedina (2001), 

while talking about Islamic fundamentalism, states that its core is the religious idealism 

that promises its adherents that once the Islamic norm is applied, it will affect dramatic 

and vanquish the manifold sociopolitical and moral problems afflicting the Muslim people. 

This characteristic is also visible amongst the fundamentalists associated with other 

groups. For instance, as Donald Swearer argues that Theravada Buddhist fundamentalists 

“understand identity as ontological-as rooted in the very nature of being and the cosmos 

and thus beyond the reach of human temporal and spatial considerations and the 

relativizing force of history” (Marty & Appleby, 1991, p.817). 
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All the fundamentalists also try to display the revealed text as a whole, unified and 

undifferentiated. This is so as the purity of a religious identity depends upon the 

authenticity and reliability of the religious text that shapes it up. So as to keep this identity 

integrated they display the text to be free of all imperfections such as differences, 

contradictions etc. 

Taking the Roman Catholics as an example William Dinges (1991) argues that their 

fundamentalism is displayed by their all-important ideology termed as integralism. These 

Catholics refute the secular ideology of separating the state and religion and rather believe 

that the state should be subordinated to the worldwide Catholicism under the leadership of 

a Pope. Hence, they believe that only Catholicism should be the state religion and tend to 

form an anti-pluralistic society. 

Another marked feature could be their tendency to rebut the secular rationality that shaped 

up the modern world in the post-Enlightenment era. The modernists have come up with 

the idea that historical consciousness plays a vital role in shaping up one’s identity. Hence, 

they believe that as we are bounded by time and space, our beliefs and practices are also 

accustomed to a historical process. This implies the fact that essentially none of the belief 

systems are absolute. Since this ideology would force the fundamentalists to compromise 

upon their notion of an absolute and unquestionable identity and further question the forms 

of behavior that are a result of a particular identity, they completely refute this 

interpretation of historical consciousness or relativism. One important purpose of 

extremism is to provide a touchstone to differentiate the “true” believers from the false 

ones. As the fundamentalists are usually literal interpreters of the text, they believe that 

their interpretation is the one that is unassailable as it is apparent and consummate. 

Moreover, it is their responsibility to atone the text for every wrong (other to theirs) 

interpretation. 

The role of eschatology is also quite potent amongst the fundamentalists. Instead of 

analyzing the worldly events as a part of a historical evolution they tend to see it as an 

eschatological drama directed by God in which they play their prescribed roles. Like God 

has planned all these events in such a manner that they end up on the final day and until 

then they and all other beings are a part of this drama. For instance, the Shi’ites believe 

that they are supposed to bear every cruelty and injustice until the final Imam reveals 

himself in front of the world, or as the Haredi Jews consider themselves to be in exile until 

the arrival of their Messiah and hence condemn every human effort to escape these 

sufferings as it would speed up their journey towards the final day. 



115 | P a g e  
 

Another one of their idiosyncrasies is the unnatural way in which they try to correspond 

historical events to the text coming up with a divine interpretation that leads to an activism 

amongst the masses.  For instance, drawing such prophecies that can display an apparent 

defeat as a positive step towards a greater good. Just like in the days of Intifada did the 

Jews come up with the idea of how God tests Israel by forcing them to retreat in a tough 

war and this agony is a sign of better things to come, which in this case is the disclosure 

of the Messiah and hence a time of redemption for the Jews. 

Naturally, fundamentalism does have to counter its adversaries. However, the way in 

which it does so is notable. It is a general characteristic of these fundamentalists to slander 

their opposers by name calling or associating some myth with them. For instance, labeling 

the West or modernity as “The Great Satan”. To counter them, the fundamentalists adapt 

a contra-acculturative approach. An approach that doesn’t allow their religion to adapt to 

or work out with other cultures. For instance, Sayyid Qutb’s concept of a Jahiliyyah 

society (ignorant of the message of God) being rebellious to God. This means that it is 

impossible for such a society to exist with Islam which implies that the Muslims need to 

distort such a society and establish a purely Islamic one. 

Distinguishing themselves by marking some boundaries is another attribute of the 

fundamentalists. The boundaries could be physical, such as outlining a certain place and 

claiming its sanctity such as the Sikhs call Punjab their Khalistan, which literally means a 

piece of pure land. Another way is to adopt a certain way of dressing, such as prayer shawls 

and long beards combined with jeans or military fatigue for the Gush Emunim sect of Jews. 

So much so that the Haredim Jews speak the Yiddish language and celebrate pre-

holocaustic customs to distinguish themselves from other Europeans. They also possess a 

strong devotion towards missionary. So much so that even if their liberal co-religionists 

try to trivialize this notion out of respect for other religions they are infuriated. The form 

of this proselytism may be traditional as in converting the people of other religions or the 

modern as in devoting fellow co-religionists towards their own religion. The latter form is 

can be observed amongst the Malaysian Muslims who instead of preaching the non-

Muslim minority are focusing upon making Muslims more observant or strict about their 

faith. 

As discussed above, activism is a defining characteristic of the pure fundamentalism being 

discussed here. However, it is crucial to know the exact inspiration behind this activism. 

What we see is that the notion of fundamentalism gains popularity only at times of a crisis. 

The crisis may even be a hype, but there needs to be a sense of fear, fear not only relating 
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to one’s socio-economic and political conditions but a fear of losing one’s identity, or a 

fear of seeing it invalidate in a homogeneous culture. Hence this fear is what makes the 

masses actively retain or restore their respected identities.  

Fundamentalists also capitalize upon crisis situations by holding the existing structures to 

be responsible and tend to replace them with an extensive system that has been derived 

from the religious sources. When the Egyptian nationalism and the Arab socialism failed 

to help Egypt avoid an economic and political crisis the fundamentalists started linking 

this failure to the neglection of Islamic principles. 

T. N. Madan (1991) believes that fundamentalism is inclined towards the totalitarian 

approach. Hence, one may see that the fundamentalists urge to overrule over the “others” 

with their set of religious and political beliefs. For instance, in Pakistan, both the traditional 

and fundamental groups demanded the abolition of Rib’a, the establishment of a system 

of Zakat, the enforcement of a strict social code to keep a check on the sexual behavior of 

the masses, the proscribing of birth control and legal punishments for apostasy. An active 

member of this family is the Jamaat e Islami that operates in the Indian sub-continent. 

They believe that Islam is a “Deen”, a system of life that demands its dominance on all 

levels be it individual or communal. In contrast, they accuse that the traditionalist “ulama” 

lay all their emphasis upon the five pillars. The Jamaat believes that since Islam is a 

comprehensive system of life, it requires the state power to implement its will over all 

forms of life existing in a society. Therefore, its founder Abul A’la Maududi introduced 

the concept of iqamat e deen which demanded the Muslims to submit their social and 

political institutes to the will of God. The traditionalists and the modernists are also visible 

on the political plains, but their position is more that of a pressure group. Whereas, the 

fundamentalists urge to gain complete political power considering it a pre-requisite for 

fully implementing the will of God. 

Fundamentalists differentiate themselves from the traditionalists through their approach 

towards tradition. They are not fully inclined towards the traditional approach and rather 

analyze it as a historical counter to certain circumstances. Hence, tradition for them is a 

set of mere additional details that may even hinder their activity and distort their “pure” 

conception of religion. However, they do own some aspects of this very tradition, a few of 

which will be discussed later on. 

For instance, one use of tradition is it being a reactionary weapon against the contemporary 

world. This means that unlike the traditionalists, fundamentalists do not use tradition for 

the sake of tradition but in fact to counter some the modern arguments or notions that 
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mangle the very essence of religion. This approach is highly observable in the Catholic 

ideology of papal infallibility. When the democratic nation-state started questioning and 

challenging the authority of the church and the atheistic thought of the masses threatened 

the traditional institutional hierarchy of the Church, that was when the Catholics realized 

that to avoid the effects of atheism and materialism they needed to further develop their 

doctrine. Hence came forth the idea of papal infallibility. 

3.4.4 The Fundamentalism Project 

The second and to the date most comprehensive work on fundamentalism is the 

fundamentalism project funded by the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. An 

extensive inquiry into the phenomenon was conducted across various countries 

encompassing five continents and seven major religions. The study was directed by Martin 

E. Marty and R. Scott Appleby starting from 1987 till 1995. The project produced five 

massive volumes of the analysis of its investigation. In the final volume, Fundamentalisms 

Comprehended, edited by Marty & Appleby (2004), the sixteenth chapter 

‘Fundamentalism: Genus and Species’ by Almond et al. (2004) presents a categorization 

of characteristics of fundamentalism into two groups; ideological and organizational.  

Ideological 

These are the characteristics that are related to the thought process and the rationale behind 

the movements of fundamentalists. 

Reactivity: Fundamentalist movements show a reactive and defensive approach towards 

the process and consequences of modernization and secularization. The main consequence 

is the marginalization of religion, may it be from the political arena, social life or even the 

individual lives of the masses. The biggest manifestation of this marginalization is the loss 

of members of their religion. Day by day more and more people are leaving religion 

(Zuckerman, 2007; Barber, 2012). Moreover, due to increased urbanization, globalization 

and improved communication technologies, the monopoly of religion in any specific area 

is ended and in any given the modern city, a number of religions are found today. This 

caused religious pluralism. Formerly, religion, leave alone another religion, would not 

have been a choice. Pluralism discredited the authority of a single religion in an area and 

people begin to find ‘truths’ and ‘salvation’ in other religions too. Democracy, adding to 

the problem as a catalyst, rendered religion indifferent from the public sphere, hence, 

marginalized. Another problem in this regard was the advent of postmodernism. The 

fashion of relativity made its place into religion also. The contents of religion became 
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relative for every believer. Since religion became relative, there was no common ground 

to stand upon regarding religious influence in relation to other people of the society. As a 

result, religion got sidelined from the social canvas. 

Selectivity: They, while defending the religion of tradition, do not focus the complete 

tradition of that religion, rather, select and reshape or overemphasize certain aspects of 

that tradition, which make them distinguished from the mainstream tradition. For example, 

selecting and overemphasizing the concept of Wilayat e Faqih in the Shiite political 

uprising or singling out and focusing the implementation of few punishments by Shariah 

advocates. One more aspect of this selectivity is singling out evils from the consequences 

or processes the enemy, that is in this case modernity, and for special attention from the 

general public, they usually prefer single-issue politics in an area where modernity is 

challenging them. For example, abortion or teaching evolution in schools are selected and 

focused for the criticism in the US. In Pakistan, religious fundamentalist movements focus 

on the Interest-based banking and immodesty. Another, but astounding, aspect of this 

selectivity is that they select elements from the enemy they oppose and try to synthesize it 

with the elements of the tradition they intend to defend. Examples of such elements are 

science and technology which they try to embed in the religion they are defending, mainly 

to accelerate their movement materially. Almost all fundamentalist movements adopt the 

latest technologies and the modern means of communication, they build their 

organizational structures on the modern bureaucratic styles and employ the same 

organizational processes and they compete for other ideologies on the basis of the same 

free-market of ideas and a society of fragmented loyalties.  

Inerrancy: Fundamentalists believe in the inerrancy and infallibility of their sacred texts. 

They oppose the critical, rational and hermeneutical methods to analyze sacred texts and 

follow a ‘hardened’ and ‘updated’ traditional method which, on one hand, preserves the 

absolutist nature of the text, but along with it many times reject the authority of 

traditionalist scholars. However, it is not applicable in the case of few religions, for 

example, almost all Muslims believe in the inerrancy of the Quran or Shias believe in the 

infallibility of Imams even if they are not fundamentalists. 

Manichean Worldview: There are no grey areas in the fundamentalist worldview. 

Everything is placed in a dichotomy of light or dark, evil or good, right or wrong. Due to 

such a mindset the rival groups, even the ‘others’ of the same religion, are seen as a threat. 

They try to limit them, suppress them and expel them from their areas of goodwill. 
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Therefore, whatsoever is with them is good and pure while what is ‘other’ to them is evil 

and contaminated and is to be avoided. 

Messianism: The process of history is will reach to a good end where the promised victory 

or good will be embraced by the members of the fundamentalist group. It may be the end 

of the world, or the turn of a millennium or the coming of or resurrection some sacred 

personality. For Muslims, it may be the Messiah or Mehdi. The result of the efforts of the 

members and the validity of the real truth can’t be verified in this world, rather, if anyone 

wants to verify, he has to wait for the end of the times to verify it when the promised-one 

will come or see it after his own death. They don’t analyze the worldly events being a part 

of a historical evolution, rather, they tend to see it as an eschatological theatre directed by 

God in which they play their prescribed roles. 

Organizational 

These are the characteristics that are related to the organizational structure of the 

movements of fundamentalists. 

Chosen Ones: Fundamentalist groups tend to have an ‘elect’, chosen membership and a 

periphery membership of sympathizers. The members view themselves as chosen by God 

for a holy purpose and the sacred text is often quoted for that. Elect, sent, selected out, 

missioned, people of the covenant and similar analogs are used for this purpose. 

Sharp Boundaries: Sharp boundaries exist between the members of a fundamentalist 

movement and the non-members. A person is either in the fundamentalist movement or 

not. One is saved or he is not. These boundaries can be regarding living area, dress code, 

access to the literature etc. Metaphorical notions of dividing wall exist in these movements 

and organization. 

Authoritarianism: Since membership of the fundamentalist movements is voluntary and 

the orthodox members are considered equals, the bureaucratic model is incompatible with 

it and will decline mobilization and militancy. A typical fundamentalist organization is led 

by charismatic leadership who is aggrandized by the followers with various verbal and 

nonverbal manifestations. However, voluntarism and equality at one hand and charismatic 

authority at another makes it fragile. 

Behavior Regulation: An individual alone is not an asset of a fundamental movement, 

the behavior, activity and time are the greatest resources. The fundamentalist movement 

strictly regulates the behaviors of the members. A distinctive identity is formed by certain 

rituals, ceremonies, appearance, and behaviors, usually clothes. This also contributes into 

a narcissistic tendency in the members of the movement. 
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Reactivity: Fundamentalists consider themselves a minority, even if they belong to the 

religion of the majority population of an area, they consider themselves as a ‘righteous 

minority’. To support this mentality, they tend to develop a paranoia made up of 

conspiracy theories. They view themselves as the pure remainders of traditional 

mainstream religious understanding. They can be either majority preemptive group, for 

example, RSS (Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh) the Hindu nationalist party in India or TLP 

(Tahreek Labbayk Pakistan) the Barelvi political party in Pakistan; or they can be a 

minority defensive group like in the case of Uyghur community in the Xinjiang province 

of China. 

 

3.5 Islamic Fundamentalism 

Cheryl Benard (2003), in her report (mentioned earlier), after categorizing contemporary 

Islamic trends, discusses Islamic fundamentalism in detail. She defines it as an ‘aggressive 

and expansionist’ response to the aforementioned condition is the fundamentalist version. 

Fundamentalists, according to her, are in a totally antagonistic relationship with the 

modern world generally and the US specifically and vice versa in the matters of democracy 

especially. They adhere resolutely to the notion of establishing a state with political power 

and implementing the strict interpretation of Islamic laws in it. This political agenda may 

be tertiarily limited to some boundary, but in fact, it is expansionist and on behalf of the 

whole Muslim community (Ummah). 

She comments that in past, the US has experimented two types of policies with them; work 

along with them to transform them or to neglect them, however, both failed. The post 9/11 

world considers fundamentalism to be a deterrent threat, expanding day by day. It is 

realized that far-flung remote areas that were neglected are safe havens for fundamentalist 

and the so-thought peculiar and marginal ideologies had more adherents than ever 

perceived. 

Here she distinguishes ‘scriptural fundamentalists’ from the ‘radical fundamentalists’. 

Scriptural fundamentalists such as Saudi Arabia, Kaplan congregation or Iran are not such 

a big threat as the radicals, and tactical relations with them can be a way to manage the 

threat from the radical ones, though, this tactical hypocrisy may weaken the position of the 

modernity and challenge its moral authority. 
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Citing the reasons why fundamentalists are against the democratic system, she notes that 

the reason is not the consequences or bad implementation of it etc., the reason lies in the 

base that they consider democracy an evil in itself. 

Fundamentalists are so much closed in the interpretation of Quran that they even haven’t 

left the minutest thing undiscussed in the Quran, such as the command to wash feet till 

ankles before prayers. They have already done a decisive discussion on whether the ankle 

is included in the wash or not. Unlike scriptural fundamentalists, the radical ones are less 

scholarly and have a little concern about the traditional literal legacy and they exercise 

significant liberties either because of their non-affiliation with any traditional institution 

and ignorance or because they just don’t consider being ‘only traditional’, enough. 

They are not just the inheritors of the Islamic past, they implement it more rigorously and 

strictly, more than the Islamic community ever did in the past and at the same time they 

ignore the tolerant, easy-going and lenient aspects of Islam. 

3.5.2 Islamic Traditionalists vs Fundamentalists 

In the same report, Benard (2003) presents a contrast of fundamentalism with 

traditionalism. Traditionalism is the mainstream and followed by the most. According to 

her, there are few features of traditionalists that make them attractive. They offer an 

alternative to the fundamentalist segment, they are considered as the legitimate ones by 

the majority of the Muslims, are the moderate ones, more open to interfaith dialogue and 

do not advocate violence (although sometimes they support and assist the fundamentalists 

who do so). Having organizational structures, they are visible to the society. The older 

people, families, women and school children adhere to them, while the fundamentalist 

consists more of young men. 

Owing to the two proceeding reasons, it is apparently difficult to distinguish between the 

traditionalist and the fundamentalists. Some leaders or groups are easily confused in their 

belongingness to the segments, because of the proximity of the values and ideas followed 

in both the traditions. For instance, both of them share closer ideas on Shariah 

implementation, attitudes toward Western nations, gender issues, political order, and social 

and judicial issues. In fact, even on the issues of international politics, the reformist 

traditionalists have closer ideas to fundamentalists than modernity. For example, Al 

Qardawi, a reformist traditionalist from Qatar, is of the opinion that Islamic movement 

should work for an Islamic cause, and there must be jihad against the unjust Marxist 
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Christian; against the harmful Christian in Sudan, Philippines, and Palestine and to help 

the Kashmiri Muslims.  

The confusion between both also comes from the fundamentalist sharing the 

traditionalist’s infrastructure - mosques, Islamic conferences, and Muslim charitable 

organizations, for their own assistance. Specifically, radical fundamentalists use them 

more fluently. 

Another reason which makes it difficult to distinguish between traditionalist and 

fundamentalist is the common hate, suspicion, and antagonism against the modernity and 

the US. For example, many Muslim scholars of traditional seminaries, who themselves 

claim to be a traditionalist, yet their writings and sermons reflect hostility towards 

modernity. Also, the American traditionalists in their conference, portray alienation from 

modernity and hatred towards it and even share the same platform with a fundamentalist. 

Although, their true links in between can be found through intelligence agencies. Yet, on 

the surface level connection between the traditionalist and fundamentalist is vivid often. 

Websites like ourdialogue.com and IslamForToday.com, former briefs people on the 

problems faced by immigrants, workers displaced or newer issues. Those who give their 

queries here are not aware which segment scholars are answering to them. The latter uses 

American tone purposively to improve the perception of Islam in the Modern world. But 

one cannot clearly make difference between which website belongs to which segment. 

3.5.3 Modernist Influences on Fundamentalism  

Along with distinguishing fundamentalism from traditionalism, scholars have also tried to 

find similarities between and the influence of modernity on fundamentalism (Hoffmeister, 

2006), despite the fact that fundamentalism rose as a response against modernity. 

Westerman (1994) criticizes the stance which considers fundamentalism anti-the modern 

in her paper. She says that although it is in a naïve way very logical and rational to reason 

that essentially fundamentalism stands against the modern culture, modernist values and 

its all forms, “yet, reading all the different accounts of the various religious movements, 

one cannot but be utterly confused by that statement (p. 80)”. 

Analysts argue that fundamentalism is the modern in contrast to tradition not just because 

of its chronological order, but also because of its inherent attributes. The system of 

justification is a defining feature of modernity. A true traditionalist doesn’t have ‘because’ 

and ‘therfore’s’ in his arguments for anything he has to express. All the dogmas and rituals 

are transferred to the generations through customs, instead of abstract reasoning and 
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providing evidence. Tradition does not have to defend itself against modernism, rather, 

against every question or objection, for example ‘why a person should believe something?’ 

or why must someone do something?’, the traditionalist response is ‘that’s how we do it!’. 

Fundamentalists on other hand try to find the answers for all the ‘why’s’ and seek 

justifications from the sacred text. Another display of this system of justification is the 

rejection by young fundamentalists of their grandparents’ traditional religion as a junk of 

baseless, outdated customs and rituals with no basis in the sacred text. 

Fundamentalists reject the traditional authority of the hierarchy of the experts of the 

religions (priests, scholars etc.) just as the modernity rejected their authority, though with 

a minutely different justification. They reject the hierarchy claiming it to be corrupt or 

‘tend to corrupt’, in favor of a clear and simple Truth extracted of by a system of 

justification from the sacred text. Sayyid Qutb (1998) in his book Milestones criticizes the 

present traditional Islamic institutions as based on Jahilliyah (pre-Islam period, ignorant 

of the Divine message). Similarly, the Christian alternative, Evangelicalism, as defined by 

Schäfer (2011) is, “the absence of strong traditions and institutional ties in [American] 

Evangelicalism, and its high level of organizational mobility made it a distinctly the 

modern phenomenon” (p. 28). 

The sacred texts are often ambiguous and vague; thus, fundamentalists find themselves 

struggling on the verses that are contradictory to their interpretations or apparently self-

contradictory. Fundamentalists either try to ignore them or they authoritatively reinterpret 

them accordingly. Here they are at contrast with the traditionalism and along modernism 

as no tradition allows any individual or group, merely on the basis of its own assertion, to 

declare its own knowledge to be inerrant and absolute. 

Another aspect of this relationship is that fundamentalism rose in the relatively the modern 

denominations and sects of the major religions. Catholicism didn’t see any major 

fundamentalist uprising, Protestantism did. These denominations and sects in 

Christianity flourished because of their compatibility with capitalism and individualism, 

which according to Woodhead (2009) and Taylor (1995) are the processes of 

modernity. The manifestation of modernity was never ever more evident than it is in the 

free market economy and the self-worshipping culture. Woodhead, like Weber, argues 

that evangelical and Protestant Christianity’s stress on frugal life and hard work becomes 

compatible into the capitalist worldview while the evangelical emphasis 

on individual salvation, rather than collective religion, promotes 

individualism. This similarity between the ideologies of modernity and protestant 
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Christianity shows that fundamentalism is often in accordance with modernity rather than 

in conflict. 

Similarly, the mainstream Sunni denomination (Hanafi, Maliki, Shafii, Hanbali) didn’t see 

big fundamentalist trends, Shiite and Wahabi’ist sects did. Even in the Sunni mainstream 

wherever fundamentalism exists, John Voll (1991) states that it is not true, as most of us 

think, that the fundamentalists are those or, the fundamentalist movements are led by those 

who are ignorant and ill experienced with the modernity, modern culture and the 

technological accomplishments. Rather, “those who constitute the hard core of this broad-

based Islamic revolution have had the greatest exposure to the modern technologies, 

educational systems, political processes, cultural values, and lifestyles” (p. 346). Gideon 

Aran (1991) while writing about the Jewish fundamentalist resurgence, notes: “Yet 

contemporary religious revivalism also flourishes by drinking directly from the fruitful 

springs of modernity” (p. 331). 

 

3.6 The Growth of Fundamentalism 

According to an estimation as many as 36 million Americans are members of 

fundamentalist Christian churches openly; Islamic fundamentalists are estimated 150 

million worldwide; fundamentalist Hindus are at least 4.5 million only in India who belong 

to the militant party Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS)  (Marcovitz, 2010). 13% of the 

Jewish population of 5.3 million is fundamentalist; however, despite being minority, it has 

a strong influence over the politics in Israel. Other countries and other religions have their 

own respective shares of fundamentalists, that too in millions.  

According to the Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, fundamentalists compose 59 

percent of the membership of evangelical churches in America. The Pew statistics indicate 

that 22 percent of the members of other Protestant churches believe in the literal message 

of the Bible. 62 percent of the members of black churches also regard themselves as 

fundamentalists, adding still another 6 million. 23 percent of the 64 million members of 

the Catholic faith also declare themselves fundamentalists, according to the Pew Forum. 

Fundamentalists are in big numbers and they use their weapon of numbers to influence 

policies and other trends. In the US many fundamentalist organizations have established 

megachurches that can accommodate thousands of people for worship. The number of 

these “megachurches” in the US is more than 900 most of them propagating 

fundamentalist ideologies. They offer the worshippers more than a place for weekly 
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worship; playgrounds and gyms, stores, arcades, schools and colleges, and other facilities 

that make them a community center. The 10 largest megachurches in America all espouse 

the belief that the Bible is unerring; they have a combined membership of more than 

220,000 worshippers. The fundamentalist Seventh-Day Adventist Church has an 

international membership of 15 million. In the UK, The New Church movement is also 

largely fundamentalist in nature. In the year 2000, it had 400,000 members. Along with 

Pentecostalism, it is the fastest-growing denomination of Christianity in the UK. These 

two groups have initiated 935 British churches between 2005-2010 period (Brierley, 

2017). 

Around 10 percent of the international Muslim population is also fundamentalist. Daniel 

Pipes (2010) writes about this population: “These are Islamists, individuals who seek a 

totalistic, worldwide application of Islamic law, the Shari’a. In particular, they seek to 

build an Islamic state in Turkey, replace Israel with an Islamic state and the U.S. 

constitution with the Koran.” 

Considering Buddhism as exception, all of the world’s major religious groups are expected 

to increase in absolute numbers by 2050 (Pew, 2015)2. The Muslim population will 

experience a growth from 1.6 billion to 2.76 billion. The growth of religious population is 

along the global population rise therefore, few religions may not increase in the percentage 

of the global population and some religions may infact decrease in this measure. Islam, 

however, will increase from 23.2% to 29.7% of the global population (Pew, 2015)3. 

According to another survey, 22% of the world countries have an official state religion, 

out of which most are Muslim countries (Pew, 2017)4. After the Arab spring and reformist 

acts in other countries (such as Turkey), public favor for shariah is increasing5. In a Pew 

survey (2013)6, majority of Muslims favor Shariah to be the law of the land. 99% of 

Afghanis, 89% in Palestine, 91% in Iraq, 86% in Malaysia, 84% Pakistanis and 82% 

Bangladeshis want shariah to be the law of their countries. The percentages are also high 

in African Muslim nations. Another survey shows that most of the Pakistani Muslims rate 

Islamic Political parties as better than or about the same as other organizations, while more 

                                                           
2 http://www.pewforum.org/2015/04/02/religious-projections-2010-2050/ 
3 http://www.pewforum.org/2015/04/02/religious-projections-2010-2050/ 
4 http://www.pewforum.org/2017/10/03/many-countries-favor-specific-religions-officially-or-
unofficially/ 
5 http://www.pewforum.org/2013/06/20/arab-spring-restrictions-on-religion-findings/ 
6 http://www.pewforum.org/2013/04/30/the-worlds-muslims-religion-politics-society-beliefs-about-
sharia/ 
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than half of the Muslim population of Pakistan say that Islamic leaders must have some 

influence in the political matters7. 

Apart from the Muslim countries, the Muslim population in Europe and the US is also 

rising. The Muslim population is currently around 5% which is expected to rise to 11.2 % 

if medium pace of migration continues and even in the case of no migration, the Muslim 

population will increase to 7.4% of the European population8. The Muslim population in 

Europe consists of youngsters mostly as the median age of Muslims there is 30.4; 13 years 

younger than the non-Muslim population9. The average fertility rate of Muslim women is 

2.6 which is higher than the non-Muslim fertility rate; 1.610. Similar is the case in the US; 

around 52% of the Muslim population in the US is millennials as compared to 32% in the 

overall population of the US11. Considering the fact that the Muslim population of Arabian 

descent in the Europe and the US is influenced and drawn by the Muslim Brotherhood 

while those of South Asian origin are drawn towards Jamat e Islami12; an increase in 

fundamentalist tendencies is anticipated in the next generation since both of these are 

radical fundamentalist movements.  

Noam Chomsky (2006) noted about the rise of fundamentalism that it is for the first time 

in the past twenty-five years (since 2006) that the fundamentalist tendencies have turned 

into a vast political mass mobilization. “The fundamentalists were mobilized into a 

political force for the first time to provide a base for this reaction, and — to the extent that 

the political system functions, which is not much — to shift the focus of many voters from 

the issues that really affect their interests (such as health, education, economic issues, 

wages) to religious crusades to block the teaching of evolution, gay rights and abortion 

rights.” 

In the Arab spring brought Islamist governments in countries like Tunisia, Egypt and 

Algeria. The Islamist party, Justice and Development Party, in the secular Turkey has 

increased its popularity in the past decade. Its votes increased from 34% in 2002 to 49% 

2015 and in the most recent elections of 2018, Erdogan got 52% percent votes in his favor. 

The civil wars in Syria, Iraq, Libya, Nigeria, Mali, Somalia and others have caused the rise 

of self-proclaimed Caliphates and Islamic States. Iran and Saudi Arabia, though moving 

                                                           
7 http://www.pewforum.org/2013/05/10/pakistani-views-on-religion-and-politics-as-election-nears/ 
8 http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/11/29/5-facts-about-the-muslim-population-in-europe/ 
9 http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/11/29/5-facts-about-the-muslim-population-in-europe/ 
10 http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/11/29/5-facts-about-the-muslim-population-in-europe/ 
11 http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/10/26/5-facts-about-muslim-millennials-us/ 
12 http://www.pewforum.org/2010/09/15/muslim-networks-and-movements-in-western-europe/ 
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towards moderation, yet still have Shariah based penal laws and strict interpretations. 

Indonesia has given autonomy to a province with shariah law and other provinces are 

moving towards the demand of Shariah. The persecution of Muslims all over the world; 

the Rohingya in Myanmar, Uyghur in China, Muslim minorities in India, Muslim 

majorities in Kashmir and Palestine etc., have caused militant uprisings giving way to 

fundamentalist interpretations of Islam. 

 

3.7 Case Studies in Islamic Fundamentalism 

The appearance of fundamentalism in the Islamic world during the early twentieth century 

was manifested in the rise of Muslim figures such as Syed Qutb in Egypt and Abul A’la 

Maududi in the Subcontinent (Oh, 2007). Both of them formed major Islamic movements 

that are still active politically and socially and account for a number of activities related 

with Islamism and Islamic fundamentalism as a political force. They were the pioneers in 

articulating emerging fundamentalist ideologies that inspired millions to participate in 

processes to gain independence from the colonial powers and later, struggle to form 

Islamic state. Because of the fact that Syed Qutb was influenced by the works of Abul A’la 

Maududi (Rahman, Ali & Wan Ahmed, 2011), the case of Abul A’la Maududi will be 

presented first.  

3.7.1 Abul A’la Maududi 

Abul A’la Maududi (1903-1979) is credited as the greatest thinker of Islam of the previous 

century (Singh, 2000). He was brought up in colonial India with a traditional style 

education in religious seminaries of Delhi and Hyderabad. He also got the modern 

education along it and practiced law in British courts. He began his career as a journalist 

in 1929, first for the orthodox traditional Ulama and later by starting his own monthly 

journal ‘Tarjuman ul Quran’ which became the organ of his revivalist fundamentalist 

thought (Ahmad, 1967). 

During the nineteenth century most of the Islamic countries were colonized by European 

powers. The lack of political hegemony declined these societies both materially and 

intellectually. A two-fold challenge was faced by these societies. A challenge that shook 

them from being the controllers of the global polity to the people governed by their 

‘others’. Secondly, their epistemological foundations were challenged by the emerging 

modern philosophies and ideas, especially scientific rationalism (Ahmed, 1991). 
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Maududi, like his contemporaries, was alarmed and worried over the declining condition 

of Muslims specifically the subcontinent and generally all over the world. He believed that 

the true Islam has been contaminated and polluted by the elements of Jahilliyah over the 

period of time, and Islam needs to be reclaimed and revived in its pure form like the 

Prophetic era; which he claimed to understand. During the Pakistan movement he 

criticized firstly the Indian National Congress and the scholars of Deoband, later he 

became a critic of Muslim League. In 1941 he launched his own party called Jamat e Islami 

and assumed its leadership. He attracted a very wide attention of the educated public, 

especially the youth intelligentsia, and also some of the enlightened scholars from the 

traditional stream, though they parted away from him later. 

The Jamat e Islami became the torch bearer of the fundamentalist revivalism in the modern 

times. It has been one of the best organized and disciplined fundamentalist organizations 

of this region and it has become a model for many other fundamentalist movements 

worldwide and as a recognized source of academic and ideological inspiration and moral 

backing for the emerging Islamist groups in many other countries, including Europe and 

the US (Sevea, 2007). 

Few propositions on which the organization of Maududi was built (Adams, 1966) are 

mentioned below: 

1. It seeks to restore the pure Islam from the texts (Quran and Sunnah) and revive the 

sociopolitical system on the basis of the guidance of the four Caliphs. 

2. It rejects, sometimes explicitly and sometimes theologically, the later developed traditional 

theology, jurisprudence, and the institutions based upon them. 

3. It pursues to open the gate of Ijtihad (independent logical legal reasoning), opposing the 

traditional stance of scholars. However, unlike modernists who submit it to the assembly 

of the popularly elected or with the modern worldly knowledge, they restrict this activity 

to only those well versed in both religious knowledge and the modern requirements. One 

more that distinguishes them from modernists is that they don’t pursue Ijtihad in few 

agreed-upon tenets like hudood (penal law), Interest, Zakat, family laws etc. 

4. They accuse the traditional interpretation of Islam of reducing it to only five pillars 

(prayers, charity, fasting, pilgrimage and testimony), while Islam is Deen, a complete code 

of life, a socio-politico-economic system (Rahman, 1968). 

5. Maududi rejected the claim of any person or group of people for the sovereignty of a state; 

only God alone is the sovereign, law giver and the absolute authority (Singh, 2000).  
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6. It rejected the traditional and folk Sufi ritual and rites, and as an alternative presented a 

dynamic concept of Islam which seeks state power to implement its agenda. 

7. Maududi redefined the concept of Jihad (struggle) and made it obligatory for all to struggle 

for establishing an Islamic State (Iqamat e Deen). 

Maududi developed a the modern language of Islam; where terms like “the Islamic 

system,” “Islamic movement,” “Islamic ideology,” “Islamic politics,” “the Islamic 

constitution,” “the economic system of Islam,” and “the political system of Islam,” 

resonated frequently. These terms are now common among all the scholars of Islam. 

Although he presented Islam as an alternative system against capitalism, socialism and 

fascism (Saeed, 2013) but admired their methods and organizational strategies and 

presented them as an interpretation of sacred texts and biography of the Prophet’s life 

(Ahmad, 2009). For the purpose of Iqamat e Deen and the Islamic revolution he proposed 

a ‘holy minority’ of pious, trained men who would fight against the Taghut (the evil 

system). He used reason in building his political ideology and somehow broke out from 

the rigidity of conservatism. Inconveniently, after the creation of Pakistan, he inserted his 

party in the democratic politics process and since then has influenced many organizations, 

institutions and policy making in Pakistan, including the Islamic Constitution (Giunchi, 

1994). However, Jamat e Islami failed to get a majority government during the last seventy 

years and one of the main reasons scholars quote for this failure is the opposition of 

creation of Pakistan during the struggle of independence from the British colonialism 

(Rahman, 1968). However, Maududi’s opposition of Pakistan has dimmed from the 

collective memory of Pakistanis due to Jamat e Islami’s support of the Pakistani Ideology 

and the armed forces during the national wars and undercover insurgencies. 

Many other organizations and movements have taken birth from Jamat e Islami only in 

Pakistan such as Tahreek e Islami and Tanzeem e Islami. Jamat e Islami claims itself to be 

a part of a larger network of Islamist movements worldwide (Singh, 2000), including The 

Muslim Brotherhood in the Arab countries, the Islamic resistance movement of Palestine, 

Jamaat-i-Islami in Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh, Hizb e Islami of Afghanistan, Islamic 

movement of Algeria, Dar-ul-Islam in Indonesia, Islamic National Front in Sudan, Jamiyat 

al Islah in Bahrain, Islamic Tendency Society in Tunis, Parti Islam Se-Malaysia in 

Malaysia, and the Justice and Development party in Turkey. 

3.7.2 Syed Qutb 
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Syed Qutb (1906-1966) is regarded by the historian, Karen Armstrong (2002), as “the real 

founder of Islamic fundamentalism in the Sunni world” (p. 169). According to her “every 

Sunni fundamentalist movement has been influenced by Qutb.” Some scholars have even 

studied the influence of his ideas in the Shiite revolution in Iran and also in the post-

revolution Iran (Unal, 2016).  

Qutb was a son of a political activist who would take him to political and religious 

gatherings. He developed a love for books before he started his formal education and read 

foreign, including western, books in his village. He started his career in Cairo as a scholar 

of literature, author, critic and a poet. He wrote in many magazines like Al Balagh, Al 

Risalah, Al Thaqafah etc. (Abubakar, 1984). His literary career elevated to the height that 

he was appointed in the Egypt’s Ministry of Education (Musallam, 1985).  

In 1948 he went to the US to study its educational system and it was there where he got 

transformed (Allen, 2011). It is an astonishing fact, not a coincidence, that almost all the 

fundamentalist that go sudden transformation are radicalized during displacement from 

their countries, often to the western countries. During his return from the US, he also 

stayed in Europe for some time. He observed the modern society very closely; not only 

their ideas [including works of Darwin, Shelley, Victor Hugo, Einstein, Byron etc. 

(Wright, 2006)] and politics, but also their music, movies, fashion trends (Drehle, 2006), 

entertainment, sports, social relations, morality (Qutb, 1998) and arts (Qutb, 1951). 

On his return he published his book “The America I Have Seen” criticizing the American 

society. This was the point he became critical of modernity. Following his hatred for the 

western nations and the modernity, he resigned from his civil job upon returning to Egypt 

and joined the Muslim Brotherhood in the early 1950’s. He started writing in the weekly 

organ of the organization and later became the head of the Islamist propaganda. His most 

articulated works are his book Ma’slim Fil Tariq (Milestones) and the exegesis of Quran 

Fi Zilal il Quran (In the Shadow of Quran) (Yusuf, 2009). He authored around 30 more 

books and more than 500 articles enunciating his thought (Khatab, 2006).  

Qutb fought on many fronts at a time. He was a ferocious critic of traditional Islamic 

scholars, Islamic modernists, the Western nations and the secular and nationalist 

governments in the Middle East. His legacy continues in all of the Islamist movements of 

the Arab world even in the Al Qaeda (Allen, 2011). His direct influences are evident on 

the top leadership of Al Aqaeda; Osama Bin Laden, Ayman al-Zawahiri, and Anwar al 

Awlaki. His famous book “Milestones” acts as a manifesto for the global Jihadists and 
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fundamentalists struggling to take the power and state from Jahiliyyah and the agents of it 

and to establish the Deen and Shariah, submitting to God. 

The world war left many bitter imprints on the Egyptian society. Combining with the 

atrocities of colonialism, it was easy for Qutb to drive the Egyptian society towards a better 

system, advocating a just society (Musallam, 1993). He suggested Islam to be the only 

way out. Since Islam is the only way and the only system compatible with human nature, 

needs and values, unlike Marxism and Democracy, he suggests that Islam must be 

established as a collective system (Vahdat, 2015). For this purpose, a vanguard of the 

chosen, pure and trained believers will struggle against the system of Jahiliyyah. The book 

‘milestones’ consists of the explanations of the purpose of the journey the starting point, 

conditions, prerequisites and responsibilities of each stage. 

Qutb criticized the traditional understanding of Islam claiming that the second generation 

after the companions of the Prophet were influenced by the Greek, Persian, Jewish and 

Christian ideas which contaminated the real face of Islam. The Quran must be approached 

in the same way as the first generation approached it; considering it a constitution of life. 

The method he used to interpret Quran was biographical, comparing all the events and 

phenomenon of today to those of the Prophet’s era (Nayed, 1992). He regards it as a 

‘historical phenomenon’ which must be a role model for the people of this Mission. He 

proposed that Jahiliyyah must be eradicated the same way as the Prophet did. A Jahili 

society to him is one which does not dedicate itself to submission of God alone in beliefs, 

worship and legal regulations (Shepard, 2003). Thus, instead of this Jahiliyyah, the 

Hakimiyyah of God must be established. Hakimiyyah is also one of his notable ideas, 

derived from ‘hukm’ (the supreme and legal authority), for which he declares that 

Hakimiyyah belongs only to the God (Khatab, 2002). 

He criticized the modernity for its soulless, material, and self-serving ideologies and 

lifestyle (Calvert, 2004). He was not alone in criticizing the modernist tendencies and 

rationality, his criticism was in line with the internal critique of modernism from inside 

the west itself (Euben, 1999). In the modern rationalist discourse reason was the source of 

truth, knowledge and authority. “In the fundamentalist view”, writes Euben (1997), “the 

rationalist rejection of transcendent foundations is the source of the modern malaise in 

general, and the impoverishment of community, authority, and morality in particular” (p. 

31). Qutb’s ideas were compelling in the Egyptian community because they were against 

the legitimacy of the secularizing and modernizing Arabian regimes and also against the 

colonial powers that were still dominating some countries.  



132 | P a g e  
 

However, Qutb’s observation of modernity didn’t left him untouched. His writings contain 

influence of many modern thinkers, especially Nietzsche, and they are influenced by ideas 

borrowed from the Bolshevik ideology. Qutb’s idea of a revolutionary vanguard missioned 

to the takeover the corrupt regimes and the establishment of a society without formal 

power structures is more related to Leninism than Islam (Gray, 2008).  

 

3.8 The Militant Fundamentalists  

After discussing the theoretical side of fundamentalism. Now we’ll discuss the practical 

side, sometimes termed as radical or militant fundamentalism. Al-Qaida is more of an 

ideology than an organization. Fundamentally, ‘Al-Qaeda’ is an Arabic word which 

means ‘foundation’ or ‘base of operation’, in addition, it can be translated as ‘method’ or 

‘percept’. It has been observed that Islamic militants comprehend this term in the latter 

sense. Back in 1987, one of the familiar ideologues for Sunni Muslim radical activists 

Abdullah Azzam created the demand for Al-Qaeda al-sulbah (a vanguard for the strong). 

He envisioned a man who would be an epitome for the entire Islamic world and would 

spur them into one ummah (global community of believers of one God) against 

persecutors. Also, in 1998 when the FBI investigated bombing on the US Embassy in 

East Africa, it labeled the activist's group as ‘al-Qaeda’ which was formed by Osama bin 

Laden along with its aides13.  

Albeit, Osama bin Laden with his supporters succeeded in creating a structure in 

Afghanistan which later amplified its links amid already existing militant groups as well 

as recruited new activists; yet they were unable to create a network of terrorist. Despite 

this, Al-Qaeda was able to operate as venture capital organization which provided 

funding, contacts, as well as expert advice for varied militant groups including 

individuals spanning across the Islamic world.  

However, in the contemporary epoch, the structure created in Afghanistan has been 

diminished, in addition, bin Laden and his aides either have been arrested, killed or 

scattered. Thus, there subsists no hub of Islamic militancy. Nonetheless, the worldview 

of al-Qaedaism has become omnipresent which is continually being growing. 

Furthermore, this internationalist radical ideology which is sustained by anti-zionist, 

anti-western, and anti-semitic rhetoric is found to have numerous adherents, amongst 

                                                           
13 https://foreignpolicy.com/2009/10/27/think-again-al-qaeda-4/ 
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them, few are still affiliated either with bin Laden or his allies. These are the individuals 

who follow his model, precepts, and his introduced methods. Based on this premise, they 

follow principles of al-Qaeda, however, in actuality, such a group is merely a constituent 

of Al-Qaeda in a very loosest sense.  

For the sustainability of movement against an enemy, it is not sufficient to have terrorist 

attacks against them. It also requires ideas that should prevail within the minds of the 

militants, keeping them enthusiastic and determined about their revolutionary activities. 

J. Bowyer Bell calls it “the dream.” By this term, he meant what that keeps the militants 

convinced that they are on the right and just path and leading the history. Their way of 

life, i.e., accepting danger to their bodies, staying apart from family and friends, and 

living with psychological stress, these characteristics come when they are persuaded by 

the ideology. 

Some terrorist can pervade with a faith in the cause, but others demand a rationale, 

objective and beliefs to pursue the militant goals. They require an ideology, which 

involves an explanation of the past, justification for the present and clarification of the 

future. Ideology within a violent underground organization drives to fulfill other 

objectives as well. Donatella Della Porta purports that the presence of ideology mitigates 

the militants’ psychological cost and suffering. While Donatella was writing this about 

the left-wing terrorism in Italy, but appropriately fits in explaining the ideology of the 

militant group, Al-Qaeda. Ideologies portray the political foes as pigs and apparatus of 

the capitalist system and hence the enemies have to be treated severely, violently and 

harshly. Under this worldview- friend-enemy, victims of the aggression are taken as 

symbols and not as a living human species. 

Similar characteristics can be found in the worldview of Al-Qaeda. It attempts to frame 

the local conflicts on to the spectrum of the globe, as a fight against apostasy (as 

considered by Bin Laden and his followers). Hence, their ideology is internationalist.  

Their world view has been described as “apocalyptic” and “pan-Islamic,” “millenarian 

and ultra-conservative,” “neo-fundamentalist,” “Wahhabi,” “profoundly hostile to the 

West” and “counter-hegemonic.” In true spirit, nevertheless, Al-Qaeda is, as claimed by 

Gilles Kepel, a form of “jihadist-Salafism”, which gives, in its actual essence, respect to 

the holy book, along with a total pledge to perform jihad. (Rabasa, 2006) 
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The dogma of Al-Qaeda to some extent incorporates and holds origins from the 

European notions of nihilism and the revolutionary socialist thought of the West. The 

conception of the world being changed in terror is not unusually Islamic eccentricity. In 

the words of John Grey, the modern West has come up with movements and ideologies 

approves the usage of terror, from Jacobins… to the Baader-Meinhof gang, to make the 

world better than before. Not even recently but also in the past Nazis..were also thinking 

to create a grander species of human being. But, all these movements and their notions 

had an underline feature that the better world could be acquired through using the 

violence systematically.  Al-Qaeda has most in common with these experiments in terror 

by the West compared to its commonality with the traditions of Islam (Rabasa, 2006). 

Ironically, Al-Qaeda has common characteristics of Marxism-Leninism, although Bin 

Laden and the followers of the jihadist movement ideology have hatred for communism. 

They both are vividly similar on many grounds. These include the conspiratorial habit of 

mind, the emphasis on internationalism, the focus on universal statements, the certainty 

that the world is divided into two opposing factions, and most importantly, the radical 

attitude towards the pervading social, political and economic order. Nevertheless, these 

ideas root from the educational background of the extremist members of Al-Qaeda, 

which peculiarly have begun from the secular educational institutions and not are the 

output of the religious institutions. 

In this sense, the world view of Al-Qaeda is in an unembellished and conflicting 

contradiction- between the forces of Islamist and non-Islamist belief, and not between 

the capitalist and communist ideologies, Bin Laden fulfilling the role of the operational 

Leninist leader of the jihadist –internationalist revolutionary on the frontline. Ladan 

Borormand and Roya Boroumand precisely write, “This was Leninism in Islamist attire.” 

The primary goal of this Islamic militant group is not conquest, but to crush down the 

aggressive West which is thought to be demeaning, disintegrating and humiliating Islam 

as done in the pasts by the Crusades and the Colonialists. The secondary objective, 

additionally, is to found a caliphate, or a unilateral Islamic state or empire, on the 

geographical areas wherein the late first and early second centuries the Islamic empire 

had been established. 

The Islamic disciplinarians, as they called themselves, desire for the comeback of the 

ideal seventh century, however, they have a negligible qualm about the acceptance of 
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tools of modernity. Their longing for medievalism has not held back the use of the 

Internet and video cassettes to organize their faithful members. 

A document declared to come from Bin Laden criticizes the United States of America to 

not being able to ratify the climate change agreement- Kyoto Protocol. Aymen al-

Zawahiri, Egyptian militant leader, berates the international and multinational firms as 

major evils. One of the September 11, hijackers, Mohammad Atta, decried the world 

economic system with anger that Egyptian farmers grew cash crops like strawberries for 

the West, meanwhile its own citizens remain in dire famine and cannot even afford 

bread. 

These Islamic hard-liners, in all cases, have modern political worries that encompass 

social justice defined under the framework of religious orientation. Intrinsically they do 

not cast-off modernization, but have resentment that they could not take the maximum 

profit out of it. 

Despite lack of academic authorizations by the forefront leaders like Bin Laden and Al-

Zawahiri, these Sunni militants are not called as a traditionalist but as a radical reformist, 

even though they fall within the milieu of Islamic observance. This is because they defy 

the presently established authority and ask for the right to construe the doctrine 

themselves. 

Often with prolonged histories, their agenda is fundamentally determined by local 

grievances. Take for example, although Bin Laden called for a boycott of U.S. goods and 

products to show his support for Israel in the late 1980s, not until recently has he been 

involved in an attack on an Israeli target. His basic purpose was to overthrow the regime 

in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. In the same way, Knights Under the Prophet’s Banner- 

a mixture of autobiography and militant manifesto, written by Zawahiri (2002), focuses 

on native Egypt. (Zimmerman, 2017) 

The war on terror, its military constituents, has had a noticeable amount of success. A 

great number of militants associated with Bin Laden, in the years 1996 to 2001, are 

either dead or in jails now. His own capacity to stimulate and direct a terror attack has 

been shortened through effective technology and intelligence emancipated in the globe, 

along with the accelerated spending on security has made it harder for the terrorist to 

mobilize successfully across borders in order to commission and organize attacks.   
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Bin Laden knows how to efficiently propagandize those who have shunned his extremist 

message formerly. Since the time he has had initiated his campaigning fifteen years ago, 

it has started to receive a tremendous amount of support across countries in the last two 

years. The goal of the West is to mitigate the threat of terror, or at the least manage it to 

curtail the intrusion of terror attacks on the daily lives of the citizens. Laden, on the other 

hand, aims to mobilize and radicalize. In this clash, Bin Laden is nearer to his goals than 

the West to put hurdles in his way. 

A decade after 9/11, analysts do not agree on the interpretation of Al-Qaeda’s present 

condition. There are bold claims from Washington where some profess that AL-Qaeda is 

“on the ropes,” and the U.S. is closer to defeat Al-Qaeda, and also that al-Qaeda's center 

is to be curtailed to a sheer “propaganda arm” in 1.5 to 2 years’ time period. True, that 

Al-Qaeda has become weaker than it was in 2001, it still exerts a serious terrorist threat. 

It has strong periphery, even though its core has lost its strength. Its allies are 

increasingly embracing its ideology in the global struggle, making a mark that West is at 

a loss in the ideological battle. Organizational boundaries are now not to be seen, and 

flexibility in the jihadist groups are clearly seen, meanwhile Al-Qaeda recruits and 

radicalize home-grown militants. (Jenkins, 2012) 

One group of analyst purports that Al-Qaeda would weaken the power of the USA, 

which already has weakening economic autonomy, via continuing its low-level attacks, 

as it did the Soviet Union in Afghanistan. Some outline its resilience, that though AL-

Qaeda itself may be declining but American troops drawing back from Afghanistan and 

Iraq will provide an inevitable vacuum for Al-Qaeda to set in that space. 

The authoritarian rule over the countries in the Middle East, like Egypt, Yemen, Tunisia 

and Libya, collapsed as a result of the clashes and social protests in the Arab Spring in 

2011 and generated confidence in the establishment of democratic governments, 

economic enhancement and social stability. However, parallel to that, Muslim 

Brotherhood in Egypt and Salafist groups have triumphed successively during the 

elections in democratic Tunisia, Libya and Yemen, and also, the role of Islamist 

insurgencies in Syria has reinforced the status of political Islam in these areas. 

The devastating impact of the Arab revolution was manifested in Syria. It turned peace 

talks, political agreements and peaceful demonstrations into accelerated violence and 

enlarged new forms of jihadism led by Al Nusra Front and the Islamic State of Iraq and 
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al-Sham, also called as Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL), which has affiliations 

with Al-Qaeda. Recently, ISIL has been renamed as Islamic State (IS). Just as 

Afghanistan’s grounds were used to train and recruit the foreign volunteers during Soviet 

invasion in 1980, Syria is transformed for like purposes.  Hundreds of militants from 

Europe, Australia, Asia and Africa are fighting in Syria with ISI and other jihadist 

groups. For instance, under the spearhead of Omar Gorgashvili, Abu Omar Shishani and 

Magomed Abdurakhmarov, the group called Jaish al- Muhajirin walAnsar- ‘The Army 

of Immigrants and Mohammad’s Supporters’ gather Caucasian fighters. 

In 2014, Is was capable to appeal 27,000 to 30,000 participants from around 86 countries 

(2015), through its attractive propaganda strategies and military successes, to come and 

live in the Levant and fight for the caliphate (Jenkins, 2012). From West Africa and 

Southeast Asia, inclusive of vulnerable Muslims in the West, it has victoriously 

influenced many Muslims militant groups, received allegiance to IS and commission 

terrorist attacks.  IS has used effective tools of communication and recruitment, through 

the internet and social media, and successfully succumbed many participants. IS has 

published online treatises like An-Naba, Dabiq and Rumiyah which offer theological 

rationale and justifications, as they call it, to form a Khilafah through jihad. 

In vain these propagandas go, as IS could not establish the Khilafah that has been 

modeled after the Rightly Guided Caliphs- the 30 years rule of the first four caliphs after 

the demise of Prophet Muhammad. Over 120 Grand Muftis, scholars and jurists defied 

the IS caliphate, in an open letter to AL-Baghdadi in 2014, rejected the interpretations 

that IS provide for the Islamic texts and condemned their atrocities and militant 

practices. 

In 2017, the IS failed in material terms, and as the year passed. The borders and areas 

under their proto-state collapsed, its power hemorrhaged, and reserves of money 

crumbled. 1 Not only that, but key areas under their stronghold like Raqqah, Mayadin 

and Mosul, which were conquered under the caliphate project were purged and 

recaptured. On the bases of these incidents, the policymakers and commentators confess 

the defeat of the IS, and claim that fate of Islamic State is to fade into obscurity anytime 

like a candle extinguishing after being kindled. 

Yet, the Muslim communities of Southeast Asia and other areas, are under potential 

threat from the ideology of the IS terrorist group. Although it has lost the territories of 
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Syria and Iraq it continues to vend its jihadist and caliphate ideologies. An only minute 

fraction of Muslims resonate and inspire them to attack for them and provide support for 

them in their movements. 

The Islamic State has profoundly and manifestly beaten Al-Qaeda becoming a more 

potent force in jihadism around the globe and stretched greater in Islamism. Moreover, 

Shadi Hamid (2017) has argued that the Islamic State looks to be a zenith of trends in 

Islamism. Unlike the Muslim Brotherhood that chased the political power through means 

of democracy, Al-Qaeda rejected these means claiming these to be Western and secular 

therefore out of the boundaries of Islam, and hence, pursued the political power through 

jihad. But, positive program of Al-Qaeda stays vague, and its agenda originally is 

demonstrated as negative. On the contrary, Islamic State puts Islamic means, so-called 

jihad, at the end when it talks about the restoration of the caliphate under the principles 

of Shariah to establish an Islamic political community, which are unaffected by the 

modern thinning and corruption. As Wood’s interview portrays, the Islamic State’s 

appeal is the promise to establish an untainted restoration of the caliphate. In Iraq and 

Syria, its influence and autonomy have been destroyed, the effect of which is still 

unknown on its broader appeal, but it has made ways to permeate in Asia and Africa. It 

would be a foolish inference that recent failure and defeat of Islamic State in military 

marks an end to it. 

IS has a global appeal. Its predominance is in the Muslim countries but has spread its 

ideas in the West, who are born and grown up in Western liberal democracies. Its rules 

and norm are based on the rejection of the rules and norms of liberal democracy. It 

encounters the individuals with modern ideology, not only those in particular who take 

the benefits of liberal pluralism, democracy, toleration and secular ideas of justice, but 

the modern world in comparison to the unenlightened past. The modernity is in the stake, 

in this sense, to its core if not in every particular aspect. (Such as bureaucratic companies 

and technology, which the Islamic state has not rejected but embraced) (Jung and 

Shapiro, 2016) 

ISIS members have rejected the liberal-democratic ideas and work to erase them 

completely. They have rejected democracies, in the same way as others have rejected 

them: calling them as cruel, perverse, and those standing opposite to the development of 

humanity toward equity, justice and freedom from oppression. The rejection is inferred 
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as defending, if not participating in, modern curses like sex slavery, the execution of 

apostates and infidels and the stoning of adulterers. Islamic State attracts those who are 

aware of the vulnerable conditions of Western democracy, which clearly means a rise of 

right-wing populism. But the threat is viewed as external by the right-wing populist. 

3.9 Anticipating the Future 

Mark Juergensmeyer (1993) argue that fundamentalism, or religious nationalism, has 

defeated the secularism around the globe. It is emerging as a powerful “ideology of order” 

in the post-cold war era. This is because the widespread perception that all the secular 

systems, may it be socialism, democracy, fascism, proved to be nothing but ‘empty and 

unsatisfying form of social organization’ (Fukuyama, 1993).  

Juergensmeyer writes: “What is striking is how unanimously religious politicians—be 

they Christians in Eastern Europe, the former Soviet Union, and Latin America; Muslims 

and Jews in the Middle East and Central Asia; or Sikhs, Hindus, and Buddhists in South 

and Southeast Asia—reject Western-style secular political ideologies, in part because they 

reject their claims of universality” (p. 144). 

These fundamentalists have attracted all classes and have a promising future among the 

rich and the poor. Fundamentalists have their futures in all those areas where they have 

their power centers, or places where they hope to destabilize current government 

structures, or where they can influence policies by their numbers and pressure blocs or 

where in future coming generations will face problems like identity crisis (Marty, 1998). 

However, it is hard to anticipate scientifically what form will this fundamentalism develop 

in the future since “they do not fit the conventions of diplomacy, “take no prisoners,” make 

no compromises, and may resort to forms of terrorism that transcend boundaries or subvert 

conventions of warfare (Marty, 1998, p.373)”. 

It is anticipated that they will challenge and try to destabilize and replace the secular, 

pluralist or nominally religious states and governments with active religious regimes with 

absolute and authoritarian controls. They are more likely to get strengthen in the areas 

where the “separation of church and state” has not yet occurred theologically, ideologically 

or practically. Few scholars while explaining the difference of pattern of secularizing 

between the US and Europe theorize that due to state-sponsored churches in Europe the 

secularization process accelerated. The religious scholars and missionaries, paid regularly 

by the state, found no motivation to find new ways to attract the public towards religion. 

With the lack of entrepreneurial innovations, religion became an outmoded commodity. In 
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America, the religious professionals had to struggle to keep the public intact with religion. 

Following this line of argument religion has a promising future in the modern world. 

Fundamentalists are very active in the field of communication technology. They are far 

better than other religious competitors in exploiting the new technologies for their 

propaganda. They infiltrate their message by these means into the places of worship, 

schools, members of the movements and even in families. Some analysts have linked the 

waves of fundamentalism with the emergence of new technologies; first wave with the 

invention of radio, second wave with the coming of television and third with the 

development of world wide web of internet. 

 

3.10 Shrinking Island: The Postmodern Assault on Modernism 

The promise of modernism that displayed an optimistic and inspiring worldview, became 

corrupt and oppressive. The whole façade which was erected by the notions of progress 

and freedom started cracking with the growing doubt about the viability of these notions. 

As a result, the conservative and fundamentalist forces started a crackdown against the 

domination of modernity and rushed from every crevice they could find in the cracking 

wall of modernity filling the gaps with their own versions of world views.  

Along with these conservatives and fundamentalists, a more intellectual and comparatively 

more effective contributor in demolishing the façade of modernity was postmodernism. 

The “post” in postmodern suggests “after”. The scholars who worked on postmodernism 

used this term to point the inception of a new era in the modern academic history. It was 

approximately the same time when the global fundamentalism saw a rise, the 1980’s, 

postmodernism also became a dominant discourse all over the world.  

Some argue against postmodernism being a new phenomenon. They describe 

postmodernism in either of three possibilities; (i) a protraction of modernism in some way 

or another or (ii) as a collapse of modernism supplanting it while living in its shadow or 

even (iii) as a desperate tussle against modernism which is both persistent and resilient.  In 

this way postmodernism becomes closely associated with modernism itself or nothing 

new. The biggest analyst of postmodernity, the French philosopher, Jean-François Lyotard 

considered that the although postmodernism must be distinguished from modernism, 

however, it can be separated from it, and that postmodernism potentially existed from the 

very beginning in modernism  and progressively it became more and more evident. 
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However, carefully observing the impacts postmodernism is making on modernity and the 

threats it poses to it reveals that it, in fact, is shrinking the boundaries of modernism. 

Postmodernism can be considered as a challenge to the ideas and values associated with 

modernism. The biggest empirical dent modernity experienced was because the 

presupposed belief of modernity that the adoption of the values and principles of 

modernism in the same process will always improve the condition of human beings, had 

failed in many instances. 

Postmodern emerged as a critical project, unveiling the previously constructed structures 

modernity had designated as truth and aligning itself along several marginalized entities 

whose histories in the modern period was repressed, such as women and colonized. They 

revealed the face of modernity as a project of patriarchal, white supremacist colonials 

which was indeed very horrid. Resultantly, one of the most discoursed themes of 

postmodernism was the cultural identity. The project to establish modernism as norm of 

universal character failed consequently. 

The basic feature of postmodernity was to deconstruct the assumptions and 

presuppositions of modernity on which the whole edifice of modernism stood. 

Postmodernism ‘unpacks’ the worldview of modernity and decomposes the very tenets 

and values it is based upon. This characteristic of postmodernity to deconstruct the 

complete worldview has become a legacy of opposition of metanarratives. Lyotard defines 

the postmodern condition as “incredulity towards metanarratives”. This loss of faith hits 

all the metanarratives of modernity including science. Marcel Kuntz (2013) in his essay 

‘The postmodern assault on science’ describes how postmodernism has shattered the basis 

of scientific worldview; the necklace of modernity. Modernist scholars have considered 

this tendency as “anything goes” pluralism and fragmentation. 

Having such deconstructing capabilities, postmodernism is a variegated and irregularly 

broad ideology that along with its vastness fail to arrive at any solid judgment and 

conclusion; which it is proud of. The universal and transcendent foundations of reason and 

rationality which were boasted by modernism and which perished the foundations of 

traditional religions were smashed by the postmodern assault. Postmodernism challenged 

the supremacy of reason claiming it to be a social construct and culturally variable created 

by men, and the possibility of creating a better society based on the truth derived by such 

reason. Critics began to question the modernist ideals such as liberty, progress and 

equality, probing the etiological and teleological basis of them from their origin. 
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Moreover, the historically absolute ideas such as truth, self, meaning, and purpose were 

also deprived off their absoluteness. 

Lester Faigley (1992), in his work ‘Fragments of Rationality: Postmodernity and the 

Subject of Composition’ wrote, “there is nothing outside contingent discourses to which a 

discourse of values can be grounded” (p. 8). He mentioned various ideas such as eternal 

truths, universal human experience, human rights, the notion of human progress, etc. 

American literary critic Mary Poovey (1990) summarizes in her essay ‘Cultural Criticism: 

Past and Present’, the function of postmodernism as it targets the “language as a system of 

relations, the instability of meaning, the artificiality of truth, the contradictory nature of 

identity, the generative capacity of language, and the de-centered subject”. American 

philosopher, Richard Rorty (1989) has elaborated on the topics, that Poovey has 

summarized in her sentence, in his famous work ‘Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity’.  

Rorty diagnosed the ailment of our modern society as our ‘deep metaphysical need’ (p. 

46). He proposed the solution of this disease in freedom which he describes as ‘the 

recognition of contingency’. In this recognition, he says, exists the cure for this ailment. 

Richard Rorty's work is based on his conclusion that there is no way, no neutral standpoint, 

based on which different metaphysical views or metanarratives can be evaluated. He 

argues that all of this is based on ‘vocabularies’, and these vocabularies are themselves 

contingent. A simplest of whose example is that a person speaking only German can’t 

prove an Englishman correct or wrong. These both languages are different vocabularies, 

hence, can’t be analyzed on the basis of any other. In the same way, the ideologies are 

contingent. He gives alternative examples of the vocabularies in different ideas of human 

sciences; the political vocabulary of Athens vs Jefferson’s, moral vocabulary of Saint Paul 

vs Freud’s, natural science’s vocabulary of Aristotle vs Newton’s and the jargon used by 

Blake vs the Idiom of Dryden in linguistics. 

Considering the example of Newton’s and Aristotle’s description of the natural world; if 

the vocabulary of newton predicts the natural world easily doesn’t imply that the world 

speaks Newton’s language. As a result, we must at least integrate the idea of romanticism 

that truths are created, not found. This process of redescribing the entities of truth, was 

acknowledged at the end of eighteenth century romanticism that anything could be 

redescribed to look bad or good, important or useless. The most profound example of this 

transformation could be seen in the redescribing of human beings independent of 

nonhuman powers, transformed them into a new kind of human beings after romanticism, 

French revolution and German Idealism. 
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Rorty based his postmodernist views on the basis of lingual epistemology and raised it to 

the political philosophy. He hits on the conception of ‘truth’ by claiming that truths are 

just based on some sentences we, the humans, formulate and if there are no sentences to 

formulate such truth, there is no truth. Moreover, these sentences are the elements of 

language that human use, and that language is itself a human creation. And since sentences 

cannot exist independent of human mind, truth can’t too. The world out there doesn’t 

contain truth or false, independent of human descriptions. Consequently, he declares truths 

as mere human creations. Hence for him the truth does not lie outside in the natural world 

objective to ourselves, rather, as he formulates: “The world does not speak. Only we do.” 

(p. 6) Rorty quotes famous literary critic Davidson that “we have erased the boundary 

between knowing a language and knowing our way around the world generally.” (p. 15) 

In this way he just declares all the claims of truth and falsity as irrelevant and nonsensical. 

Criticizing the modern academic heap of ideas, he says that this contest of ideas in the 

modern world is merely a race between a fixated language or a set of vocabulary which 

has become a stagnant slug and a nebulously promising nascent vocabulary. Even in the 

ideologies, resisting modernism, the problem of vocabularies arises. The trouble is that the 

arguments used against the prevailing ideologies are themselves constructed in the 

vocabularies of that time. To show that the central elements of that idea are inconsistent 

and incoherent is to be showed in their very own terms. This means that it has to be shown 

that they deconstruct themselves. 

Rorty expands the realm of contingency to the conception of self and assaults the 

traditional conception of self in the same manner. He declares that our selfhood is set of 

our communicative beliefs which we take for granted. He names it as ‘final vocabulary’ 

(p. 68). Basing on the contingency of language, and claiming that it has no essential task 

of representing or expressing something greater than it (for example, truth, reality, self), it 

can be said that language has no intrinsic purpose. Presuming this evolutionary nature of 

language itself, it is evident that strong poets, authors, or philosophers impose new ways 

of talking day by day. Continuing the same process, pretty soon, some new strong men of 

language will come along, changing yet again our vocabularies and hence our set of beliefs 

and identities of our selves. Where do these beliefs come from? Rorty says that the world 

causes us to set some beliefs when we have programmed our minds with a certain set of 

vocabularies; language. 

Owing to the conception of self of Freud, that there were no general standards against 

which to measure the development of the self, Rorty rendered the self and identity as 
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contingent. Those who criticize someone’s beliefs they criticize it assuming that it doesn’t 

correspond to the reality. Similarly, those who criticize someone’s desires, they do it 

presuming that they are against the essential human nature. Though, actually there is no 

such fixed reality or fixed human self against which some idea could be measured. With 

such contingent selves the breakthroughs in history, masterpieces of literature and art, 

inventions and discoveries in science are mere idiosyncrasies. As a result, all the celebrated 

progresses in the domains of poetry, art, literature, philosophy and science were merely 

the private obsessions of those ‘great people’ which accidently coincided with some public 

needs.  

Having talked about the contingency of language, reality, truth and self, Rorty moves 

towards describing his utopian society; a contingent community. A community where all 

realize that the vocabularies they use are not the only ones, and not closer to reality, to 

God, or to nature than the others that may be available. Or in the words of McIntyre (1990), 

the citizen of that community “is aware of alternative vocabularies and experiences 

consequent doubts about his or her own, recognizing … that no rational argument can 

settle the issues between rival vocabularies or allay his or her doubts.” Hence, according 

to Richard J. Arneson (1992), Rorty “imagines a liberal culture that has abandoned any 

search for ‘foundations’ or ‘rational justifications’ of its practices”. He criticizes the 

enlightenment tendency of enforcing the discourse of reason by mentioning the need of a 

thorough redescription of the liberal ideology from the attempt to rationalize and scientize 

the society and culture to poeticize it. In this way he declares the very hope to modify the 

passions and fantasies with reason and science as a fulfillment of idiosyncratic fantasy. 

Rorty credits this process of realizing this contingency on different levels to the 

predecessors like Hegel, Nietzsche, Freud, Kuhn, Davidson and Rawls. He suggests that 

to continue this trajectory, we must “substitute Freedom for Truth as the goal of thinking 

and of social progress." (p. xiii) Finally, as mentioned before, freedom for him is the “the 

recognition of contingency.” (p. 25) 

 

Conclusion 

As mentioned in the beginning of this chapter about the prediction of Gellner (1992) about 

the future contest of ideas, it is clear that the hegemonic domination of the modernity is on 

a decline. From our description of the rise of fundamentalism and the postthe modern 

phenomenon, it is evident that the academic, as well as public, arena is going to be replaced 
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by fundamentalism and postmodern ideologies. Apart from the opinions, as mentioned 

before in the chapter that fundamentalism and postmodernism themselves are considered 

to be the continuation or at least consequences of modernity, whatever may we consider 

about them, it is obvious that the island of modernity is shrinking day by day.  
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CHAPTER NO 4 

COSMOPOLITAN LIBERALISM 

In the post 9/11 period another trend emerged in the Muslim intellectual realm, namely, 

Liberal Islam. With the rise of globalization, the liberal ideology turned into a 

cosmopolitan liberalism. This chapter will deal majorly with the rise of Islamic 

cosmopolitan liberalism, however, to trace the linkages and consanguinity between 

liberalism and religion it is necessary to go back to the origin of the liberalism and its 

conversion in to cosmopolitan liberalism. A critical analysis of cosmopolitan liberalism is 

also presented along with it. Later the nature of relationship of liberalism with religion is 

discussed in detail including how religion gets deform in a liberal system. Later on, 

researcher gives an account of the efforts of liberalizing Islam starting from very minor 

struggles in the Ottoman empire to the autocratic and authoritarian imposing in the modern 

Turkey and Iran to the reactionary rise of Islamic liberalism in the aftermath of Muslim 

terrorism spree. A critical evaluation of the efforts along with causes of its rise and the 

challenges they face in the Muslim societies is presented after it. Later in the typology of 

Kurzman, these efforts are divided into three different trends; Liberal Shariah trend, Silent 

Shariah trend and Interpreted Shariah trend. Two concepts, Ijtihad and Taqlid, are 

evaluated and it is discussed how these liberal Muslims exploit these terminologies to 

advance their case. The chapter is concluded by suggesting the future of liberal Islam how 

it will dominate the major interpreted versions of Islam. 

The contemporary world order, encompassing the public spheres from academic to 

political and economic to social, is predominantly based on the values and ideological 

foundation of liberalism. The values of liberalism can be seen in the clothing fashion, 

dietary habits, leisure activities and social connections too. Hence, in other words, 

liberalism enjoys global victory. The overwhelming domination of liberalism can be 

observed by the attitude of opponents who themselves, willingly or not, base their case of 

argument on the liberal values of individual freedom. Liberalism was a slow process of 

civilization that was worn like a badge in the European scenario, contrary to this, it was 

forced vigorously in the colonized lands, Muslim lands in particular. From then on, the 

debates of synthesizing the liberal and Islamic values have persisted in the Muslims, until 

the rise of recent Arab spring and the Turkish AK Party. This phenomenon was named as 

‘liberal Islam’ by the Indian scholar Asaf Ali Asghar Fyzee. He writes, “We need not 



154 | P a g e  
 

bother about nomenclature, but if some name has to be given to it, let us call it ‘Liberal 

Islam’ (Fyzee 1982).” 

This chapter will deal majorly with the rise of Islamic cosmopolitan liberalism, however, 

to trace the linkages and consanguinity between liberalism and religion we must go back 

to the origin of the liberalism. As a matter of fact, liberalism’s birth took place at the same 

time in Europe when the previously dominant religion – Christianity – was losing its long-

established form very significantly (Plant 2001) (Nicholls 1994).The sociologists mostly 

agree on the fact that liberal ideals and democratic values sprung out of the Protestant 

foundations of the Anglo-American society (Zaret 1989). Liberal values such as tolerance 

and plurality of interpretations of truth are believed to be emanating from the Protestant 

beliefs of the priesthood of all believers and the rejection of papal authority. To many 

analysts of history, liberalism is in a lot of ways a progressive and evolved but secularized 

version of Christianity (Langlois 2007) 

 

4.1 Cosmopolitan Liberalism 

The cosmopolitan liberalism is a relatively latter phenomenon. It followed the spread of 

the modern means of communication and the world becoming a global village. The 

globalization compelled the intellectuals of the world to think of the whole world, though 

on a bigger canvas, with a single theory-for-everyone. Following the heinous crimes such 

as holocaust in the disguise of social liberalism, where states and societies exist 

independent of other societies and states with full autonomy and no intervention policies, 

policy makers were haunted by the further consequences. Those worried about the 

reassertion of nationalism called for a new orientation; to view the people in a global 

liberalism. Though such crimes without any interventions are still carried out today for 

example in Israel, Myanmar and Syria, a large number of such conflicts are also regulated 

by the UN in the name of Human Rights Violation.  

Impressed and fascinated by the success of liberalism in the modern world, the liberal 

cosmopolitans argued that this model should be spread and be adapted throughout the 

globe (Kymlicka and Opalski 2001).Cosmopolitan liberalism sprang out from the older 

individualistic moral egalitarianism (Beitz 1999). Previously, liberalism had an 

impartiality and consideration for each member of the society as equals. In other words, 
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this is a wedding of the idea of cosmopolitanism – that every human being is the basic unit 

of our concern globally, with the liberal ideology – the conception of humanity as a 

community comprising of free and equal persons. In fact, most of the versions of 

contemporary cosmopolitanism are liberal in essence. 

Since liberalism was born with an inherent relationship with the modern state, it had the 

ideas of citizenship, human rights and relationship of individual and the state ingrained in 

it. Cosmopolitan liberalism, subsequently, assumes a universalistic view of rights and 

obligations of the citizens of the world. This view considers the world as a single coherent 

polity and even dreams of a global liberal democracy.  

The cosmopolitan liberalism subsumes the autonomy of states and even societies. It 

considers a global public order that must follow the liberal ideals. It comes along a 

complete package containing, along with the liberal values, the human rights framework, 

liberal-democracy, liberal economics of free market, international liberal law and 

institutions and the free media. The cosmopolitanism as Beitz (1999) – the leading 

cosmopolitan liberal theorist and a neo-Rawlsian – defines is the global implication of 

Rawl’s theory of justice.  

 

4.2 Criticism on Cosmopolitan liberalism 

Philosophers argue that the molar foundation of the contemporary liberalism is inherently 

Western (Sánchez-Flores 2010). What they mean by it is that no matter how neutral, 

abstract and objective the prevalent liberal philosophy claims itself, it is culturally 

European, morally Judeo-Christian, intellectually rational and scientific and contaminated 

with the history of colonization of non-Westerns and non-Liberals. 

The story of liberalism doesn’t have any accounts of social solidarity and cultural cohesion 

in its foundations. Therefore, it is also criticized for turning a blind eye towards the 

significance of culture, community, tradition and such similar entities while asserting a 

narrow-eyed emphasis on individual empowerment and autonomy (Parekh 2000). This 

renders liberal theory, sociologically impoverished. It doesn’t have enough adaptiveness 

which could engage in the primary need of humans of association and belongingness; thus, 

it nurtures identity crises. Only idea of social integration that liberalism could incorporate 

was of nation. The people can only identify themselves with a sense of togetherness by 
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realizing that they were the people of a same state. This, only notion of nation, was also 

dismantled when posed with the challenge of wars, terrorism and refugees. It leaves the 

individuals in an abyss, without directing any individual identities and loyalties. Critics 

also say that the cosmopolitan liberalism today resembles much to that of nineteenth 

century bourgeois liberalism (Calhoun 2012). That is because it remains indifferent to any 

social movement to improve the condition of the oppressed and poor or any such collective 

effort.   

As far as the claims of neutrality and tolerance are considered, the philosophers have 

reached to a conscience here too. It is widely accepted that the impartiality of liberalism is 

extended to only those ideologies and conceptions of good which are in one way or another 

also liberal. By calling them liberal too, it is meant that these conceptions of good have 

subscribed to and got along with all the chief premises of liberalism. These premises 

include ideals such as individualism, equality and meliorism – the idea that the world could 

be made better with human interference (Gray, 1986). In some cases, some further 

pragmatic propositions are considered as prerequisites for an ideology to be embraced by 

liberalism, such as separation of state and church and the seclusion of religion from the 

public to the private life (Audi 2000) (Eberle 2002) (Perry, Under God? Religious Faith 

and Liberal Democracy 2003). Liberalism, at the first place, emerged as a savior 

excavating people, and other ideas, out from the authority of single conception of good, 

criticizing its limitations such as historicity, contingency and cultural specificity. 

However, the similar challenges of historicity, contingency and cultural specificity 

deconstruct liberalism itself in such conditions (Langlois 2007). It is recorded historically 

that liberalism has remained very hostile and unreceptive in the economic realm too, for 

example, towards the local craft-workers who tried to preserve their traditional communes 

(Calhoun 2012). 

Despite all its shortcomings, considering the scintillating milestones achieved by the 

liberalism in the global scenario, and at some places by force, the liberal tendencies started 

to infiltrate into the Islamic thought around the Muslim world. The liberal societies of the 

US and Europe have also experienced a return of religion in them. The Muslim 

immigrants, neo-protestant Christian sects and cults, New Religious movements have 

simultaneously grown in these modernized societies (Bailey and Gentile 2012). In such 

scenario along with the liberalism, religion itself has been challenged. New controversies 

arise each day in such societies ranging from homosexuality to hijab and freedom of 
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speech to immigration. These controversies challenge the core values of liberalism; 

freedom and equality and consequently of cosmopolitan liberalism; freedom and equality 

of all global citizens. Apart from the challenges faced by the liberalism, religion too has 

faced serious challenges. The exclusivist claims of religion no more hold in a liberal 

environment. The religion is forced to tolerate the loss of sanctity of the divine entities in 

the name of freedom of speech. The believers too are no longer bound to accept all the 

commandments or observe any mandatory sanction, previously held necessary in that 

religion. The sinners are no more to be judged because of their sins. As a result, religion 

loses its shape and becomes an abstract contingent entity of personal belief.  

 

4.3 Religion’s Place in Liberalism 

It is not that liberalism or liberal undermine the capacity of religion as an all-encompassing 

system (Spinner-Halev 2008). Even John Rawls, the most renowned theorist of liberalism, 

considers religion as a “a comprehensive way of life”. By this he means that the religions 

guide their adherents how to spend their lives. Not just the communal worship and some 

rituals, rather every aspect of a person’s live based on a code of morality. The problem 

which liberalism identifies in the religion is that the religion requires, and sometimes 

demands, the power of the state that sanctions and enforces the same morality-based code 

of life. Rawls (1999), in his book ‘Political Liberalism’, proposes a system in which the 

religious people can act upon their respective comprehensive codes of life without 

imposing their own concepts of justice over others. This would become possible if the 

people agree upon a shared conception of justice. This conception of justice, according to 

Rawls, must be stable. By stable, he means that all the citizens must rationally agree on 

that. To propose such agreeable conception of justice, Rawls narrowed down the 

previously held concept of justice in his 1971 book, ‘A theory of justice’, however, critics 

argue that it didn’t narrow down (Spinner-Halev 2008). 

Critics of liberalism such as Michael Perry (1990) argue against a proposition like that. 

Perry says, “To ‘bracket’ [religious] convictions is therefore to bracket—to annihilate—

essential aspects of one’s very self” (p. 181,182). Requiring the people of faith to repress 

their inclinations towards the religion or religious morality-based code of life when 

participating in the public affairs for example politics and economy, is nothing else then 

the forced violation of a person’s integrity (Vallier 2012). Liberal theorists, such as 
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Stephen Macedo (2000), Professor at Princeton, responds to such claims aggressively by 

saying that if some people who are not libera feel ‘silenced’ or ‘marginalized’ by the 

beliefs of the liberals that shaping basic liberties on the basis of religious or metaphysical 

claims is wrong, “I can only say, grow up!” (p. 35). In the face of aggressively growing 

liberalism, religion’s radius is shrinking day by day. 

Moreover, there are advocates of liberalism who stress upon the necessity of liberalism to 

such an extent that they declare that if we lose the liberal system, we will eventually lose 

the very ground on which we argue against liberalism. Liberalism is itself the basis on 

which the critics of liberalism argue against the liberals. There won’t exist any 

environment in which alternative arguments could be presented. Despite the voices 

highlighting the coercion of liberalism (Langlois 2007) (Spinner-Halev 2008), religious 

people are drawn eagerly towards liberalism and hastened to internalize the liberal values 

in their religions. 

Joshua Parens (Parens 1994) points out in his article, “Whose Liberalism? Which Islam? 

Leonard Binder's ‘Islamic Liberalism’”, that Tocqueville argues that citizens which live in 

modernity develop an appreciation and admiration of democracy and equality. However, 

he suggests that not just the love of equality and democracy are important, because without 

the love of liberty and freedom, the world has experienced the horrors of tyranny by the 

majority in the history. However, the love of liberty takes relatively more time than of 

democracy and equality. Islam has been modernized at many places in the history and 

produced tyrannical governments on the name of democracy and modernism. Therefore, 

it is necessary in Paren’s opinion to liberalize Islam. 

However, in a sense, liberalism and religions are in a very antagonistic relationship; we 

will explain why. The basic doctrine of liberalism is tolerance. In a liberal society, 

liberalism treats all the religions equally with tolerance. In return, it expects al the religions 

to surrender to its doctrine of tolerance. In this way the liberalism dominates the religions. 

Almost all the revealed religions, especially the Abrahamic religions, are very exclusivist 

in the sense that they claim the only right path to exist within their religion which is valid 

for all the humanity. Apart from their religion all other ways are wrong and lead to eternal 

damnation. It this sense all these religions are intolerant in their traditional nature. 

However, liberalism compels everyone not to be intolerant. So, the capacity in which the 

liberalism accepts the religion is very limited not the same religions which they were in 
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the traditional sense. Hence, liberalism will not tolerate those who adhere to the religion 

in the way religion demands them to, in the traditional way. Albert Kinross predicted, in 

1920, the same phenomenon for the Muslims if they accept the liberal values. He argued 

that the Muslims who will accept liberal right of self-determination “will no longer be the 

peoples of Islam. Call themselves what they may, they will have accepted our ideals.... 

Islam of the plains, the valleys, and the cities will have ceased to be Islam”, in the very 

same way as Christians today are not in fact the real Christians. (Stossel 2005).” 

 

4.4 Efforts of Liberalization of Islam 

The reformers in the Islamic world in the late nineteenth century and the first half of 

twentieth century were inclined towards the desire of imitating the modernization and 

adopting its ideologies, institutes and values describing them as the representation of 

original Islamic teachings or at least compatible with it. This desire was the result of the 

rising consciousness of the greatness of modernity and its system and on the other hand, 

the consciousness of being left behind in the Muslims. This feeling was also aroused by 

seeing the material progress and the development of the modernized communities in 

contrast to the poor economies of Muslims. This feeling reached a climax when the Islamic 

empires faced severe defeats at the hands of colonial armies for example the siege of 

Vienna or the War of Independence in the British India. Majority of the analysts analyzed 

that this backwardness and downfall of Muslims was due to military reasons only. 

However, there were voices at that time too that this phenomenon has something deeper 

than just military or material causes. Voice of these minority intellectuals got a wide 

acceptance when Muslims got defeated in the Arab-Israel war and they realized that it’s 

dependent on something more foundational than just armed superiority. The Muslim 

reformers called for a fundamental level change in the Islamic narrative. They begin to 

uncover the latent causes of the superiority of modernity which they discovered in 

basically two things; science and liberalism. The effort to synchronize science with Islam 

is discussed in the previous chapters discussing the rise of modernity in Islam. This effort 

of discovering liberalism from the Islamic texts and tradition and presenting its antecedents 

from the Islamic history was seen as crucial for the transformation of a society (and at such 

fundamental level) that comprised of such people who were conservative and antagonistic 
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to the modern values and at the same time romantically nostalgic to their history, otherwise 

they would reject all that comes from the foe (western nations).  

This movement was not just from within, a large number of such efforts were sponsored 

from external forces. In the repercussions of the 9/11 attack, the western media and the US 

government triggered the struggles of liberal Islam. For example, former president George 

W. Bush initiated a program named Muslim world outreach. This program invested $ 1.3 

billion in the governments of Muslim countries and also in the non-government 

organizations which included TV channels, radio stations, schools, also mosques and 

cultural centers to promote values of liberal tolerance in Muslim societies (Mahmood 

2006). Some governments, such as the government of Indonesia made its state policy in 

accordance with religious liberalism. This policy is said to be derived from the philosophy 

of Pancasila which means ‘the five pillars’. These five pillars according to them are 

monotheism, humanism, nationalism, democracy and social justice. The policies of 

government of Indonesia follow their motto of Bhineka Tunggal Ika which means Unity 

in Diversity which purely represents liberal philosophy. 

A similar initiative, which though dates back to Clinton era, served the same purpose. It is 

called International Religious Freedom Act (IRFA). It is an act signed by Bill Clinton that 

enables the US government to become the vanguards of religious freedom in the across 

the globe, patrol and punish the violators in this case14. We have witnessed this policy 

working in all the regions of the world where the fundamentalist influence grew and 

threatened the religious freedom of any group. However, the irony is the turning of their 

blind eye towards similar violations in Israel, Myanmar and right-wing dominated 

European countries. 

The liberal order justifies violence at many occasions when they have to render some 

religious activities, ideologies, or associations out of liberal “holy circle” in the name of 

regulation. An example of such deterrence was the strategic analysis presented by the 

American Enterprise Institute (AEI) in the case of Iraq, which framed the preemptive 

attack on Iraq as a step towards the liberalization program of the Islamic World by Bush 

(Donnelly 2003). 

                                                           
14 The full text of the International Religious Freedom Act of 1998 is available at 

www.state.gov/documents/organization/2297.pdf  

 (accessed January 11, 2010). 
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Hence, this call for liberalizing Islam cannot be originally considered indigenous. The US 

and other European nations recognized the importance of generating the call from within 

the ranks of Muslims. The Muslim intellectuals, studying in western institutes or working 

there are the Trojan horses who bring along them the seeds of modern influence and liberal 

ideologies (Akhtar 2011). These Muslims gain fame and support from the host countries  

whenever they raise a controversy in Islam (and if she is a Muslim woman, it’s better). 

This is the point which Cihan Tuğal (2016) suggests in his book The Fall of the Turkish 

Model; “Most important, the Islamist actors themselves would have to desire such a 

revised religious line, and this desire, moreover, could not turn into a social force without 

effective organization (Tuğal 2016, 83).” 

Following these measures taken by the liberal world order, religious apologists started 

their struggles to explore their religious traditions, for political, legal and social principles, 

so that they could be made compatible to the ideas and values of liberalism. In Muslims, 

there are a number of intrinsically liberalized scholars too who invest their efforts to make 

Islam compatible with liberal ideals without any external agenda. This spectrum of writers 

exists both in the Muslim majority countries and in the Western countries. These writers 

urge that the liberal conceptions of individualism, tolerance, equality and freedom can and 

must be incorporated into Islam. It is an irony that though modernity has succeeded in 

producing liberal states, nevertheless it has failed to produce staunch liberal citizens. This 

contradiction became more evident in the surge of resurgent Christian movements and 

growing right wings in Christian states. While on the other hand, Muslims have failed to 

establish any liberal state but scores of Muslims are living perfectly coherent liberal lives 

in many other countries, including the European countries being exemplary citizens. The 

liberal Muslims deny any contradiction between Islamic and liberal values. 

 

4.5 History of Liberalization of Islam 

4.5.1 The Ottoman Era 

The oldest of such trend of liberalizing Islam or finding the roots of liberalism in Islam 

can be traced back to the Ottoman empire. The Young Ottomans was a group of intellectual 

Muslims in the late Ottoman era (not to be confused by Young Turks. These were pious 

Muslims and loyal supporters of the Ottoman Empire; however, they were not satisfied 
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with the Tanzimat reforms. They advocated the synchronization of Islam with the Liberal 

values and ideals. They called for liberal reforms and called them the only cure for the 

Muslim societies to save them from degeneration. They argued that empire can still be 

sustained on the ideals on which it was formed even after rearticulating Islam in liberal 

terms. They became influential in the higher ranks because Midhat Pasha (grand vizier of 

Ottoman Empire), Ali Suavi (Nephew of Mahmud Nedim Pasha who had also remained a 

grand vizier) and Mustafa Fazil Pasha (Grandson of Muhammad Ali Pasha, the ruler of 

Egypt by the Ottomans) were the members of this brotherhood. Namik Kemal was one of 

the founding members of the Young Ottomans and the most prominent of them. He 

thought that liberalism was at the core of Islam. He wrote in his Journal Hurriyet in 1868, 

“Being created free by Allah, man is naturally obliged to benefit from this divine gift, thus 

state authority should be realized in the way which will least limit the freedom of the 

individual.” Due to their efforts, in 1876 the Ottoman Empire accepted a liberal 

constitution that limited the powers of Sultan and guaranteed more freedom to the 

individuals. A parliament was elected forming a cosmopolitan model comprising of 

Greeks, Armenians, Jews and Arabs. The unequal status of non-Muslims was abolished. 

More citizen rights were ensured. On 14th December 1909 the Ottoman Sultan of that time 

Mehmed V spoke to the parliament in one of his addresses and revised his commitment to 

the constitutionalism and democracy and called it “the way of security and salvation 

prescribed by the noble shari'a and by both reason and tradition (Lewis 1993).” 

4.5.2 Other Sultanates 

Similar efforts of reforms and liberalization were carried on in Tunisia by her ruler Ahmed 

Bey II, in Egypt by the Ottoman Wali and autonomous ruler of Egypt, Muhammad Ali 

Pasha and Amir e Kabir, the vizier of Qajar ruler, Naser al-Din Shah. Albert Hourani, the 

British historian, called that period of Arabia “the liberal age”. They began with 

identifying presumably ‘liberal’ verses from Quran such as “there is no compulsion in 

religion” and “If one wishes he may believe, and if one wishes he may reject.” They refuted 

the hadiths that troubled them in their liberalizing project by challenging the authenticity 

of hadith. 

4.5.3 The Post-Colonial Period 

The discourse of liberalization of Islam saw a halt for a long period in the post-colonial 

period. The reason historians point out for this halt were the oppressive attitude of the 
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colonial powers. The anti-colonialist movements shifted the focus of intellectual debates 

from how we can become more like the modernized nations to the question of how we can 

resist modernity. The intellectual literature produced in the late colonialist period was 

laden with an anti-modernity attitude. Albert Kinross, a British Imperial Civil Service 

diplomat who worked in Egypt and Macedonia, warned this in 1920 in his essay entitled 

‘Islam’ (Stossel 2005). He said that it would be hazardous to convince and adapt the 

Muslims to the modern ideologies of liberal politics prematurely: preaching the splendors 

of liberty and equality, without yet being prepared to demonstrate them in practice, could 

lead only to further suspicion and disbelief in them.  

Till the first half of twentieth century the great dynasties of Muslims; Ottoman in the 

Mediterranean, Safvid in the Southwest Asia and Mughal in the South Asia, had collapsed. 

Despite till loss of Muslims, evangelically Islam was spreading in the Europe, US, Africa 

and Southeast Asia due to the migrations of Muslim scholars in these countries and 

diasporas of Muslim masses. Many nation states emerged in the post-world-war II era 

which included a very large number of Muslim states. Unfortunately, the newly-formed 

nation states were headed by leaders who were thoroughly modernized. Most of these 

states formed into secular dictatorships which not only suppressed religious politics and 

traditional institutes, but also subjugated the traditional Islamic symbols and 

manifestations of Islam such as beard, fez (a traditional cap), veil etc. In Turkey, Mustafa 

Kemal Ataturk forced the shutdown of Islamic institutes, banned Arabic and other 

Ottoman era remnants. Reza Shah in Iran also forcefully modernized his country and 

banned veils and chadors. Similar was the case in many other countries. Countries which 

did not have such dictatorships, still had modernized intelligentsia at their top hierarchy 

which continuously influenced the public matters. For example, the Aligarh graduates in 

Pakistan, Ittifaq al Muslimin in Central Asian states and Muhammadiyah organization 

members in Indonesia. These organizations or groups were founded in the colonial periods 

and had liberal inclinations, and later in the post-colonial period, infiltrated the Muslim 

governments. 

Another phenomenon that took place in this era was the adoption of socialist model by 

many Arab states such as Iraq, Syria and Egypt. This adoption was followed by the new 

governments in Libya, Algeria, Sudan and Yemen. These countries sided with the Soviet 

Union in the cold war era blocs and implemented a socialist system of economy and the 

one-party rule in their countries. Against these regimes, a front emerged that was allied 
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with the US. These regimes during this period produced an overabundant material on 

relationship of Islam with socialism. As a result, the alternative discourse that emerged out 

was of liberal tendencies, which after the fall of Soviet Union, grew abruptly and the Arab 

spring was its climax.  

 

4.6 Cosmopolitan Liberalism as a Response to the Rise of 

Fundamentalism 

As a response to the previously discussed modernized suppression, fundamentalist 

Islamists emerged against these modernists. In more tyrannical governments, more violent 

movements emerged. For example, the Fidayan e Islam in Iran who used to assassinate 

Shah’s supporters. During the start of the second half of the twentieth century, the 

communist regime of the Soviet Union got hold of the Central Asian Muslim states. Their 

anti-religion attitude suppressed religion and religious symbols in those areas too. 

Similarly, violent Jihadist movements stood up against the communist regime. 

At the end of the twentieth century and the start of the twenty-first century, the world, 

including Muslims witnessed a blood bath played in the name of Jihad by the 

fundamentalist movements. 

4.6.1 The Case of Pakistan  

Since the Soviet invasion in Afghanistan, the military regimes in Pakistan as well as the 

civilian governments, to expand their constituencies in order to reinforce their legitimacy 

locally as well as to seek regional support from other Muslim governments, supported the 

process of Islamization in the country. However, there took place a Frankenstein effect – 

the unintended consequences – after the fostering of these organizations. Domestically the 

revivalist and fundamentalist religious organization were fostered which were 

predominantly the Sunni movements. The unintended consequence of this act was the 

development of violent groups that were anti-Shia (subsequently after the revolution in 

Iran) and their counter anti-Sunni violent groups of Shia groups. Along with it the military 

dictatorship of that time struggled to portray itself the vanguard to safeguard the region 

against the Soviet expansion, thus, it supported the military resistance groups in 

Afghanistan. The next government of Benazir Bhutto supported the Taliban upsurge and 
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helped in establishing an extreme fundamentalist government in the neighborhood. Also, 

domestically, during her tenure, she courted both the schist divides and appeased the 

violent leaders of both factions to maintain her vote bank in both constituencies. 

Domestically sectarian violence reached a height in the following years since Nawaz 

Sharif also didn’t work against this policy. During this period, we witnessed a new uprising 

against the Indian occupation in the Kashmir Valley. All the governments supported this 

uprising morally and also harnessed the military organization. The two decades of the 

extremist atmosphere in Pakistan created a plethora of militant organizations within the 

country and on the borders with the neighboring countries. By the end of the twentieth 

century, Pakistan was again administered by a military dictator Pervez Musharraf who 

dragged Pakistan towards an enlightened modernism, however, he too turned a blind eye 

towards these militant organizations until the 9/11 attacks. A crackdown followed the 

NATO intervention in Afghanistan. Nevertheless, two decade-support of militancy wasn’t 

easy to remove. Adding more to the misfortune, the sanctions on militant movements, 

harsh policies against the religious seminaries, delegitimizations of the traditional religious 

court systems in the tribal areas and the mass imprisonments of militants caused a more 

violent reaction from the extremist elements from Pakistan. Similarly, the disbanded 

militant organizations from Afghanistan and the outlawed Taliban officials also found a 

relatively safe haven in Pakistan. In the following years, the horrifying blood bath terrified 

even the terrified Islamists and revivalist fundamentalists. 

A big difference in pre and post 9/11 fundamentalism in Pakistan was that before the 

September events the military activities were focused outside the borders of Pakistan and 

mostly against non-Muslims. However, the clampdown against the militant organizations 

turned the direction of the violent activities inside Pakistan. Though Sectarian violence 

was present before this too, it accelerated after 2001. Another type of militant 

fundamentalist movement was of those who focused to enforce shariah laws in Pakistan 

or revival of local sharia courts in tribal areas. The Lal Masjid uprising in 2007 was a 

terrifying event where Maulana Abdul Aziz and Maulana Abdul Rasheed kept thousands 

of men, women and children hostage in a mosque and a seminary demanding the 

enforcement of more strict Sharia laws. The emergency concluded with the armed force 

commandos storming the seminary on 10th July, leaving dead hundreds of men, women, 

and children. Another figure was Mullah Fazlullah—who was also called as ‘Mullah 

Radio’ due to the broadcasts he used to present regarding the Taliban treaties on banned 
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radio stations in the tribal areas of Pakistan. He was the leader of banned Tehreek-e-Nifaz-

e-Shariat-e-Mohammadi, literally, the Movement for the Implementation of the Law of 

Mohammad (or Islamic Law). He strengthened the TTP (Tehrik e Taliban Pakistan) which 

was responsible for the major massacres in Pakistan The TP claimed that the Pakistani 

State performed at the directive of the US and NATO killing and imprisoning its own 

population and that the subsequent phase of "war on terror" by the Pakistan army in the 

tribal areas is also a US-sponsored war against the Pakistanis and Afghan Muslims. 

The biggest victims of this jihadist upsurge were Muslims themselves. According to an 

estimate, approximately 60,000 Pakistanis have fallen victim to this militant violence. 

Without discussing the causes of this violent movement (which is not relevant to our 

thesis), its impact needs to be analyzed on the creation of liberal Islam. 

 Even the sincere protagonists of Islam faced a shock in this post 9/11 era and rejected the 

violent Jihad. Leonard Binder (1989), the American political scientist had previously risen 

a question, “Will Islam become liberal?”. During the 2007 uprising in Islamabad by the 

Lal Masjid proponents, a large number of traditional and even the nonviolent 

fundamentalist Islamic scholars proposed and urged them against violent methods. 

Consequently, either in an apologetic manner or in reaction, the softer, more tolerant and 

more liberal view of Islam emerged as an alternative narrative. Once again, verses such as 

“there is no compulsion in religion” and “If one wishes he may believe, and if one wishes 

he may reject” started to emerge. This resurgence of liberal Islam was not very surprising 

for traditional scholars this time. Even they were dazzled by the fundamentalist movement 

that caused heavy damage to the image of Islam. An example is the ‘Amman Message’, 

the resolution passed by the traditionalist scholars of the whole Muslim world in 2004, 

calling for tolerance and harmony. 

On October 9, 2012, Malala Yousafzai, now the youngest noble Laurette, was shot in the 

Swat valley by the militants of TTP. Being a young student activist and already been 

portrayed in a New York Times documentary, the attack got global coverage. The attack 

aroused a public outcry against fundamentalist militarism within the country and a 

significant lot of population turned against fundamentalist views of Islam, especially on 

the matter of gender roles. A group of fifty scholars issued a fatwa against the killing. 

Zohra Yusuf, the head of the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan spoke about the 

"great big moderate majority" of Pakistani Muslims that "never speaks up". Few media 
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analysts highlighted that, although almost all religious organizations condemned the act, 

mostly in tremendously strict terms, many of them are still reluctant to fully condemn the 

TTP, albeit it mercilessly claimed the responsibility. Zohra said that "It shows that they 

have not yet really discarded the Taliban… There is a fear element as well but they do 

have a soft corner – they have never tried to hide that." After the attack, most of the 

religious fundamentalists and even the silent majority of Pakistani population didn’t 

support Malala believing in the conspiracy theory that she was supported, planted and 

being dictated in her writings by external forces. Hence a large proportion of the population 

still had a soft corner for the fundamentalist ideals in their hearts. 

The year 2014 turned all the tables down. Six militants of TTP attacked an army school in 

Peshawar and assassinated around 150 people including 132 children. A public consensus 

was developed against not only the TTP but against all fundamentalist organizations. The 

moratorium was lifted on the death penalty and a large number of convicted terrorists were 

hanged in a purge against terrorists. 477 were hanged in this purge till October 2017. Soon 

after this event, a military operation was launched against the militant organization which 

left at least 3400 militants killed in the tribal areas. The Inter-Services Public Relations 

(ISPR), along with this reaction, managed to broadcast successful propaganda against the 

fundamentalism through popular culture including songs and movies. All the religious 

leaders and organizations too condemned the attacks and a total consensus shift was 

experienced in the population against fundamentalism and its ideals. 

In the aftermath of emergence of this consensus against fundamentalism the intelligentsia 

and journalists started writing against the ideals of fundamentalist Islam such as shariah 

laws, Islamic state, etc. Liberals and Secularists such as Pervez Hoodbhoy, Raza Rumi, 

Nadeem Paracha had long been lobbying against these fundamentalist notions for a long 

time, but this time moderate Islamists came up with such opinions which strongly 

condemned the fundamentalist ideals. “Islam and the State: A Counter Narrative” was an 

article written by prominent scholar Javed Ahmad Ghamidi (2015) which initiated a strong 

discourse on political Islam and created a ripple effect due to which hundreds of articles 

were written subsequently. The summary of this article is presented below in a few points 

which is the true representation of the consensus which was developed after the heinous 

manifestation of Islamic fundamentalism. 
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1. Islam addresses the individual hence all the commandments are focused on individual. A 

state cannot be Islamic or non-Islamic, hence no requirement can be made to pass Islamic 

laws in the parliament. Any such requirement would make non-muslim minorities a 

second-rate citizen, which they are not.  

2. There is neither such terminology as khilafat in Islam nor do Islam requires a Muslims to 

establish such a state. Moreover, rebellion against any established state is a crime. 

3. Islam is not the basis of nationhood. Furthermore, there can be no such demand made by 

Islam to give up a nation state or national identity in favor of Islamic state or Islamic 

identity. 

4. Anyone who declares oneself a Muslim, whatsoever he believes in and acts upon, he 

cannot be declared disbeliever, no matter how much astray he is from the Quran and 

Sunnah. 

5. No one can be punished for disbelief and apostasy, only God can do it on the day of 

judgement. 

6. The commandment of Jihad is not for individuals. It is for the Muslim ruler and only he 

can wage a Jihad. 

7. Jihad cannot be fought against non-combatants. 

8. Islam has ordered democratic form of government and dictatorship is not allowed. Neither 

religious scholars nor the judiciary is above the parliament. 

9. Even if there is a government of Muslims, they can’t enforce shariah on the people. 

10. Though Quran calls the Muslim rulers who don’t implement collective Islamic directives 

as wrongdoers (zalim), defiant (fasiq) and disbelievers (kafir), however, if they fail to do 

so, no one should do anything, only the religious scholars should warn them orally and 

persuade them to act according to Islamic teachings.  

The above summary clearly indicates a picture of cosmopolitan liberalism which has 

replaced the Islamism and fundamentalism in the national conscience. This article was 

criticized by a few scholars for being too liberal. However, just three years after it, in 

January 2018, a unanimous fatwa was issued by more than 1800 scholars belonging to all 

the schools of thought and religious organizations. The fatwa was titled as “Paigham e 

Pakistan” is available15 as a hundred-page document prepared by the Islamic research 

                                                           
15 https://cdn.dnd.com.pk/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/Paigham-e-Pakistan-English.pdf 
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institute of International Islamic University, Islamabad sponsored by the government of 

Pakistan. A summary of some salient points of this unanimous fatwa is presented below. 

1. Religious extremism must be rejected as a religious obligation. 

2. Sectarian conflict, military conflict and enforcing religion on anyone is fasad (creating 

chaos and mischief), crime and the state must eliminate such acts with force. 

3. Struggle to implement shairah, use of weapons for it are haram (illegal) and equivalent to 

rebellion.  

4. Conducting, inciting, facilitating, financing and promoting suicide attacks is Haram and 

equivalent to rebellion.  

5. The commandment of Jihad is not for individuals. It is for the Muslim ruler and only he 

can wage a Jihad. Any individual or group, trying to do so is a rebel and must be punished 

by the state. 

6. National interest must be top priority and any act against the national interest is against 

Quran and Sunnah. 

 

4.7 Contemporary Islamic Liberalism 

The philosophy of liberalism that developed in Islam is a theology that approaches Islam 

and its teaching considering freedom and liberty as the primary tenet producing an 

interpretation that is in accordance with contemporary liberal worldview. Charles 

Kurzman also identified liberal Muslims as a distinct category. According to him, they are 

those who promote the contemporary liberal themes such as ‘equality, democracy, liberty, 

freedom, and progress’ under the Islamic rubric. 

A more detailed description of what liberal Islam is can be understood from the short 

description presented by an Islamic liberal organization in Indonesia called Jaringan Islam 

Liberal, JIL (Liberal Islam Network) which was formed in 2001 in the capital Jakarta. 

They define liberal Islam as, “an interpretation of Islam which is open to all forms of 

intellectual expressions on all dimensions of Islam, prioritizing religio-ethics, rather than 

literal textual readings, believing that truth is relative and plural, siding with oppressed 

minorities, believing in the freedom to practice religious beliefs, and separating the 

worldly and heavenly authorities.” One of the prominent members of this organization, 

who is also the co-founder, Ulil Abshar-Abdalla claims that Islam cannot exist without 
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rationality and guarantees freedom. Liberal Islam considers civil rights essential to Islamic 

existence. Farid Wajidi, another liberal Muslim, who is also the director of the Islamic and 

Social Studies Institute in Yogakarta (Lembaga Kajian Islam dan Sosial, LKiS) considers 

freedom and liberty of thought are the precondition for actual religiosity. Waijidi expresses 

these thoughts in his book Islam dan Liberalisme. 

Liberal Muslims interpret Liberal Islam in different historical, social, political and 

economic contexts, however one continuous trend which we can see in all interpretations 

is the emphasis upon freedom of individual and nurturing a critical attitude toward religion 

and religious politics. One of the interpretations previously presented in the past two or 

three centuries by orientalists and new denominations from Islam itself are the diverse 

localized interpretation, revivalist interpretation and the fundamentalist vs modernist 

interpretations of Islam. With all different interpretations of Islam, liberals claim that in 

their diversity and dynamics, liberalism and Islam, both are compatible. However, the 

result turns out that only Islam is made compatible with liberalism.  

With the growth of globalization, liberal Muslims began to see the message of Islam in a 

universal context and simultaneously, they consider that for Islam to be kept updated with 

the contemporary global discourse, different other religions, philosophies, and ideologies 

combined with their histories are also relevant for the reformation and reconstruction of 

Islam in the modern era. For this project, all the liberal ideals such as liberal democracy, 

church and state dichotomy, liberty of thought and expression, freedom of religion and 

association, gender equality, progress and peace are considered as divine prerequisites. 

Though one could easily trace these patterns to reformation and the enlightenment 

movement, liberal Muslims present these efforts in the terms from Islamic history. For 

example, the Maqasid ul Shariah (protection of religion, honor, lineage, soul, intellect and 

property) as explained by the Muslim jurists traditionally are interpreted as religious 

freedom, freedom of conscience and expression, private property rights, and other civil 

rights in our times. 

A concept in the traditional Islam is Taqlid which means following the authority by the 

laymen. Liberal Islam, due to the rejection of authority being its inherent nature, criticized 

the concept of Taqlid in Islam. For example, Jamal alDin alQasimi, a Syrian scholar of 

late Ottoman period, disapproved of Taqlid in following words, “a leprosy which has 

spread widely among the people . . . an infectious disease, a general paralysis, a stupefying 
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lunacy plunging man into apathy and indolence (Commins 1990, 71).” The Indian scholar 

Asghar Ali, who named the phenomenon as Liberal Islam, also criticized Taqlid. He writes 

that in the Indian subcontinent “taqlid (unthinking imitation) has reigned supreme and 

there have been very few instances of ijtihad (creative reasoning). It is high time that Indian 

Muslims used the provision of ijtihad in secular India (Engineer 1992, 170).” 

4.7.1 Causes of the Rise of Islamic Liberalism 

Charles Kurzman (1998) argue that the growth of education and literacy in the Muslims, 

the rise of free media and the formation of alternative religious institutions are the cause 

why Islamic liberalism boosted in the beginning of and at the end of twentieth century. 

Though this analysis of Kurzman might be true at the second instance, during the whole 

century the educated, intellectual youth related with media and journalism became radicals 

and fundamentalists. For example, the literate youth of Egypt started following Syed Qutb, 

the intellectual young Iranians followed Ali Shariati and Khomeini while in Pakistan, Syed 

Abul Ala Maududi continued to inspire the educated youngsters. During the end of the 

century, this trend began to change. The inclination of the youth began to shift from Ali 

Shariati to Abdul Karim Soroush in Iran, from Syed Abul Ala Maududi to Javed Ahmed 

Ghamidi in Pakistan and from Syed Qutb to scholars like Muhammad al-Jabiri in the 

Arabian world. All of these scholars of liberal Islam rejected the practicability and even 

the possibility of Islamic state in the modern time. Some even challenged the basic idea 

that there should be any Islamic state.  

Amidst this trend many of the Islamist groups and scholars started to depict a shift too. 

The Islamist parties which used to condemn the modern political systems, especially the 

liberal democracy, turned out to be the greatest supporter of democracy in their countries 

and claimed that democracy is the most feasible political system in the current time and 

the nearest possible of any political version to that of the earlier caliphate of the 

companions of the Prophet Muhammad (pbuh). The examples can include the Muslim 

Brotherhood in Egypt, Jamat e Islami in Pakistan, AK Party in Turkey, Ennahda 

Movement in Tunisia, The Islamic Salvation Front (al-Jabhah al-Islamiyah) in Algeria are 

some of the examples. Another shift was also prominent; the shift of scholars debating 

about tolerance and coexistence, about human rights and women empowerment and also 

about science and technology. This went to such an extent that a leader of the AK Party in 
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Turkey, Yalçın Akdoğan16 claimed that “Human rights have to be defined as independent 

from religion … Pluralism has to be accepted… Religion has recognized the freedom to 

reject religion.” Albeit the fact that liberal democracy, according to the experts of political 

science, needs necessarily the secular condition as a prerequisite, yet these Muslim and 

even Islamist become the supporters of liberal democracies. Nader Hashmi identifies this 

problem in his book ‘Islam, Secularism and Liberal Democracy’. He argues that a form of 

secularism is necessary prerequisite for the sustenance of the liberal democracy, “yet 

simultaneously the main political, cultural, and intellectual resources at the disposal of 

Muslim democrats today are theological (Hashemi 2009).” Bernard Lewis (1993), too, 

explains in detail the contradiction of Islamic tradition and its history with the ideals of 

liberal democracy and suggests that there is a very narrow ground considering the Muslim 

past to synthesize Islam with liberal democracy, “and yet” he says, “despite all these 

difficulties and obstacles, the democratic ideal is steadily gaining force in the region”, and 

the manifestation of this phenomenon is that growing numbers of Arabs are now readily 

looking for the liberal democratic system as their last hope that could evacuate them from 

their political, economic and social miseries. 

By the start of twenty-first century, the growing means of communication, developing 

urban and metropolitan centers in nearly every city and increasing population of people 

acquiring the modern education creates a pluralistic society. Hence the growth of Islamic 

liberalism took place in a multicultural context. Islam in such a context is sought as an 

entity ripped from its Arabic nativity and literal specificity and decontextualized so that it 

may conform to the ideals of progress, democracy and liberty. After doing so, liberal 

Islamic movements target issues like child marriage, women empowerment, polygamy and 

inheritance. They are against state’s interference just like other liberals around the world, 

and resultantly, they are against religion’s interference in public affairs. They don’t 

consider secularization as a resistance against religious identity and institutions. Another 

characteristic of liberal Islam is its greater emphasis on public ethics and civic values than 

the religious virtues and morals.  

Liberal Muslims don’t have such well-organized presence in any country except few such 

as Turkey, Indonesia and Lebanon, however liberal Muslim intellectuals have global 

presence and get large media screen time as compared to other representatives of Islam. 

                                                           
16Yalçın Akdoğan, Muhafazakar demokrasi, Ankara: Ak Parti, n.d., 104. 
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These intellectuals also enjoy the support of large numbers of Muslims who connect them 

and to their videos and written material through internet. These intellectuals do not blame 

any external influence for the downfall and current miserable situation of Muslims, rather 

they consider the internal dynamics and wrong interpretations of traditional Islam as the 

real cause. They are even usually critical of anti-US and anti-Israel sentiments in the 

Muslims. They consider such sentiments antagonistic with liberal values and condemn 

them. This is especially prevalent in the Muslims living in the US or in European countries 

who on one hand don’t want to give up their Islamic identities while longing for integration 

in the larger society and fearing the marginalization. 

Liberal Islamic scholars are becoming more self-confident day by day as the liberal order 

gains more hegemony and dominance worldwide. These Muslim liberals are no more 

apologetic for their liberal stances about Islam, rather they are confidently striving to make 

such notions the mainstream face of Islam. These contemporary liberal Muslims are not 

such ignorant of modern academic thought as their academic ancestors, rather they are 

mostly the graduates of western academic institutions and later appointed on high 

meritorious academic posts in modernity. On the other hand, they are also much less 

apologetic for their stances on Islam and its need in solving the modern problems. This 

self-assurance is because of their familiarity with the internal critique of modernity itself. 

Another reason for the rise of liberal version of Islam and its self-assuring nature is the 

growth of literacy in the Muslim world. Literate Muslims are able to read Quranic text and 

the texts of traditions from the Prophet (pbuh). Along with the liberal attitude developed 

during their study in the modern education system, the literacy of religious texts, they 

result in a study of religion without the authority of experts. They apply their diverse and 

novel approaches learnt from the secular education in learning and later interpreting Islam. 

In contrast with former liberals in the colonial era and before, later and contemporary 

scholars of liberal Islam are never trained as traditional scholars of Islam. For example, 

Bazargan in Iran and Shahrour in Syria were trained as engineers, Arkoun in Algeria and 

Rachid Ghannouchi in Tunisia as philosophers, Chandra Muzaffar in Malaysia and Ali 

Shari`ati in Iran as social scientists, etc. These writers are resultantly more popular in the 

literate and especially secularly literate people. 

One more indicator of the rise of liberal Islam is the institutionalization taking place at an 

unbelievable fast pace. More and more organizations are emerging aiming to foster liberal 
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values of tolerance, harmony and peaceful coexistence either with other religions or with 

other sects in Islam itself. Aliran in Malaysia, Hizmet in Turkey, Christian  Muslim 

Democracy in Philippines, Yewwu Yewwi in Senegal, Al Mawrid in Pakistan, Freedom 

movement of Iran are few of such examples. Apart from such organizations, a plethora of 

research institutes can be seen growing in recent years. First of such institutes was the 

Islamic Research Institute in Pakistan that was headed by Dr Fazlur Rahman. Today, more 

liberal Islamic institutes are situated in the Western countries. International Institute of 

Islamic Thought in Herndon, Virginia; the Institute for Research and Islamic Studies in 

Houston, Texas; the World and Islam Studies Enterprise in Tampa, Florida; the Liberty 

for Muslim World human-rights organization in London, England; and the Ibn Khaldun 

Society in London and Washington, D.C are few of such institutes. 

4.7.2 Two Different Trends 

An interesting fact about this mindset is that it can also be found in the Islamist 

fundamentalist movements too. Hence, this spectrum can be divided into the reformers in 

Islamist movements such as the Tunisian scholar Rashid al-Ghannouchi, Tariq al-Bishri 

in Egypt, Abdol karim Soroush in Iran, Sudanese leader Hassan Al-Turabi, Erdogan in 

Turkey etc., and hardliners secular-liberals such as Sudanese Abdullahi Ahmed An-Na'im 

in US, Tariq Ramadan and Said Ashmawi from Egypt, Nurcholish Madjid from Indonesia, 

Mohammed Arkoun from Algeria etc. This is not exceptional for Muslim liberals only. 

Many Hindu and Jewish liberals also advocate state recognition or state support for their 

liberal versions of religion. This has result in the participation of originally Islamist 

organizations such as Muslim Brotherhood in the process of liberal democracy and liberal 

economics. Similarly, the acceptance of the liberal parameters of liberal citizenship by the 

Muslims in the European and American societies is also a result. 

 

4.8 Liberal Shariah 

Out of the first category, which are the liberal Islamists, who support the dominations of 

shariah law, consider shariah itself to be compatible with liberalism. They argue that it is 

only the matter of interpretation, otherwise, shariah is intrinsically liberal. For their claim, 

they present the Meesaq e Madinah (the treaty signed with the Jews of Madinah) and the 

letter to the Christian clerics of Yemen by the Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) as an evidence 



175 | P a g e  
 

that shariah provided solutions for peaceful coexistence and a pluralistic society long 

before Europe or the US had discovered it. For example, a Turkish liberal writer, Ali Bulaç 

(1993) wrote a complete article describing the liberal relevance of the Meesaq e Madinah. 

He writes in that article, “According to the project offered by the Document, Muslims will 

live as free people in the direction indicated by God and Hazrat Muhammad, in safety, and 

will propagate their religion. The same rights apply to the Jews and others… Those who 

claim that the Islamic model is totalitarian are not sufficiently aware of this fact. If the 

people have the right to freely choose their religion, their laws and ways of living must of 

necessity be consistent with their beliefs and ideas (Bulaç, The Medina Document 1998).” 

He is of the opinion that the Islamic law or Shariah bounds only Muslims, not others, for 

a certain lifestyle. An Indian born Nigerian writer claims, in the light of these documents, 

that Islam presented the concept of constitutionalism centuries before Europe could have 

discovered it (Doi 1977). Another Moroccan liberal writer, Abdelkébir Alaoui M'Daghri, 

considers that shariah guarantees the freedom of thought in a society (M'Daghri 1991). A 

similar thought is presented by a Pakistan writer Shafique Ali Khan who argues that Islam 

is the religion of freedom and liberty (Khan 1989). 

This version of liberalism is the most widely accepted and celebrated in the Muslim 

population. Being more pragmatic and practical in current era along with being Islamically 

justified is its salience. It is also more acceptable because it can easily tackle the charge of 

inauthenticity posed by the orthodoxy. Their claim that liberalism popped out of Islamic 

tradition invalidates the orthodox blame on it. Moreover, it also solves one of the most 

challenging problem faced by liberalism in the secularized societies where it is sometimes 

ridiculed to base its claims on illiberal foundations, for example claiming the basic rights 

of humans as divinely ordained. In contrast, Muslim society values the religious 

epistemology, hence this challenge converts into a bright side for Islamic liberalism in the 

Muslims when they claim the human rights been told by the Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) 

fourteen centuries ago. One more positive aspect of this version of Islamic liberalism is 

that it brought the Muslim community out of inferiority complex and the sense of 

backwardness in comparison to superiority of modernity. It presents itself to the Muslims 

in such a rhetorical way that it predates the modern liberalism, it becomes easily 

internalized for the Muslim society. 

However political analysts argue that it is faulty to claim roots of liberal ideologies in 

Islam.  Sociologist Christian Joppke argue that “liberal rights talk cannot spring from 
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‘Islamic principles.’ Because otherwise there is no need for a ‘‘mixture’’ with the ‘‘liberal 

republic’’ (Joppke 2009). Arzoo Osanloo, the author of The Politics of Women’s Rights 

in Iran, suggests that even Iran, who claims to be an Islamic republic and practicing 

Shariah, “unusual mixture of liberal republic and Islamic principles (Osanloo 2009).” She 

in his book challenges the claims of universibility of liberalism instead of it being a 

temporal spatial culture. She even refutes “the notion that women’s rights in the Muslim 

context are born solely of Islam.” She argues that the rights of the women for which the 

Iranian women are fighting today in Iran and even those rights which the Iranian state has 

begun to grant to the women such as women’s right to divorce, right of economic 

maintenance, and the right of child custody; where do these rights come from if they aren’t 

liberal? These are the same vices of imperialism and moral decay; the Islamic republic of 

Iran was struggling to fight against just a decade or two earlier. Osanloo, in his book has 

interviewed different officials in the Islamic Republic of Iran. They too seem to be affected 

by this concept of liberal Islam. A female official claimed in an interview that their Islamic 

system is primarily a system of justice and established to form a just society. “This is what 

Islam teaches and our human rights emerge from this point.” This is the reason that the 

Organization of Islamic Cooperation passed a declaration in 1990 which is called the Cairo 

Declaration on Human Rights in Islam (CDHRI). They tried to formulate a human rights 

charter in response to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) of the United 

Nations. Another declaration was passed 1981 by the Islamic councils of the Europe called 

The Universal Islamic Declaration of Human Rights. This is simply the representation of 

the liberal human rights charter in the traditional Islamic jurisprudence jargon. These all 

efforts take place to establish that Islam in itself is enough liberal.  

 

4.9 Opposition of Islamic Liberalism 

Nonetheless, it’s not just approval and global recognition, liberalism has faced severe 

opposition in the Muslim majority states and disapproval from the masses. Former United 

States Secretary of State, Henry Kissinger defined a moderate Muslim as a soldier who 

has run out of ammunition (Akhtar 2011). This is a perfect metaphor for a version of Islam 

without any concept of political power and state. The external attempt, and the attempt 

from within the Muslims to liberalize Islam is generally resisted by Muslims. This is 

because the word liberal tends to be synonymous for Muslims to sexual permissiveness 
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and moral indecency most of the time. For those who equate liberalism with enlightenment 

and progress, majority of them consider it identical to westernization; to which the general 

public react antagonistically. Many of those learned men who understand that it means a 

decisive reform on the level of faith, also oppose it. The masses reject such moderators or 

liberalizing intellectuals declaring them the agents of modernity. This is not very difficult 

to fathom; consider a person persuading the mediaeval Christian clergy that Christianity 

must be reformed and secularized and along with it, it must be made more tolerating by 

liberalizing Christianity through irenic dialogues with the Muslims, who were at that time 

at the war with them. Such an effort of persuading would be ridiculed (at least) and the 

proponents of such reform would be executed and eliminated. Similar is the case with the 

Muslim liberal reformers. 

The liberal Muslim intellectuals mourn this situation. For example, Mohamed Arkoun 

writes in Rethinking Islam Today: “The so-called Islamic revivalism has monopolized the 

discourse on Islam; the social scientists, moreover, do not pay attention to what I call the 

“silent Islam”” (Arkoun 1998). Silent Islam according to him is a type of liberal Islam 

where the only function of religion is to have a very private relationship with the God 

rather than being politically active for the establishment of Islamic law and other such 

activities. 

Another reason for this resistance is that the debate of inclusion of liberalism and pluralism 

in Islam was conducted in the Muslim world in the rubric of secularization. The 

secularization debate is still considered to be intrinsically against the spirit of religion. 

Especially, as Ridwan al-Sayyid (2009) suggests that, the unfortunate thing in this regard 

was that the model of secularization which was under the debate was the French one that 

includes an uncompromising separation between state and religion and the subjugation of 

religious symbols and institutions. As a result, a very negative connotation of liberalism 

was fed in the minds of Muslims in this period. This negativity about the secularism and 

liberalism resulted in the wholesale rejection of what that comes from modernity. 

Obviously, the conflicts between the Europe and Arabs and other Muslim nations during 

the mid of the twentieth century amplified this hate. 

One thing that must be clarified here is that in the societies where religion holds strong 

position, the road to liberalism or even liberal democracies cannot avoid the gates of 

religious politics in that country. It is thought, generally, that the process of liberalization 
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and religion are adversative and contrasting, defying each other, however as Nader Hashmi 

suggests, the critical examination of history of liberalization suggests something else. He 

argues that the process of development of the liberal democratic culture in the modern 

society and especially that part of society which is dominated by the Anglo-Americans, 

“emerged not in strict opposition to religious politics but often in concert with it.” There 

has been a history of long debates in those countries over the status of religion in the public 

sphere. Hence, the fact that religion enjoys a great normative position at the political level 

even in the liberalized countries can’t be dismissed easily. 

Another explanation of resistance that we see from the Muslims today is presented by 

Bernard Lewis in his article ‘Islam and Liberal Democracy’ (Lewis 1993). He argues that 

simultaneously along with the rise of Islamic liberalism in Muslim societies was a process 

going on in the Muslim societies, that is rise of Islamic fundamentalism. He argues that 

the resistance we observe for the liberal tendencies in the Muslim societies is actually from 

the fundamentalists who view them as apostates or at least the corrupting elements. The 

question that rises among the Muslims today whether Islam is compatible with liberalism 

is actually the question about the compatibility of fundamentalism (which has today 

become synonymous with Islam) with liberalism, answer of which is obviously negative. 

Though Lewis accepts that liberalism is originally a west-centric system developed in the 

Judeo-Christian tradition and likes of whom have never emerged elsewhere in the world, 

yet he thinks that this question, whether Islam (not fundamentalism) is compatible with 

liberalism, must be revisited.  

The sturdiest resistance is faced from the orthodox scholars on the basis of traditional 

scholarship i-e, traditions of Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) and the historical jurisprudence. 

This means that the biggest challenge is faced on the home ground. It is because these 

liberals are usually autodidacts in the religious literature and not as competent as the 

orthodox scholars. This mode of liberal Islam is not only criticized by the traditional and 

the fundamentalist sections of Muslims, but also from the learned modernist Muslims. Ali 

Shariati, a modernist Iranian scholar, grieves the tragedy that the people who tend to have 

authority over our religious affairs for the last two centuries are those who are completely 

ignorant of the modern developing world and its ideological basis, thus they have rendered 

the religion in a static form, “and, on the other hand, our enlightened people who 

understand the present age and the needs of our generation and time, do not understand 

religion (Shari`ati 1986, 21).” 
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4.10 Silent Shariah 

Another version of liberal Islam that is famously propagated is which follows a rule of 

jurisprudence. Mohammad Salim Al-Awa, the Egyptian scholar theorize that principle that 

in the condition where Islam has neither forbade nor commanded about somethings, rather 

stayed silent on its jurisdiction, it means that it has not been stated in the sources of 

acquiring law for the Muslims (Quran, Hadith, Ijma) or it has not been practiced in the 

Muslim societies in the history. In this case, according to him, “the nonmentioning of 

something implies that it is permitted. The only exception to this rule is the subject of 

worship (AlAwa 1993).” Similarly, the default ruling on all things is permissibility until 

proven otherwise. The encyclopedia of Fiqh states, “The preponderant position according 

to the vast majority of the scholars (al-rajih `inda al-jumhur) is that in our Religion ‘the 

default in things is permissibility’ (al-aslu fil-ashya’ al-ibaha) until proven haram. For 

example, foods are all considered halal until proven haram, and likewise contracts are all 

considered valid until proven otherwise (al-Burnu 2003).” 

Based on this principle, these liberal Muslims accept and internalize every innovative 

concept of liberalism into Islam as long as it is not related to worship. They argue that 

since Quran and Hadith only present us with broad principles and moral values leaving us 

a leeway to decide for ourselves from an infinite range of decisions, we are free to adopt 

the contemporary liberal institutions. In this way Islam can be made fully compatible with 

the structure of pluralistic society. For example, the most Islamized concept in this type of 

liberalism is the concept of liberal democracy. They claim that since only a small minority 

of verses of Quran (some claim 200 out of 6000) and Hadith of the Prophet (pbuh) contain 

legal orders and there is no fixed obligatory concept of state and type of government in 

Islamic tradition, hence Islam doesn’t ordain any particular style of government. Hussyn 

Fawzi alNajjar, the liberal scholar of Islam writes, “There is nothing in the Islamic shari`a 

that compels one to bind religion to a statesetting. The shari’a does not deal with any 

specific form of government (Tibi 1992).” 

This type of liberalism is lesser vulnerable to the criticism from the orthodoxy. They just 

have to prove their basic premises (of permissibility of everything or of silent shariah) 

from the Islamic tradition and then they easily eliminate all the fields of social science and 

public matters from the domain of orthodoxy (where the traditional scholars had a clear 
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edge on them) and bring it to the modern social scientific discourse or even public debate. 

Because of this presumed silence of Islam, they get a large room to work out their liberal 

ideologies. They, unlike the former type of liberals bear no burden of proof for their claims. 

However, these liberals are criticized, even by the liberal shariah supporters, at the point 

where their connotation of Islam implies that the God’s message is incomplete, which 

originates from its counterargument which claims that Islam is the complete code of life 

and encompasses all domains of human life, including politics. 

One problem with this version of Islamic liberalism is that it gets challenged at instances 

where Quran explicitly commands something clearly against liberal ideals. For example, 

when Quran talks about slavery or status of women, Islamic liberals get challenged at this 

instance. The method they have employed is to contextualize the teachings of Quran too. 

According to this argument, the dictates of Islam which are related to politics, economics 

and social life are not independent of the context in which they were revealed. Therefore, 

these decrees are to be modified with the change in the context. Mahmoud Mohamed Taha, 

a Sudanese scholar of liberal Islam trained as an engineer, divided the message of Islam 

into ‘the first message of Islam and the second message of Islam’ (Taha 1987) to 

contextualize its teaching. According to him, the permanent message of Islam was revealed 

in Makkah before the Prophet Muhammad (pbuh) got power of the state at Madinah. This 

first message of Islam was the ultimate truth. Later, when he migrated to Madinah and 

assumed temporary power there, he was revealed the second message of Islam, which were 

the commands sent according to the need of the era. This second set of commands grant 

the Muslims larger autonomy and choice to practice Islam according to the need of their 

time. According to him, the first message of Islam trumps the second message. 

Accordingly, he opposed the shariah law implementation in Sudan by the Islamist 

government for which he was executed in alleged as apostate in 1985. This position is in 

contrast with the first type of Islamic liberalism which advocates liberal shariah, for 

example, Bulaç considers that the later revelations of the Madinah trumps the verses of the 

era of Makkah. 

 

4.11 Contextualization and Interpretation of Shariah 

Finally, the most hailed and widely accepted version of Islamic liberalism is that which 

considers the major content of Islam which is present today as human interpretations. They 



181 | P a g e  
 

maintain that Shariah, in its purest form (the revelation) is divine, however, the human 

interpretations are subject to fallibility and incoherency. The Iranian liberal Islamic 

scholar, Abdolkarim Soroush argues in favour of this attitude: “Revealed religion, of 

course, is divine, but not so for the science of religion, which is a thoroughly human 

production and construction. It is human in the sense that it is imprinted by virtually all 

characteristics of human beings, both noble and mean (Soroush 1998).” Moreover, these 

interpretations are caged inside the limitations of time and space. Hassan Hanafi explains 

that historically there hasn’t remain, at any time, only one fixed interpretation of Islamic 

texts, rather, scholars of Islam have presented various explanations of the texts throughout 

the history and they had differences among them. Therefore, “an interpretation of a text is 

essentially pluralistic. The text is only a vehicle for human interests and even 

passions…The conflict of interpretation is essentially a sociopolitical conflict, not a 

theoretical one. Theory indeed is only an epistemological coverup. Each interpretation 

expresses the sociopolitical commitment of the interpreter (Hanafi, Religion, Ideology, 

and Development 1995).” 

This trend of liberalism not only bases its foundation on the relativism of opinions, but 

also, they celebrate the difference in opinions. They quote hadiths such as “the differences 

of opinion among the learned within my community are [a sign of] God's grace (Asad 

1961, 48).” to support their stance. A Lebanese scholar of liberal Islam quotes another 

saying of the Prophet (pbuh) as narrated by Allama Zarkashi: “The Qur'an is malleable, 

capable of many types of interpretation. Interpret it, therefore, according to the best 

possible type (Ayoub 1984, 23).” Verses of Quran are also quoted to defend their argument 

for example: “Had your Lord pleased, He would have made mankind a single nation.” 

Moving from just celebrating the diversity of opinions, they even claim that there has never 

been any consensus between the scholars of Islam in the history. An Indian analyst, Rafiq 

Zakaria, claims in his book The Struggle within Islam: “As we have noticed in the course 

of our survey, on none of the basic issues involving religion and politics, was there at any 

time consensus among the `ulama' [religious scholars] (Zakaria 1988, 288).”This becomes 

their basis of argument and open debate with freedom of expression becomes a normative 

good. Abdelfatah Mourou, the vice president of the Islamist Ennahdha Party in Tunisia, 

condemned the growing non-liberal attitudes in his followers, “When we enter the political 

arena, I won't say that those on my side go to heaven and those who oppose me will go to 
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hell. Everything I suggest will be open to debate.17” Abbasi Madani, the leader of the 

Islamist party in Algeria al-Jabhah al-Islāmiyah, openly declared that Pluralism is directly 

and necessarily related with economic growth, development and cultural diversity. Hence, 

“we do not monopolize religion. Democracy as we understand it means pluralism, choice, 

and freedom (Brumberg 1991).” 

These Muslim proponents of liberal democracy don’t realize that what they are supporting 

is intrinsically against religion itself. Religions are sacred, divine, and metaphysical in 

nature and directed towards hereafter while supporting exclusivity. Liberal democracy on 

the other hand is inclusive for all, ensuring equality of rights and treatment for each while 

focusing the wellbeing of this world, not otherworld. Moreover, the basic difference in the 

practical dimension is that the laws and commandments can be easily changed whenever 

the masses decide unlike the religious commandments which are permanent. Religion 

declares that only it provides the universal truths and no other can contest these truths. 

This claim of possession of ultimate and absolute notions tends to turn into inflexibility 

which consequently undermines the liberal values of pluralism and tolerance. 

Bernard Lewis discusses the case of compatibility of Islam with Liberalism in his article 

‘Islam and Liberal Democracy’. He suggests that Islam is the only religion in outside the 

Eurocentric and Judeo-Christian tradition which tends to assimilate with their style liberal 

democratic system. It is because Islam shares a similar history with the western nations in 

terms of its linage with Judaism and Christianity and also an intellectual tradition with the 

Greek philosophy, both of which caused the current liberal order to emerge. However, if 

seen from a practical and realistic eye, Islam is the most hostile religion towards the 

modern liberalism as compared to other religions of the world. At the time when Lewis 

was writing this article (in 1993), there were only forty-six autonomous Muslim states in 

the world. Referring to them he that no state out of those forty six state, except one, “the 

Turkish Republic, can be described as a democracy in Western terms, and even there the 

path to freedom has been beset by obstacles (Lewis 1993).” 

The dilemma of this version of liberal Islam is that it has a recurrent theme that the human 

interpretations must not be elevated to the level of divine revelation, however, on the other 

hand they reduce the divine revelation to mere fallible human interpretations. For 

advancing in this line of argument, they take support of Ijtihad. For them, the earlier period 

                                                           
17 Reuter's, March 31, 1991. 
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in the history of Muslims had freedom of Ijtihad, which kept the essence of Islam alive in 

each society and the context of each era. In the later period, the freedom of Ijtihad got 

banned and Taqlid was made the order of the day. During this period the evolution of Islam 

became stagnant and essence of Islam couldn’t be practiced according to the needs of each 

era and cultures of new societies. Along with their strong love for Ijtihad, Taqlid became 

an anathema for the liberals. A Bengali scholar of previous century, who was inclined to 

the liberal view wrote: “What is Islam is not stationary, what is stagnant is not Islam. Islam 

welcomes all creative innovations. Islam never lacked nor ever will lack in providing 

solutions to any problem in the world” (Banu 1992, 48). And this is because, according to 

him, the gates of ijtihad will never be closed. This support for ijtihad and opposition of 

Taqlid threatened the authority of orthodox and traditional Ulama (scholars), hence the 

liberals are continuously criticized on this issue by the traditional group. Asghar Ali 

Engineer, a liberal scholar of Bohra sect of Muslims in India, wrote in his book The Rights 

of Women in Islam: “Islam allows ijtihad (creative interpretation). However, in the Indian 

subcontinent taqlid (unthinking imitation) has reigned supreme and there have been very 

few instances of ijtihad. It is high time that Indian Muslims used the provision of ijtihad 

in secular India (Engineer 1992).” 

 

4.12 Freedom of Ijtihad 

In general liberal ideology, freedom of thought trumps all other tenets and gains the 

primary position. One cannot be a true liberal if he doesn’t guarantee freedom of thought 

or at least value it. Hence, it’s necessary for all liberals, including Islamic liberals to defend 

freedom of thought to defend their own positions. Hence, to defend the freedom of thought 

in Islam, they explain it under the rubric of Ijtihad. Ijtihad became a synonym of freedom 

of thought. This freedom of ijtihad spreads the boundary of Islam twofold; freedom for 

who may speak and freedom for what may be spoken. For liberals, no legitimate eligibility 

criterion remains for a person who has to perform ijtihad. This freedom is crucial for them 

since majority of liberal writers on Islam were not trained in traditional Islamic education 

and are mostly autodidacts. Hence, these liberals argue that such scholarly credentials are 

not important to talk on Islam. Not only they deny any prerequisite credentials for the 

person to perform ijtihad, they also criticize the traditional Ulama (scholars) who suggest 

the necessity of deep scholarly expertise for performing Ijtihad. They criticize them by 
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resembling this condition with that of Christian papacy. Alhaji Adeleke Dirisu Ajijola, the 

Nigeran liberal writer, wrote an article to address this problem called ‘The Problem of 

`Ulama'’. He writes: “For any young person who devotes himself only to religious 

education as presently thought without incorporating professional education as it is 

imparted today, is ill equipped for the struggle of life and the race for progress in 

fastchanging Nigeria. Many of the `ulama' who have become Muslim leaders have 

themselves lost the true spirit of Islam. They do not have the ability to interpret the 

principles and law of Islam in the light of changing conditions (Ajijola 1998).” 

By equating Ijtihad with freedom of opinion and it being merely fallible opinions, the 

status of sharia was declined from being a source of knowledge for the traditional scholars. 

Muhammad Sa`id Al`Ashmawi, the Egyptian scholar, suggested in his article Shari`a: 

The Codification of Islamic Law, suggested that “Islamic thought confuses shari`a—that 

is to say, the Qur'anic norm—with Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh)—that is to say, what results 

from the free opinion (ijtihad) of jurists (Al`Ashmawi 1998).” A similar thing was said by 

Ajijola that, “A particular juristic notion may be rigid or may be wrong, nor should any 

juristic school or group of schools be identified with the Holy Qur'an and Prophet of Islam 

(Ajijola 1998).” 

Liberal Muslims grieve that the blatant rejection of liberal ideology by the traditionalists 

has decelerated the Islamic pace on the path of progress. It has taken away the pride of 

Islam to talk to the modern Muslims and address the problems of the modern world. 

Nurcholish Madjid, the Indonesian liberal Muslim intellectual, support this argument and 

suggest that this rejection of liberalism killed the modern potentialities of Islam. What is 

needed in this era is proposed by Hassan Hanafi in his book Religious Dialogue and 

Revolution: “There is no eternal theology which fits every time and every space. Theology 

is always an expression of the spirit of the time. Every time gave us two spirits: The spirit 

of the institutional religion, which is always conservative, formal and static. It tries to keep 

the status quo of things. It formulates a theology for the elite and for the upper class. It 

monopolizes the interpretation, prevents any opposition and even oppresses the masses. 

The second spirit is progressive, concrete and dynamic. It tries to change the status quo of 

things. It formulates a theology for the masses and for the oppressed classes (Hanafi 1977, 

202).” 
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From this freedom of ijtihad, flows out the freedom of expression. This implies that no 

one can force compulsion on any person in this world, not even any state. If a person values 

the freedom of Ijtihad, he must simultaneously value the freedom of expression. This 

Mohamed Charfi, the Tunisian scholar of liberal Islam and an active politician once 

expressed his concerns about this matter: “You know, here in Tunisia, we are very attached 

to the notion of interpretation or ijtihad… And logically, in order to guarantee the freedom 

of ijtihad, you have to, in effect, suppress punishment for apostasy. Why? Because if you 

suggest an ijtihad that goes against establishment thinking, and if your right to express and 

argue for your right to express and argue for your ijtihad isn't guaranteed, you may be 

accused of apostasy, of no longer following Islam (Dwyer 1991, 176).” The implications 

of this thought are very far reaching. A Sudanese liberal writer, Abdel wahab ElAffendi 

resists the efforts of the Islamist movements who struggle to form an Islamic state. He 

suggests that by doing so, they deny the Muslims of the "freedom to sin," and 

consequently, they also deprive them of "the freedom to be virtuous". According to him 

“This was certainly not God's purpose when He created man and woman and endowed 

each with free will (El-Affendi 1991, 57).” 

 

4.13 Future of Islamic Liberalism 

Laith Kubba, an Iraqian journalist and a writer on liberal Islam, highlights the future of 

liberal Islam in the modern Muslim states in his book, Islam and Liberal Democracy, that 

with the advancements of Muslims in the economic race and the development competition 

they will rearrange their priorities eventually. For them, then, the abstract and absolute 

notions of Islam will not be attractive, rather they would be compelled to see Islam 

pragmatically considering the material realities of the Islamic world. Finally, “they will 

continue to turn to Islam as a source of personal and communal identity and moral 

guidance, but they will also critically assess the legacy handed down by previous 

generations who may have narrowed Islam in ways that had less to do with the essence of 

the faith than with historical accidents and parochial circumstances (Kubba 1996, 89).” 

The liberals adhere to a linear evolutionary conception of history in which each coming 

era unleashes novel potentials which the past was pregnant with, instead of considering it 

a repeating cycle. Hence, Islam must not be confined to the interpretation of some point in 

past, rather it contains the potentialities of all the eras that have to come in the future. A 
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liberal Muslim writer in India, Syed Vahiduddin writes, “This static concept of religion 

neglects the truth that at no point of history can all possibilities be exhausted, though a 

given point in history might be pregnant with implications for the future. History is a 

process of creative expression; not a perpetual repetition, and hence it is presumptuous to 

limit Islam to its classical expression (Vahiduddin 1988).” 

As for predicting whether this project of liberalizing Islam will succeed, it is perceived 

that by the ongoing process of historicizing the Islamic texts, as Toby Lester18 suggests in 

his article ‘What is Koran’, it is very much likely that Muslims will be able to synthesize 

the Islam with liberal ideology.  

 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
18 https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1999/01/what-is-the-koran/304024/ 
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CONCLUSION  

The colonization left an inerasable and radical effect on Muslim societies. In the colonial 

period, not only the military supremacy showed up against the colonies, their greater 

assault was on the ideological level which introduced the modernity into Muslim minds. 

To deal with the downfall of the Muslims a range of solutions arose from the Muslim 

academics in these colonies, oscillating between military confrontations to asceticism 

(disenchanting from all worldly affairs). One of the most significant positions at this 

instant was of those Muslims who were flabbergasted by the modernity and forecasted any 

chances of restoration of Muslims only in ascribing to the principles of modernization. 

Along with it, they also wanted to preserve their Muslim identities. For this dilemma, they 

proposed an amalgamation of Islam with the ideas and values of modernity. The 

presumption that was underlying this standpoint was of a subconscious appreciation of the 

superiority of the colonizers. This wave of modernization of Islam was categorized into 

three phases; the late nineteenth century, the first half of the twentieth century and the 

post-colonial period. In the first phase, Muhammad Abduhu and Sir Sayyid Ahmed Khan, 
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are discussed along with their contribution to the Islamic modernity. Rashid Reda and 

Muhammad Iqbal’s thoughts on modernity in Islam are written under the second phase. 

Finally, the third phase includes Fazlur Rahman and Muhammad Rafiuddin. 

Islamic modernism is a continuation of the Enlightenment Project beginning in the 

seventeenth century in Europe.  There was a paradigm shift in the European world 

regarding the issues of ontology, epistemology and morality. The Enlightenment was a 

European intellectual movement that started in the seventeenth century and came to its 

climax at the end of the eighteenth century in the form of French Revolution. This 

movement emphasized the use of human reason for the betterment of the human condition. 

Enlightenment sought to apply human reason to all domains of life including religion. 

The researcher explored those aspects of modernity which are presumed to be the 

dominant aspects of modernity particularly in the context of its universalizing potential 

and its genealogy. Later the effort was made to trace out the etymology and lineage of 

modernity. Since the history of ideas sees the development of ideas from a historical 

perspective, the researcher, too, historicized the concept of modernity. The genealogy of 

modernity is traced back to the renaissance and enlightenment. The process through which 

the modernity deconstructed all the classical and religious notions of knowledge and 

morality and also the process of alienating the metaphysical realm from the academic arena 

and displacing it to irrelevance or even worthlessness to some extent was highlighted. This 

process led to the rendering of the human being to a mere material product whose only 

pursuit is utility. Having established the claim of polycentricity of modernity after it, it can 

easily be studied in the Islamic world; the Islamic modernism. Today, unfortunately, 

understanding the process of modernity has now become knowing “thyself” instead of 

knowing “thy enemy”, as it is in Sun Tzu's expression. 

However, the project of modernity faced a setback in the late twentieth century due to 

some historical developments at a global level, out of which the renaissance of religion in 

the social and political sphere as fundamentalist ideology was the most astonishing event. 

It startled social scientists all over the globe. A new wave of religious fundamentalism 

challenged the modern trend of sidelining religious discourse. The emergence of 

fundamentalism posed a real threat to the discourse of modernity. 

Social scientists predict and the evidence has shown that since the third trimester of the 

twentieth century, this new religious phenomenon has depicted a rise at the global level 

which is not confined only to the Muslims, rather every global religion has faced this 

epidemic. That’s not where fundamentalism stops, rather, the social scientists prophesize 
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that in the future, the impact and influence of modernity and also of the modernist version 

of Islam are shrinking and fundamentalism along with its postmodern tendencies is 

replacing it. The researcher defined and characterized the anomaly of fundamentalism 

along with the historical account of the early rising and the resurgence. The researcher also 

discussed the causes of and reasons for the rise of fundamentalism. In explaining the 

characteristics of Islamic fundamentalism, two major works were discussed and evaluated 

in detail, namely, The Defenders of God and The Fundamentalism Project. A comparative 

analysis of fundamentalism with traditionalism and modernism was also presented. 

Islamic Fundamentalism was divided into two major categories; theoretical and practical. 

The former being related to mostly intellectual works and ideological upsurge which at 

most manifested as few social movements or political parties participating in the existing 

democratic framework. The latter category included the violent and militant strand of 

fundamentalism which manifested as terrorist organizations around the world. 

Two case studies in theoretical Islamic fundamentalism were discussed; Syed Qutb and 

Maulana Maududi, who were not only the fathers of Islamic fundamentalism but also 

almost all Sunni fundamentalist movements are in one way or another in debt to these two 

intellectuals. Similarly, two case studies in the practical Islamic fundamentalism were 

discussed; Al Qaida and ISIS which resulted in a mass hysteria regarding terrorism and 

caused the formation of the biggest military alliance in the world to fight against it. Some 

statistics are highlighted which anticipate the future of fundamentalism in Islam. In the 

end, a brief about the postmodern assault on the modernism is discussed as a conclusion. 

The wave of fundamentalism ended up creating a strange reaction not within the 

modernized societies but from the traditional religious and even from the theoretical 

fundamentalists. In the post 9/11 period, another trend emerged in the Muslim intellectual 

realm, namely, Liberal Islam. This reaction is the emergence of Cosmopolitan Liberalism 

in Islamic societies. With the rise of globalization, the liberal ideology turned into 

cosmopolitan liberalism. Day by day more and more Islamists and sympathizers of 

Islamism are getting disenchanted with the fundamentalist ideals.  

History of former attempts of liberalization provided the context to discuss the 

contemporary efforts of liberalizing Islam in different ways. The researcher gave an 

account of the efforts of liberalizing Islam starting from very minor struggles in the 

Ottoman Empire to the autocratic and authoritarian imposing in the modern Turkey and 

Iran, to the reactionary rise of Islamic liberalism in the aftermath of Muslim terrorism 

spree. To trace the linkages and consanguinity between liberalism and religion a 
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background of the origin of the liberalism and its conversion into cosmopolitan liberalism 

is discussed. A critical analysis of cosmopolitan liberalism is also presented along with it. 

Case studies of different facets of Islamic liberalism were presented. A critical evaluation 

of the efforts along with causes of its rise and the challenges they face in the Muslim 

societies is presented after it.  

With the emergence of cosmopolitan liberalism, the discourse of Islamic Modernism, as 

well as Islamic fundamentalism, is losing its credibility, and its scope and appeal in the 

intelligentsia and the larger population is shrinking. With the advancements of Muslims in 

the economic race and the development competition, they will rearrange their priorities 

eventually. For them, then, the abstract and absolute notions of Islam will not be attractive, 

rather they would be compelled to see Islam pragmatically, considering the material 

realities of the Islamic world. Finally, Muslims will look onto Islam merely as a source of 

individual and collective identity or a guide for a few moral acts, and they will also 

critically analyze the tradition passed down by their forefathers who, according to them, 

might have tapered Islam in ways that has less link with the essence of the faith than with 

historicity of their temporal and spatial specificity. 

It is evident from the evidence that the academic, as well as public, the arena is going to 

be replaced by fundamentalism and eventually by cosmopolitan liberalism. Apart from the 

opinions, as mentioned before in the previous chapters that fundamentalism and 

postmodernism themselves are considered to be the continuation or at least consequences 

of modernity, whatever may we consider about them, it is obvious that the island of Islamic 

modernism is shrinking day by day.  
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