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Abstract  

This work raises and deals with the following question: is European Islam 

possible? Following the methodology adopted in studying the selected texts, I argue that 

it is possible, theologically and politically. To corroborate my argument, I assist myself 

with three sub-questions that correspond to three cognitive and methodological stages of 

work. In the descriptive stage, I tackle this question: what is European Islam? I select 

four projects that advocate what I refer to as the ñidea of European Islam.ò These projects 

are advanced by Bassam Tibi, Tariq Ramadan, Tareq Oubrou, and Abdennour Bidar. 

Despite their differing approaches, I use textual analysis approach in reading the main 

aspects and concepts of their projects, which I later use for comparative purposes and 

conceptualization of the idea of European Islam.  

Subsequently, I enter the comparative stage so as to better understand what 

European Islam brings new. This stage deals with the following question: what is new in 

European Islam? Here, I revisit three scholarly generations from the Islamic tradition as a 

way of finding out what they share, or not, with European Islam. I refer to the Muᾶtazila 

rationalist theological tradition, with major reference to the example of Qadi Abd 

Aljabbar. I then refer to some iconic figures of the ñearly reformistsò of the Arab-Islamic 

Renaissance (naỠỈa), and ñlate reformistsò or contemporaries.  

The third and final stage is evaluative. It deals with this question: is European 

Islam a ñreasonable comprehensive doctrineò? This analytical stage uses two 

philosophical frameworks, one theological and the other political, one ñIslamicò and the 

other ñWesternò to use common differentiating markers: Taha Abdurrahmaneôs 

framework of theological renewal for innovative modernity, based on his The Spirit of 

Modernity (2006), with reference to ñhumanization-historicization-rationalizationò 

innovative plans, and John Rawlsô ñidea of overlapping consensus,ò based on his 

Political Liberalism (1996).  

The ñidea of European Islamò as I conceptualize it is ñrevisionist-reformist,ò or 

ñtraditional-modern,ò in the sense that it embraces modernity values and legitimizes them 

theologically-politically. It ñsacralizesò man, ñdivinizesò modern values, and 

ñperpetuatesò modernity. It does not deny the divine but works with it as the ultimate 

source of ethics and meaning. The ñMuslim Prometheusò as an heir of the universe does 

not antagonize with God. Man becomes a ñco-workerò with God. In summarizing 

statements that correspond to ñworld-society-individualò comprehensive framework I 

adopt in this project, I argue that European Islam 1) ñhumanizes the world through 

divinely willed inheritance for cosmic wellbeing,ò 2) ñhistoricizes revelation through 

fiqhology (or practical fiqh) for social wellbeing,ò and 3) ñrationalizes individual faith 

through the principle of ethical liberty for individual wellbeing.ò This makes it 

confidently ñinlandishò in liberal constitutional democracies, as those of Western Europe.    
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    Preface  

  Transliteration   

Arabic terms are transliterated according to the International Journal of Middle 

East Studies (IJMES) transliteration system.  Frequently used words such as Muslim, 

Muhammad (the Prophet), Quran, Sunna, Sharia, Shahada, hadith, fiqh, kalam, falsafa 

madhab, umma, ijtihad and jihad, appear without diacriticals; they also appear 

unitalicized, and in the upper or lower case as just listed. They are not italicised either. 

Transliterations, especially those with diacriticals, are italicised. An apostrophe is used 

for the letter hamzah. A superscript comma is used for the óayn letter instead of 
c
ayn. The 

exceptions in the transliterations that occur in this work are due to the different styles the 

studied scholars and citations use, which I cannot change. For example, ñShariaò will be 

found written in four forms: ñShariaò (in upper case), ñshariaò (in lower case), ñSharióahò 

and ñshariôaò (either in upper or lower case, besides the apostrophe of the Arabic letter 

óayn). ñShahadaò will be found also written as ñAsh-Shahada.ò ñJamal Eddine al-

Afghaniò will be found also referred to as ñJamal Ed-dine Afghaniò or simply ñAfghani.ò 

Titles of books and sentences in Arabic do not start in upper case, except for terms like 

kalam, falsafa and fiqh that occur as titles of (sub-)sections.  

Translation  

All the translations from Arabic and French are mine, unless otherwise indicated. 

Referencing notes and titles of books are either in English, or in French, after their 

original titles are provided. Arabic original titles are provided in brackets when they are 

first referred to, and the subsequent citations from these titles are to the English 

translation, for ease of reference. The bibliography also provides the non-English titles 

translated and transliterated, instead of providing the Arabic scripts or listing the Arabic 

titles in a different category. ñPrimary sourcesò in the bibliography refers to the major 

texts studied in this work, and is not limited only to texts on ñtheò European Islam 

examined here; it also includes the supportive texts I have used, as my ñmethodological 

concernsò in the main introduction explain.  

Abbreviations 

Abbreviations in the acronym format are not used. Instead, shortened titles are 

opted for, to avoid the confusions titles bearing similar words may invoke. For example, 

Tibiôs Islamôs Predicament with Modernity: Religious Reform and Cultural Change is 

abbreviated as Islamôs Predicament in the repeated references to the same work.  
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Introduction  

This work raises and deals with this question: is European Islam possible?
1
 The 

question was raised at the end of a presentation I delivered in a seminar during my 

research stay at the Center for European Islamic Thought, at the University of 

Copenhagen, in April 2012.
2
 A colleague then asked me, following my own question that 

I have included at the end of the handout which he had, ñso, is European Islam possible 

or not?ò I replied ñTheologically, it is possible; politically, it depends!ò
3
 I was aware that 

my answer could raise more questions than providing a clear answer. My answer could 

look more like that of a diplomat who prefers ambiguity, or a religious scholar or a 

believer who defends his own faith in light of unwelcoming politics. By ñpolitically, it 

depends!ò I had the current status quo in mind; that is, the European diverse political 

responses to the Muslimsô demands and Islamôs presence. My answer was partly 

sociological, and not theoretical. Now, in this work, I deal with texts, and I am bound by 

a theoretical framework. Briefly here, this work argues that European Islam, in light of 

the texts studied here, is possible theologically and politically.  

To reach a detailed answer to the above guiding question I go through three 

cognitive, or methodological, stages, and each of them matches a supportive question. 

First, I clarify what European Islam stands for. This stage corresponds to the following 

supportive question: what is European Islam? I study four scholars that defend ñthe idea 

                                                           
1
 For the format of the question, I am inspired by the Indian-Pakistani poet-philosopher Mohamad Iqbalôs 

seventh lecture, entitled ñIs religion possible?ò in his widely read work The Reconstruction of Religious 

Thought in Islam (London: Oxford UP, 1934). Iqbal adopts the question format from Immanuel Kantôs 

ñHow is Metaphysics in General Possible?ò (1783) found in the latterôs work; Paul Carus, ed. Kantôs 

Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics (Chicago, Open Court Publishing Company, 1912) 1-163. The 

Iranian philosopher Abdulkarim Soroush delivers a lecture in Harvard in 1996 bearing the same question 

format, ñIs Fiqh Possible?ò Soroush, The Expansion of Prophetic Experience: Essays on Historicity, 

Contingency and Plurality in Religion (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2009) 96. 
2
 The title of the presentation was ñEuropean Islam and the Idea of Religious Pluralism: Reading Tariq 

Ramadan,ò 26 April 2012.  I am grateful to the participants in this seminar, mostly from the Center for 

European Islamic Thought and Systematic Theology Department, for their fruitful feedback.  
3
 Overall, I take theology to mean the ñcontemplation of religionò (tadabur in Arabic) in both its physical 

and metaphysical matters, and politics to mean the ñmanagement of world affairsò (tadbǭr). I have 

borrowed the terms ñcontemplationò and ñmanagementò from Taha Abdurrahmaneôs rȊỠu addǭn   [The 

Spirit of Religion] (Beirut and Casablanca: al-markaz ath-thaqǕfǭ al-ᾶarabǭ, 2012) 509. I say more on this 

especially in Part IV, Sections 1a-b, 2a-c, when I refer to Islamic theology (kalam) and Abdurrahmaneôs 

framework I adopt in my evaluation of the idea of European Islam.  
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of a European Islamò
4
 (Bassam Tibi, Tariq Ramadan, Tareq Oubrou and Abdennour 

Bidar). I use ñtextual analysisò method of approaching texts, which is common in 

religious studies, as I explain further in due time. I refer to this as the descriptive stage.  

Second, I compare European Islam with some classical and contemporary Islamic 

scholarly tendencies as a way of finding theological grounds to European Islam from 

within the Islamic tradition. This work corresponds to the following supportive question: 

what is new in European Islam? I refer to the classical school of the Muᾶtazila and its 

rationalist ethical theory. I also refer to some distinguished Islamic reformists who I see 

supportive of what European Islam is moving to, i.e., the ñrationalization of ethics.ò I 

refer to this stage as the comparative stage, since it makes reference to other classical and 

contemporary Islamic trends. It is at this stage that I claim that there is an interesting 

kalam (Islamic theology, or religious dispute) legacy being slightly and differently 

revisited in European Islam, and there appear significant signs that some of the Muᾶtazila 

rational perceptions of ethics advocate. That is why I refer to European Islamôs 

reformism as ñrevisionist-reformist;ò it builds on the tradition, and does not ñkillò God; it 

just negotiates His revealed social laws and relegates them to the moral sphere, and gives 

man the rational means to translate that morality into adequate human-made laws. My 

emphasis on the perception of ethics in European Islam stems from my belief that there 

could be no reform in Islam ï assuming that such a reform is needed ï without a 

developed ethical theory that answers the needs of Muslim believers in their daily life, 

when revealed texts are ñsilent,ò ñnot detailed enough,ò ñcontroversial,ò or ñinadequateò 

for a particular time and place.  

Third, and finally, I evaluate European Islam based on two frameworks, one 

ñIslamicò and one ñWestern.ò
5
 From this stage onwards, I start using my triadic 

                                                           
4
 The term ñideaò is used as a general term mean general theoretical content of the subject referred to, here 

European Islam. I use it as synonymous of ñconcept,ò though ñideaò is broader in scope. I also note that I 

sometimes use the following phrases interchangeably: The idea of European Islam, the concept of 

European Islam, European Islamic thought, European Islamic discourse. When I introduce John Rawlsô 

framework of overlapping consensus, I add ñdoctrineò to European Islam to mean its theological general 

content. In this sense, I am borrowing Rawlsô definition of ñideaò and ñconcept.ò Rawls, Political 

Liberalism (New York: Columbia UP, 1996) xxxvi, n. 2. All references to Political Liberalism are from the 

same edition.  
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framework of analysis ñworld-society-individualò to understand the comprehensiveness 

and newness of European Islam.
6
 I subsequently substantially use the framework of the 

Moroccan philosopher Taha Abdurrahmane, and his corresponding analysis of reading 

the Quran and modernity ï innovative ñhumanization-historicization-rationalization.ò His 

framework is of paramount importance in examining new theological propositions in the 

studied projects of European Islam. Ultimately, I evaluate the idea of European Islam by 

opening it up to the political framework of John Rawls, with main reference to his ñidea 

of overlapping consensus.ò
7
 This stage matches the following question, using Rawlsô 

terms: is European Islam a ñreasonable comprehensive doctrineò? I name this the 

evaluative stage; it is evaluative in the sense that it deduces the ñpoliticalò from the 

ñtheologicalò or ñdoctrinalò to scrutinize it in light of the constitutionally liberal and 

democratic framework of a recognized theory as that of Rawlsô ñpolitical liberalism,ò 

overlapping consensus in focus.
8
  

As a result, the guiding question and the three stages I have devised end with 

constructing the idea of European Islam. The latter has been present in the literature of 

Islam and Europe without a serious attempt at arguing for it more comparatively, 

theologically-politically. This is what I advance in this work, which I claim to be 

innovative.  

                                                                                                                                                                             
5
 I use these terms now for methodological clarity, though the idea of European Islam, as will be made clear 

by the end of this work, tries to go beyond these differentiations of ñIslamò versus ñWest.ò I use the terms 

here simply because the two major frameworks adopted are from scholars that clearly adhere to the 

ñIslamic religious worldview,ò and that is the case with Taha Abdurrahmane, and to the ñWestern liberal 

worldview,ò which is the case of John Rawls. There is no doubt that juxtaposing ñreligiousò with ñliberalò 

is not adequate, because a religious worldview can be liberal, and the liberal worldview can be religious, 

though on different levels and degrees. The point I should stress here is that my use of the ñIslamicò and 

ñWesternò frameworks does not mean an opposition, which is ñcommonlyò taken to be so when these terms 

are brought together, nor does it mean that there are no differences. This project, at the end, is about this 

issue of compatibility or not. My use of the terms and their corresponding frameworks is primarily for 

methodological and comparative reasons. This will become clearer as I proceed.  
6
 I have thought of ñworld-society-individualò triadic axis to methodologically clarify the aspects of 

newness in European Islam. This framework portrays the comprehensiveness of a world religion like Islam. 

Its utility becomes clearer when I start using the more substantial evaluative framework of Abdurrahmane, 

which I also use in my integration of Rawlsô idea of overlapping consensus.  
7
 I use new terms in inverted commas when they are first introduced. I drop them as I proceed, assuming 

that the reader now follows and understands their origins and meaning. Sometimes I do put them in 

inverted commas again in the middle of this work or by its end to stress the concept.  
8
 When I use ñpolitical liberalismò in lower cases, I do not mean the ñtitleò of the book but its ñidea.ò  
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In presenting this work I first outline this ñextended introductionò in four 

technical sections.
9
 I have opted for a ñlongò introduction to avoid making the ñhistorical 

sketchò part of the main argument in the main text reserved to the studied scholars on 

European Islam. Without this contextualizing introduction my main argumentation may 

not be clear enough. In the first section of this introduction, I say some words on my 

interest in the studied subject studied here. Then I introduce the remaining three sections, 

which go as follows. Second, through a ñhistorical sketch,ò I contextualize my broad 

approach and how I have come to construct my understanding and reading of the subject 

under focus. Third, I outline my methodological concerns about the topic and how I have 

come to select the four studied scholars for this project, in light of the broad debate on 

Islam and/ in Europe.  Finally, fourth, I outline the content of the four parts of this 

dissertation, the way I have structured it out, for what purpose, and the outcomes of my 

approach. Each of these three technical stages will be explained further below, in this 

introduction, and more so in each part of the text.  

1. On Personal Interests in Understanding Islam in the Modern World  

This work falls within my broader interest in understanding Islam in the modern 

world. I have in mind Bernard Lewisô ñhistoricalò question - What Went Wrong?
10

 

However, I am not so much keen on understanding what went right or wrong directly 

from a historical perspective. I am more interested in understanding ñwhat is going 

on with Islam in the modern world.ò If this question is answered, the previous one could 

be explained. Though thoughts on such questions started to take shape early in my 

academic career in different disciplines as a student in a society (Morocco) which has 

been oscillating between ñtradition and modernity,ò and seems to identify itself in this 

midway position, it is Islam in Western Europe that has taken primacy in this broad 

project, because it is here, in Western Europe, that the question of religion in society is 

tense and more controversial. Not to put too fine a point on it here, I considered it 

                                                           
9
 I use ñstagesò for the cognitive, methodological, approach of reading the texts studied here; I use ñpartsò 

to refer to the space given to each scholar, separately. I use ñsectionsò for the technical division for the 

introduction.  
10

 Bernard Lewis, What Went Wrong? Western Impact and Middle Eastern Response (Oxford and New 

York: Oxford UP, 2002).  
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important and interesting to change contexts and study Islam in the world that is already 

ñmodernò while keeping my interest in Islam in the countries in transition at the 

backstage for awhile. The so-called Arab Spring unprecedented events, which started in 

December 2010 in North Africa and the Middle East (MENA), need time to show which 

socio-political pathways the concerned societies opt for, seeing that religion still plays an 

important role in these societies daily life. There is no doubt that I belong to a generation 

of MENA region that has experienced various internal and external intense debates and 

pressures in which religion and/in politics figures as a major theme for socio-political 

change. This issue has travelled to Europe through immigration. Being myself driven by 

intellectual migration, I have found myself travelling from North Africa to Europe with 

these thoughts in mind.    

 As a graduate in both Postcolonial Studies and later on in European Studies, I first 

started my interest in Islam in Europe from immigration perspectives. I studied how the 

EU treats the subject of its immigrants, as well as its ñnew Europeansò (European 

nationals of immigrant descent), with a focus on the case of Muslims after the terrorist 

events of 9/11, 2001. I found out that the EU immigration policies since the late 1990s 

are reactions to events, as if there were no vision, and no futurist planning about the new 

arrivals to Europe and how to treat them, and ñintegrateò them.
11

 Reading records about 

the first waves of immigrants of the 1950s and 60s, and how the European Community 

Member States, and later as EU, have reacted to that through various policies, I reached 

the contemporary debate of, first, political Islam, Islam in Europe, and then European 

Islam. ñPolitical papersò on Islam seemed to lack ñsomethingò for me, for a better 

understanding of the issue; they became repetitive, if not in the manner (approach), then 

in the matter (content). I had to find my own approach of reading Islam in Europe. I 

decided to trace the intellectual origins of the term ñEuro-Islamò (of Bassam Tibi) and 

then ñEuropean Islamò (of Tariq Ramadan).
12

 I had to compare their thoughts, make them 

                                                           
11

 Mohammed Hashas, EU Immigration and Integration Policies: Facts, Achievements and the Challenge 

of the Muslim Question (Saarbrücken: LAP Lambert, 2010). 
12

 Studying the intellectual history of the term ñEuropean Islamò is not enough, seeing that the debate is, in 

historical terms, recent. Maybe the future generations may find it interesting to research the topic from such 

a perspective since, by then, more versions of the idea of European Islam would have developed; at least, 

that is a factually based assumption.  
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speak to each other, and compare them to some other ñIslamic reformistò voices, inside 

Europe, and at times outside Europe. I have then settled down with the idea that 

discussing Islam in Europe solely politically is not enough. Attempts should be made to 

probe more theological issues, which political Islam, violent fundamentalists, radical 

secularists, and Islamophobists avoid either because it serves their ideological-political 

agenda or because it serves to cover their intellectual ignorance of other aspects of the 

matter they pretend to defend or refute. I am certainly not saying that I am myself 

avoiding the political while researching European Islam. Rather, I try to examine the 

other side of the story which is not very much shown, by bringing some theological-

philosophic insights to the front, for a better understanding of the issue.
13

  

2. On Islam in Europe: Inlandish or Outlandish?
14

  

Jorgen Nielsen speaks of four stages of the Muslim presence in Europe. The first 

is the period of Islamic Spain and Muslim rule in Sicily; the first was ended by the 

                                                           
13

 The Austrian-American historian and Arabist Gustave E. von  Grunebau (d. 1972) expresses in a good 

passage the thoughts and dilemmas a researcher and intellectual faces in the onset of his work. Such a 

passage explains a lot of the failures that research on Islam in Europe in particular has faced. I explain this 

point when I refer to Methodological Concerns on Studying Islam and/ in Europe.ò The passage, which 

opens Grunebeauôs article, reads as follows: 

The theologian like  the  intellectual  and  social historian  and  the  historian of  religions  faces  

the  predicament  of  having  to  reconcile  the  internal consistency of  his  data with the internal  

consistency, true or apparent,  of the  attitude and  expectations permeating  his  several audiences. 

The urge to  communicate  with one's public beyond the mere purveying  of information  is  not  

only  strong  but  legitimate.  Contact  with  one's  own  period may  be  the  mainspring of  that  

eternal  renewal  of  scholarship which  is one of its principal  justifications; and  to  cast results  in 

language  effectively meaningful to  the  reader  is  the  precondition of  any  opening  of  the  

gates to  the hidden and alien. At the same  time, concessions of phraseology and style tend to  be  

exceeded, and ties  are  developed, more  or  less  surreptitiously,  between the  author's  drives 

and  real  or  imaginary  drives of  the public  he  hopes  to  influence or  has  decided to  play  up  

to. And  it  is  too readily  forgotten  that  intellectual systems of  whatever kind -  are in  danger of  

obsolescence  less  for  their  primary thought  experiences than  for  the extraneous  doctrines,  the  

political  and  scientific  verities  of  the  day,  or their formulation,  which suffer  alike from  

progress and  shifts  of  concern and  becloud  the  factually  impeccable  with  that  aura  of  the  

archaic and the  irrelevant  which truckling  to  the  fashions  of  the  moment was  meant to  

dispel.  In  brief,  the  surest  guaranty  of  early  obsolescence  is  veiled apologetics.  Stylistic  

skill  and  discretion,  not  to  speak  of  technical competence, promote  acceptance  but 

degenerate  into  the embarrassment of  suspect persuasion the  moment the  outlook  of  the  

audience  changes, a turn of  affairs  always more imminent  than the author expects. 

Gustave E.  von  Grunebau, ñApproaching  Islam:  A Digression,ò Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 6, No. 2 

(May, 1970) pp. 127-149. 
14

 By ñIslam is inlandishò I refer to the work of the Italian sociologist Stephano Allievi, ñThe International 

Dimension,ò in Brigitte Mar®chal, et al., eds. Muslims in the Enlarged Europe: Religion and Society 

(Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2003) 449-488. 
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reconquista in 1492, and the second by the Normans in the early 13
th
 C. AD. The second 

dates the spread of the Mongol armies who later converted to Islam in the 13
th
 C. and left 

Muslim communities like the Tatar in Russia, along with others between Poland and 

Ukraine, and in the Caucasus and the Crimea. The third records the Ottoman expansion in 

the Balkans and Central Europe. The fourth is the current phase of post-WWII.
15

 This 

means that Muslims have been in Europe for centuries, and a post-1945 immigration 

wave is but a new phase in different intellectual, economic and political circumstances.    

 Historical antagonisms and relations, however, still harbor around the subject of 

European Muslims.
16

 Europe seems to have forgotten or not to have paid enough 

                                                           
15

 Jorgen Nielsen, Towards a European Islam (London and New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 1999) 1-2. 

Niselsenôs historical reference is to the Muslim presence in Europe. This precision aside, I also have the 

historical relations between the European lands and Arab-Islamic lands of Western Asia and North Africa 

in mind. A deeper understanding of the relations between these two geographies and worldviews influenced 

by two world religions (Christianity and Islam) is a requisite. Though I cannot detail my idea here, I would 

like to put my project into a broader historical perspective. I subscribe my project on European Islam to 

three main stages that I tentatively consider to characterize the relationship between the so-called ñIslamic 

worldò and the current ñWestò and ñEuropeò in particular: 1) the medieval relations stage, 2) the modern 

relations stage, and the 3) contemporary relations stage. The three have their dark and bright sides 

(meaning wars and socio-political, economic and intellectual exchanges), which make the history of 

ñEuropeò and the ñIslamic worldò largely interdependent. Richard Bulliet describes this reciprocal 

influence well: ñThe past and future of the West cannot be fully comprehended without appreciation of the 

twinned relationship it has had with Islam over some fourteen centuries. The same is true of the Islamic 

worldò (Richard W. Bulliet, The Case for Islamo-Christian Civilization (New York: Columbia UP, 2004) 

45). I locate the medieval relations stage from the advent of Islam in the7th century to the end of the 15
th
 

century, mainly 1492. I locate the second stage, the modern relations stage, between 1492 and 1945. The 

third stage is post-1945. It is still in the making; it could be labelled post-modern, or post-Orientalist. It 

could also be labelled post-religious, meaning post-classical-religion and rational faith. It could also be a 

the ñsecond stage of the axial age.ò This does not mean that ñ-ismsò and ñcentrisms,ò be they religious, 

secular, or atheist, would disappear. With the third stage, there seems a growing move away from the Islam 

vs. Europe, or Europe vs. Islam, dichotomous mindset. It is the stage of more hybridization between the 

two worldviews, the Western and the Islamic, the modern and traditional, the secular and divine, the 

physical and metaphysical. I am not trying to ñdo dialogueò here. I am more concerned with intellectual 

exchange, mostly driven by socio-political and economic leitmotivs, when I speak of fertilizers. As will 

become clearer in this work, I see ñEuropean Islamò as a new ñideaò that tries to bring these histories and 

traditions together. I should note that the idea presented in this historical sketch has to be argued for in 

length as a historical approach, which I do not intend to argue for here. My point is that this sketch is my 

personal understanding of relations between the Arab-Islamic world (more precisely, Western Asia and 

North Africa (WANA)) and Europe as I have been studying them from various angels in my 

interdisciplinary academic career. It is presented here as an intellectual opinion that needs further details to 

make of it a full-fledged argument. I intended this to be read as an additional introductory note to my 

general framework of approaching the religion of Islam in Europe. 
16

 The literature on the subject is beyond listing. I allow myself some general remarks that help in 

contextualizing my approach. I cite more influential contemporary works as I proceed, while these 

historical sketches are my summary of my consideration of this literature.  
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(academic) attention to its ñindigeneous Muslimsò
17

 that have inhabited its soil prior to 

1945. The Muslim world also seems to have forgotten that Muslims as a minority around 

the world and in Europe in particular have long been there, and not much attention was 

paid to them, and thus not much has been learnt from their experiences of theological and 

political adjustments.  

 In light of these historical notes, three further remarks can be inferred from the 

current stage of relations between Europe and its Muslims. These remarks revolve around 

three main questions: 1) which Europe is meant in European Islam? 2) Does the West 

differ so much from (Western) Europe when considering it in ñWest vs. Islamò 

dichotomy?  3) Is there only one European Islam?
18

 I allow myself just some notes to 

briefly underline why ñEuropeanò Islam is substantially different from ñWesternò Islam. I 

say more on researching European Islam on the sections devoted to methodology. 

First, which Europe is meant in ñEuropean Islamò? It is Western Europe that is 

mostly referred to when the issue of Islam in Europe is discussed for various reasons: 

historical, political, economic, and philosophic. It is Western Europe that entered into 

conflict with the Muslim world in the past, and vice versa, and has been seen as the heart 

of Christianity, and the heir to Greco-Roman, and Judeo-Christian, legacy. It is also the 

part of Europe that is more developed, and thus the one that first sent for workers post-

1945, and thus the one able to set up the work permits, citizenship controls, immigration 

policies, etc. It is also liberal and secular, and thus more challenging to the religious and 

conservative Muslim mindset. It is Western Europe that has been characterized by its 

homogeneity, until the Two World Wars obliged it to welcome immigrants from the 

Third and Islamic Worlds to re-build the continent; its homogeneity is being challenged 

now, and so are its secular and liberal ideals. Less heated is the debate in Eastern Europe, 

                                                           
17

 I refer to H. A. Hellyer's section entitled ñIndigenous Muslims: A Model from Withinò in his ñWhen the 

ñOtherò Becomes ñUsò: The Future of Muslims and Islam in Europe,ò Comparative Islamic Studies 2.1 

(2006) 67ï78. 
18

 More questions can be raised here, like: which authority defines the scope of the debate and its agenda? 

What discipline is responsible for that: philology, Middle Eastern studies, Oriental studies, etc.? See, for 

instance, H. A. Hellyer, Muslims of Europe: the ñOtherò Europeans (Edinburgh: Edinburgh UP, 2009) 

Introduction 1-12.  
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which has a substantial centuries´ old minority of Muslims and non-Muslims; still, this 

does not make it immune from the debate.
19

  

 Second, does the West differ so much from (Western) Europe when considering it 

in ñWest vs. Islamò label? In this project, I assume that there is a difference. The liberal 

and secular Americas, as well as Australia and New Zealand, are part of the ñWest.ò But 

the historically long ñhomogeneityò of Western Europe and its past dominance by, and 

later on conflicts, with the Church is not replicated, for example, in the USA. The non-

European part of the West first emerged as colonies of the old Europe, dissidents and 

religious conservatives 8the Puritans in the US), and most importantly as immigrants, 

thus ñheterogeneous.ò Henceforth, what distinguishes them is that they have developed 

into multicultural and liberal entities that share the core values of modernity as they first 

sprung in Europe, but, unlike the ñhomogeneityò of the latter and its religious wars, they 

seem more accommodative of religion.
20

  

 If  the models seem to differ because of history, why are the Muslims the 

ñquestion/problemò also in the Americas, mainly in the US? Two reasons can be 

advanced here. First, since the 1960s and 1970s, the USA has started to intervene heavily 

in the Middle Eastern issue of Palestine/Israel, and that has caused an intense inner anger 

against the US foreign policy. The 9/11 events, Afghanistan and Iraq wars escalated this 

feeling among Muslims, but this feeling would be even greater in the US, and around the 

world, against Muslims. ñIslamic terrorismò is not just for the terrorists, but nearly 

ñeveryò Muslim got the label ñtaggedò to him. Mahmood Mamdani came up with the 

phrase ñgood Muslim, bad Muslimò to explain the status quo from the US perspective. 

Islamophobia in the US seems more political than cultural-religious.
21

 Second, the reason 

                                                           
19

 Amir Mirtaheri, ñEuropean Muslims, Secularism and the Legacy of Colonialism,ò European Journal of 

Economic and Political Studies EJEPS 3 (2010) 73-86. 
20

 To give a simple example as a marker of the place of religion in politics between two different liberal 

societies of the West, in secular/laïc France, no president of the Republic can ever speak of his religion in 

public or in campaigns. In the USA, ñIn God We Trustò is stamped on the Dollar banknotes, and ñGod 

Protect Americaò is in the tongue of every USA president. There is no record of an atheist US president. 

Another example that can be given is that while in Western Europe religiosity is hardly expressed in public 

by ordinary citizens, the Americans are on the contrary more open to say they are religious. For more 

differences and similarities on this point, see, for instance, Jos® Casanova, ñThe Secular, Secularizations, 

Secularisms,ò in Craig Calhoun, et al., eds., Rethinking Secularism (New York: Oxford UP, 2011) 54-73. 
21

 Mahmood Mamdani, ñGood Mulim, Bad Muslim: A Political Perspective on Culture and Terrorism,ò 

American Anthropologist (2003) 104(3): 766-775; Good Muslim, Bad Muslim: America, the Cold War, and 
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why Islamophobia in the Americas seems more political is the fact that most of the Arab-

American community enjoys a better socio-economic status. This is not the case in 

Europe. Most of the first immigrants to Europe in the 1950s and 1960s (and few earlier) 

were illiterate, very poor, and with no professional skills. They came to Europe to work, 

save some money, and go back, but their plan could not be realized in few years, and they 

had to stay, invite their families to join them, and settle down once and for all. These 

early immigrants lived a traditional life in their slums, ghettoes, and HLMs, and the only 

main contact with the modern European society was their workplace. This has impacted 

their status on various levels ï socio-economically, politically, and culturally.
22

  

Third, what is a European Muslim?
23

 Is he (or she) very different from the Arab 

Muslim, Sub-Saharan Muslim, American Muslim, or Asian Muslim? In 1979, Ayatollah 

Khomeini met a group of Saudi Arabian students in Tehran on the occasion of the 

Bairam, Eid al-AỈỠǕ, and among what he said was this: ñMuslims have to find Islam 

again.ò
24

 Are European Muslims trying to find Islam again? Or, are they trying to find a 

new (European) Islam, with the same old spirit but new interpretations and forms?  Such 

questions, and the label ñEuropean Muslimò it carries within it, seem immensely 

important in the age of global movement and multiculturalism, for at least two main 

reasons, each divided into two sub-reasons, derived from Islamic theology. These are 

ontological and historical reasons.
25

  

                                                                                                                                                                             
the Roots of Terror (New York: Three Leaves Press/Doubleday, 2005); Vartan Gregorian, Islam: a Mosaic, 

Not a Monolith (Washinghton D.C.: Brookings Institute Press, 2003) Preface and Introdcution;  
22

 Abdulkader H. Sinno, ed., Muslims in Western politics (Bloomington: Indiana UP, 2009) See chapters 2 

and 5. 
23

 This question is actually part of the main or more important question that Akeel Bilgrami interestingly 

raises, and to which he finds no one clear answer, because various factors define the identity of one person, 

and not only his religiosity as he thinks of it: Bilgrami, ñWhat is a Muslim? Fundamental Commitment and 

Cultural Identity,ò Critical Inquiry, vol. 18, n. 4 Identities (Summer 1992) 821-842. 
24

 Ayatollah Khomeini, ñMuslims must find Islam,ò in Andrew Rippin and Jan Knappert, eds. Textual 

Sources for the Study of Islam (Chicago: Chicago UP, 1990) 191-192. 
25

I borrow these two reasons from the Mufti of Bosnia-Herzegovina Mustapha Cenic who calls for a single 

European Muslim authority to face the challenges of the current age. He calls for a third way in which 

European Muslims live both their Eastern and Western identities and values in harmony and in more 

understanding attitudes. I will raise after a while the issue of religious authority and its possibility or 

impossibility in Europe, as in the rest of the Islamic world. See for instance: Mustafa Ceric, ñThe Challenge 

of a Single Muslim Authority in Europe,ò Centre for European Studies, European View (2007) 6:41ï48.  
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Ontologically, first, the Quranic invitation of man, and acceptance of the latter, of 

the message of Islam as a monolithic message (hamlu arrisalah) has made the contract 

between the divine and the non-divine perpetual and universal, carried by humankind, 

and not only by Muslims, and thus applicable anywhere and everywhere, despite 

geography, language, or political differences. Human beings in general are supposed to 

invoke the divine with which they have an ontological bond. Second, it is the person that 

is most concerned with it, with no mediation between him/her and God. This makes this 

ñdivine/spiritual linkò based on personal responsibility and free choice, initiated into by 

Shahada (Testimony) of Tawhid (Oneness). Historically, first, the task of the Muslim is 

then is to derive human perpetual peace with the rest of humankind despite its difference. 

The world is seen a priori diverse, and its diversity has to be perpetually established. 

Second, and seeing that the phase spoken about here is that of Muslims in Europe, the 

ontological and the historical intertwine, not to push the person to be divided between 

either a divine message or a non-divine/secular message, but to find the perpetual 

contract that the person has towards God and the inhabitants of this universe - Europe in 

this case. The challenge is to live both at the same time and place, and not to escape one 

or the other ï that again being based on religion as a choice.  

Despite these two (ontological-historical) reasons that are supposed to shape the 

Islamic mindset and worldview universally, difference in interpreting them is quite 

evident even in the majority Islamic countries. Diversity in interpretation then has been 

part of the core of the Islamic ideal worldview, despite its seemingly unifying creed. The 

Islamic worldview is shared by Muslim believers, at the ontological level ï 

theological/philosophic diversity at that level is also present. However, interpretations of 

part of Islamic law are very diverse geographically because of the historical aspects that 

characterize these geographies. Not to go into details here, it is enough to see that the 

Islamic majority countries have adjusted the Islamic worldview, especially the 

jurisdictional part of it, according to society´s socio-cultural and historical specificities. 

Islam as a belief is the same in Morocco and in Asia, or in Sub-Sahara and Europe, but its 

practices are various. The same applies to Islam between Eastern and Western Europe, 

and within Western Europe as well.   
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Therefore, attention has also to be paid to the potentially various meanings of 

European Islam. Which Europe is meant here and by implication what European 

Muslim? Western Muslims is vague as a label as is European Muslims, unless one is 

satisfied with generalizations. Mustapha Cenic, a leading voice of Balkan Muslims and 

Islam, speaks of a single Muslim authority in Europe, where mainly the Sunnite and 

Shiite, and some other sects, can join efforts, forget about their ethnic backgrounds, sects 

and languages and live in Europe a truly universalist and pluralist Islam which has been 

homogenized for centuries. Cenic refers to three categories of Muslims in Europe: the 

ñindigenous Muslimsò that have been in Europe for centuries; ñemigrant Muslimsò of 

post-1945 era; and ñnative Muslims,ò and he means the ñnew Europeans,ò the offspring 

of the emigrants; they are born in Europe and they consider themselves European of 

Muslim faith or background; the new converts are also in this category. The three 

categories still face different challenges, and make speaking of one European Islam a 

challenge to be studied and considered.
26

 Cenic makes it clear that the idea behind this 

single authority is to organize Muslims better and make them aware of their 

Europeanness, and able to contribute to national, regional, and world peace, security, and 

prosperity.
27

  

My reference to Mustapha Cenic´s idea here about European Muslims´ categories 

in history (indigenous, emigrants, natives) and his call for a single authority among 

Muslims just makes my point of diversity of Muslim voices and Islamic practices clearer 

and corroborates the idea that European Muslims, and most of their representatives, either 

institutionalized or not, speak of a problem, the problem of being here in Europe but not 

feeling at home, mostly because they say the host country, which is now theirs, is still 

considering them different because their religion is ñforeignò and their values do not 

match with the current Western secular and liberal values. As to those among them who 

feel at home, the indigenous Muslims, they also feel a kind of malaise because their 

                                                           
26

 Ceric, ñSingle Authority,ò 42. 
27

 Ceric says, ñIt is now time that we seriously consider a way to institutionalize the presence both of Islam 

as a universal religion and Muslims as global citizens.ò He adds, ñIt is not enough that Europe recognizes 

the presence of Islam on its territory. Muslims deserve more than that [é]; Muslims in Europe need a 

single Muslim authority,ò Ceric, ibid.  
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common perception of European Islam is now being confused with the European Islam 

being debated in Western Europe.  

Though the ñindigenous Muslims,ò like those of the Balkans and parts of Russia 

and the Baltic (Tatars), seem to be trying to feel that their past history and their old 

presence in Europe can help in enriching the current debate on this issue and thus 

contribute to solidifying the idea of European Islam, Western Europe does not seem to 

have invested much in this direction, nor do the Muslims in Western Europe seem to have 

learnt from their coreligionists in the same Continent. Bugarel argues that ñThe study of 

Balkan Muslim diasporas underlines some major differences between Balkan Muslim 

populations and the other Muslim populations present in western Europe [...]; one has to 

consider European Islam not as an existing fact, but as an ongoing process.ò This 

complicates the idea of one European Islam, and makes researching it academically 

fertile.
28

  

3. Methodological Concerns on Studying Islam in Europe 

Who defines European Islam and European Muslims, and what institutions and 

representatives are able to do them service is then one of the main issues that European 

Islam as a topic has to face as well. This is not to say that much research is not done on 

Muslims in Europe for the last three-four decades. On the contrary, there is an 

overwhelming research interest in the field, 1) politically, 2) sociologically, and 3) 

anthropologically.  

 Politically, much fusion and confusion has taken place over Islam in the Middle 

East and Islam in Europe. There are various reasons behind that, which cannot be detailed 

here. The point to stress, however, is that scholarship on the Middle East has given itself 

the authority to speak of Islam in Europe, and ultimately of European Islam, with utter 

neglect of the socio-political and historical situation between the two spaces that require 

different scholarly approaches. Much of the classical Orientalist and essentialist trends 

have been passed on from Middle Eastern issues to issues of Islam and Muslims in 

                                                           
28

 Xavier Bougarel, ñBalkan Muslim Diasporas and the Idea of a ñEuropean Islam,òò in Tomislav Duliĺ et 

al., eds., Balkan Currents. Essays in Honour of Kjell Magnusson, Uppsala: Uppsala Multiethnic Papers 49, 

2005, 147-165. 
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Europe. These trends have grown in intensity when merged with the securitization 

approach adopted in most European countries, particularly since 9/11.
29

  

 Sociologically and anthropologically, three prime remarks make my consideration 

of sociological and anthropological work not enough for me to understand European 

Islam. First, current studies of Muslims in Europe have built on Orientalist scholarship, 

and that impacts research findings and perceptions. The sociology of Islam
30

 hardly 

developed as a discipline in contemporary Islamic societies, nor did it attract early 

European sociologists.
31

 With such a void, scholars would depend on Orientalist Middle 

Ages texts that methodologically cannot be relevant in the study of the contemporary 

societies, and even in understanding Muslim communities in Europe.
32

 Maxime 

Rodinson, the French renowned scholar, describes this as the ñcontinuance of the past 

impetus.ò
33

 Joselyne Cesari, a French expert on Islamic studies, says that the current 

anthropological and sociological studies have used Orientalist scholarship in their 

disciplines, and that has affected the current study of Islam and Muslims in the West: 

In the West, the study of Islam began as a branch of Orientalist studies and 

therefore followed a separate and distinctive path from the study of religions. 

                                                           
29

 I refer here to some works that fall within this category and deal with ñpolitical Islamò and 

ñradicalization.ò I do not mean that these works are ñanti-islamistò or ñIslamophobistò: Gilles Keppel, The 

War for Muslim Minds:  Islam and the West (Cambridge: Belknap, 2004) chapter 7; Abdulkader H. Sinno, 

ed. Muslims in Western Politics (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana UP, 2009) mainly Chapters 8 to 

12; Tahir Abbas, ed. Islamic Political Radicalism: A European Perspective (Edinburgh UP, 2007) mainly 

part I and II; Michael Emerson, et al., eds., Political Islam and European Foreign Policy (Brussels: Center 

for European Policy Studies, 2007) chapter 10; Samir Amghar, et al., eds., European Islam: Challenges for 

Public Policy and Society (Brussels: Center for European Policy Studies, 2007) part A, chapter 1 to 3; 

Joselyne Cesari, ñThe Securitisation of Islam in Europe,ò Challenge Research Paper, no. 14 / April 2009. 
30

 See the recent work of Tugrul Keskin, ñThe Sociology of Islam,ò in Keskin, ed. Sociology of Islam: 

Secularism, Economy, and Politics (Winchester: Ithaca Press, 2011) 1-20. 
31

 The Iranian sociologist and theologian Ali Shariati (d. 1977) tried to theorize ñIslamic sociologyò but I 

cannot see his theory to have been taken seriously by scholars in the Islamic world. See, Ali Shariati, On 

the Sociology of Islam, trans., Hamid Algar (Berkely: Mizan Press, 1979) chapter 6 and 7; Max Weberôs 

ñsociology of religion,ò for instance, does not give much space to Islam. Max Weber is believed to have 

developed interest in Islam not as a religion but as an antithetical element to capitalism. Overall, his work 

on Islam was left unaccomplished. The British sociologist Bryan S. Turner says that ñsociologists are either 

not interested in Islam or have nothing to contribute to Islamic scholarship,ò so the sociological study of 

Islam remained weak or inexistent for long. See, Syed Anwar Husain, ñMax Weberôs Sociology of Islam: 

A Critique,ò University of Dhaka, n.d., available at:  http://www.bangladeshsociology.org/Max%20Weber-

Anwar%20Hosain.htm 
32

 For a clearer idea of what I mean, see, Gabriel Marranchi, The Anthropology of Islam (Oxford and New 

York: Berg, 2008) chapter 3 and 6; Nissim Rejwan, The Many Faces of Islam: Perspectives on a Resurgent 

Civilization (Gainesville: Florida UP, 2000) Part IV.  
33

 Maxime Rodinson, Europe and the Mystique of Islam, trans. Roger Veinus (London and New York: I.B. 

Tauris, 1987) 99-104. 

http://www.bangladeshsociology.org/Max%20Weber-Anwar%20Hosain.htm
http://www.bangladeshsociology.org/Max%20Weber-Anwar%20Hosain.htm
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Even though the critique of Orientalism has been central to the emergence of the 

study of Islam in the field of social sciences, tensions remain strong between 

Islamicists and both anthropologists and sociologists. The topic of Islam and 

Muslims in the West is embedded in this struggle.
34

 

Second, these two fields seem to have been influenced and guided by the political 

rhetoric. Much of the fieldwork, for example, targets Muslim minorities alone, and does 

not advance that level of academic inquisitiveness to other minorities for a better 

understanding of the issue. Comparative studies could have been more fruitful than when 

they target one religious minority, which the political and media discourse already 

targets.
35

 The increasing scholarships on Muslims in Europe illustrates the fact that 

research on this particular minority is not purely academic, but is also politically driven, 

some of which is being politicized. That is, some of the conducted research on Islam and 

Muslims in Europe is used by political parties and ideologies when that suits them in 

some political campaigns, preparations for elections, and alike manners. I am not saying 

that academics should always find topics of research that are not problematic. 

Researching the unproblematic may be nonsensical. What is being said here is that a 

number of critical researchers who belong to these fields in particular have publicly 

denounced the exaggerated focus on Muslims in Europe, especially when this focus is 

driven by the political discourse, which the media and right wing parties, for instance, 

(mis-)use.
36

  

                                                           
34
Joselyne Cesari, ñIslam in the West: From Immigration to Global Islam,ò Harvard Middle Eastern and 

Islamic Review 8 (2009) 148ï175.  
35

 The Swedish theologian Goran Larssen calls for studying Muslims as any other minority, and proposes 

comparative religious studies for a better, unbiased, understanding of religiosity among Muslims, and thus 

Islam in the modern world. Goran Larssen, ñThe study of Islam and Muslims in Europe: a Critical 

Evaluation,ò (review essay), 2008, available at: 

http://imiscoe.socsci.uva.nl/publications/workingpapers/documents/CommentsbyGoranLarssonGoteborgUn

iversity.pdf   
36

 For the last two years, I have taken part in a number of workshops and conferences around Western 

Europe, and I have noticed that there is a growing tendency among a number of scholars to agree on 

ñfinishingò with studying Islam as a security issue/ threat of Europe, and to distance themselves from the 

political and media rhetoric. Birgitte Schepelern Johansen and Riem Spielhaus are publishing an interesting 

evaluative work on polling Muslims in Europe to show the methodological risks involved quantifying 

specific populations with a focus on Muslims in Europe. The project has been presented in a number of 

workshops in 2011 and 2012 in the Center for European Islamic Thought in Copenhagen University, and 

Austria University, among other workshops. Among the findings of this report-text, which studies a 

number of polls produced in various European countries for the last decade, are as follows: the manner of 

posing questions by the pollers (sociologists) focuses on particular ñcontroversialò issues of religious 

http://imiscoe.socsci.uva.nl/publications/workingpapers/documents/CommentsbyGoranLarssonGoteborgUniversity.pdf
http://imiscoe.socsci.uva.nl/publications/workingpapers/documents/CommentsbyGoranLarssonGoteborgUniversity.pdf
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Third, academic dependence on the political discourse could harm immensely the 

framework of research. Research on Muslims in Europe can turn quickly into research on 

Islam, and here the shift occurs, consciously or unconsciously, from fieldwork based 

research on Muslims to inferences about Islam as a religion, without a methodologically 

sound match. This is not to say that the behavior of Muslims is not Islam; rather, the link 

between the two requires a clear discipline of interpretation, which may not often be 

found in one scholar, or scholarly discipline on this religion. This mostly happens when 

the sociological data extrapolated from fieldwork is misused by a particular political 

discourse and essentialist academic line of thought. 

Overall, what I could see in the literature is that Muslims in Europe are studied in 

one of three ways. One, they are studied in light of Middle Eastern Islam, which makes 

European Muslims themselves unsatisfied with the approach and the results. Two, the 

emerging European Islam projects are studied in isolation, without an attempt to match 

them with the sociological-anthropological work done in the field. The gap remains 

between European Islam in theory and European Muslims practices. Three, which 

follows from point one and two, there is no thorough ñintra-comparative studyò that is 

conducted on European Islam projects as a way of examining what they contribute to the 

debate, in light of their Islamic tradition as well as European modern liberal-and-secular 

tradition. Nor is there an ñinter-comparative studyò in which European Islam projects are 

compared with some projects theorized about in the Islamic majority countries to see 

where differences and/or similarities lie. Certainly there are minor attempts in that 

direction, but the ones most heard of or circulated are of two types: 1) the ones that are 

                                                                                                                                                                             
practices (like violence, terrorism, and polygamy); sometimes the informants are not given choices in 

answering questions, and are bound to answer ñyes or noò though the question may have other answer 

options; some confusion of religious sects and names is detected, which shows lack of knowledge on the 

religion that is investigated; and moral issues of religion are hardly investigated; focus is put on the issues 

that are politically and ñmediaticallyò controversial. While waiting for the book release, reference could be 

made to this article that summarizes the argument: Birgitte S. Johansen and Riem Spielhaus, ñCounting 

Deviance: Revisiting a Decadeôs Production of Surveys among Muslims in Western Europe,ò Journal of 

Muslims in Europe (2012) Vol. 1, Issue 1, 81- 112. On the media representation of Muslims in Europe, see 

for example: Wasif Shadid and Pieter S. van Koningsveld, ñThe Negative Image of Islam and Muslims in 

the West: Causes and Solutions,ò in Shadid and van Koningsveld, eds., Religious Freedom and the 

Neutrality of the State: The Position of Islam in the European Union (Leuven: Peeters, 2002)  174-196; for 

a specific country sample, see Andreas Zick and Jºrg Heeren, ñMuslims in the European Mediaspace,ò 

London: Institute for Strategic Dialogue, German Report, 2011, retrievable from:  

http://www.strategicdialogue.org/Muslim_Media_Report_-_German_Academic2.pdf 

http://www.strategicdialogue.org/Muslim_Media_Report_-_German_Academic2.pdf
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either Islamophobic, by anti-Muslims or ex-Muslims, or highly Eurocentric though they 

keep the Islamic label stamped on their discourse; and 2) the most conservative, and 

especially the violent fundamentalists, or extremists.
37

  

The above contextualizing notes are purposefully generic, for the introduction 

cannot allow more than that, and I do not intend to deal with them again in the 

argumentation-text again. To move to clarify my project, I refer to two distinguished 

scholarly trends/ examples of socio-political approaches to European Islam, and based on 

them my project can be better understood and contextualized. The first of these two 

examples claims that European Islam is not grounded theologically (Olivier Roy), while 

the second example claims it is grounding itself on that (theological) level (Jorgen 

Nielsen and Felice Dassetto). The two, however, do not go into theoretical elaborations 

on that, for they argue from socio-political perspectives. As will be made clearer as I 

proceed, I stand on the side of the second trend, and try to develop my argument from 

theological bases that the scholars I study refer to, before the political bases of this 

argument are also met. I briefly present the two trends first.  

The renowned French scholar Olivier Roy writes in his Vers un islam européen 

[Towards a European Islam, 1999] that there is no theological new input to Islam among 

Muslims in Europe. He believes that there is no rethinking of the religious dogma among 

Muslims in Europe. All he sees is the age of ñpost-Islamism,ò characterized, among other 

aspects, by ñindividualization,ò ñprivatization,ò and ñdeterritorializationò without 

theological re-interpretations. I quote him in length:  

We see then that the minority fact does not necessarily bring about a theological 

or jurisprudential aggiornamento but rather a disconnection between the 

theological debate and the creativity of a religiosity which is centered on the 

individual. [é] It [i.e. individualized European Islam] is not a reformed Islam 

because not only the dogma but also the corpus of interpreters and jurists remain 

uncontested. [é] European Islam is deterritorialized, deprived of institutions that 
                                                           
37

 Salafists are commonly wrongly depicted as extremists and violent; actually only a minority of them are. 

Salafists are generally peaceful though they stick to the literal interpretation of the Islamic main sources, 

the Quran and Sunna. They are also referred to in the media generally as fundamentalists, but not every 

fundamentalist is extremist and terrorist. It is one of the terms that has been misused. A fundamentalist is 

classically the one who goes back to or refers to the fundamental sources (Quran, Sunna, and consensus, 

ijmǕᾶ). Now, mostly in the media, a fundamentalist is someone who is ready to use violence, change the 

political system into an ñIslamicò one, and alike connotations. I use ñextremismò to refer to ñviolent 

fundamentalism,ò and ñextremistsò to refer to ñviolent fundamentalistsò or ñviolent Salafists.ò  
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could impose norms. [é] We are certainly wrong to wait for a theological 

reform, or a theological voice, for the liberalization of practices (like the veil, 

food, etc.) which would allow to the Muslims to adapt to Occidental norms.
38

 

[Emphasis added] 

 

According to Roy, the resurgence of Islam among Muslims in Europe, and in the Islamic 

majority lands, are broadly ñanti-intellectualò especially among fundamentalists and 

salafis. This is the case for religion in general in the 21th century.
39

 He calls this ñsainte 

ignoranceò (sacred ignorance).
40

 In Globalized Islam (2004), Roy does not change his 

mind. He still views Islam in the West in general to be looking through the Western 

lenses, ñThe issue is not Western versus Muslim values. [é] The debate occurs within a 

single ñculturalò framework: that of the West.ò
41

 Due to the fact that it works ñwithinò 

the Western framework, Roy then sees no Islamic theology being revisited or developed, 

ñIslam in the West is Western not to the extent it changes its theological framework, but 

because it expresses that framework more in terms of values than of legal norms, 

whatever the content of those values.ò
42

 What Roy considers to be changing is not the 

dogma, but simply the practice of believers, ñWhat is changing is not religion but 

religiosity,ò and he ascertains this since the ñliberal thinkers do not meet the demands of 

the religious market.ò
43

  His conclusion then, as quoted in length above, is that European 

Islam ñis not a reformed Islam because not only the dogma but also the corpus of 

interpreters and jurists remain uncontested.ò As a political scientist and sociologist of 

religion, Royôs views cannot be so much contested, but his conclusions on the theological 

level need revision. My work here goes against his conclusions about European Islam.
44

 I 

                                                           
38

 Olivier Roy, Vers un islam européen [Towards a European Islam] (Paris: Esprit, 1999) 89; 90; 91.  
39

 Roy, Globalized Islam: The Search for a New Ummah (New York: Columbia UP, 2004) 31; 35. Roy uses 

the term ñanti-intellectualism;ò ñanti-intellectualò is the adjective I have derived from it. 
40

 Roy, La sainte ignorance: le temps de la religion sans culture [The Sacred Ignorance: The Age of 

Religion without Culture] (Paris: Seuil, 2008) 189.  
41

 Roy, Globalized Islam, 335-337. 
42

 Ibid., 31. 
43

 Ibid., 30-31. 
44

 The political scientist Jytte Klausen has conducted 300 interviews with Muslim association leaders, 

politicians, businessmen and intellectuals in seven European countries (Sweden, Denmark, Netherlands, 

Great Britain, France, and Germany) between 2003 and 2005, and arrived to the conclusion that there is an 

emerging European Islam. In her data analysis, and in a comment on Roy, she sociologically states what I 

am arguing for in this dissertation theoretically-theologically. She says ñI have more fundamental 

disagreements with Roy. He sees no evidence of any serious rethinking of religious dogma among 

European Muslims. I am convinced, on the contrary, that a ñEuropean Islamò is emerging upon a new 
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see European Islam emerging, and from theological and intellectual perspectives. In this 

sense I am closer in views to the Danish scholar Jorgen Nieslen.  

 At the time when Roy published his book on European Islam in French, Nielsen 

did the same, with a work bearing the same title in the same year in English, Towards a 

European Islam (1999). In the main, Nielsen imbues his sociological study of Muslims 

mostly in Britain with a historical touch. Though, like Roy, he does not go into deep 

theological investigations into the matter, he still sees ñgrounds for optimismò in what 

concerns the integration of Muslims in Europe and Europeôs ability to respond positively 

to that, if it brings up its past heritage of pluralism and tolerance, away from ñrestrictive 

and sometimes oppressive forms of nationalism.ò
45

 In Muslims in Western Europe (3
rd

 ed. 

2004), Nielsen sees the young Muslims, born and educated in Europe, as being influential 

in leading their community of believers, and in giving shape to new forms of expressing 

and practicing Islam, forms and priorities ñrelevant to their European situation.ò
46

 

 Nielsen notes that there is a lively intellectual debate going on within the Islamic 

community, and less attention is given to it. He compares it to the formative Islamic 

intellectual era: ñless is being paid to the internal debates taking place. Here there is a 

range of philosophical and theological discussions, which in many ways remind one of 

the debates which ranged among Islamic theologians in the formative periods of the 

eighthïeleventh centuries.ò
47

  

In different wording, Nielsen believes that Muslims in Europe ñare being 

watchedò by their co-religionists in the Islamic majority countries, as if there were a shift 

in theological balance. In forwarding Tariq Ramadanôs To Be a European Muslim (1999), 

Nielsen states the following: ñThe irony of the situation has become that living on the 

margins of the Muslim world has taken European Muslims back into the theological 

centre. In doing so they are being watched also from the geographical center [i.e. the 

                                                                                                                                                                             
epistemology of faith and a new hermeneutics of textual interpretation.ò Jytte Klausen, The Islamic 

Challenge: Politics and Religion in Western Europe (Oxford UP, 2005) 204-205. 
45

 Jorgen Nielsen, Towards a European Islam (London and New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 1999) 10. 
46

 Nieslen, Muslims in Western Europe, 3
rd
 ed.  (Edinburgh UP: 2004) 172.  

47
 Nielsen, ñThe Question of Euro-Islam: Restriction or Opportunity?ò in Aziz Al-Azmeh and Effie Fokas, 

eds. Islam in Europe: Diversity, Identity, and Influence (Cambridge UP: 2007) 34. 
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Muslim world].ò
48

 This makes it clear that European Muslims ñare asking fundamental 

questions about Islamò; fiqh (which focuses on legal matters) is being questioned, and 

theology (which focuses on morality) is being given more weight.
49

 Some reputed 

sociologists and anthropologists on Muslims in Europe are in accord with the argument 

of Nielsen. In La Construction de lôislam europ®en [The Construction of European Islam, 

1996], the Belgian sociologist Felice Dasseto, recognizes a ñgrowing new Islamic 

rhetoricò
50

 - meaning a religious discourse that tackles theological matters - which makes 

of Western Europe ña land of Islam.ò
51

 In a recent work, Discours musulmans 

contemporains [Contemporary Islamic Discourses, 2011], Dassetto includes Europe as a 

field which is experiencing diverse Islamic intellectual dynamisms.
52

  

In light of these preliminary notes, I contend that a new approach of studying 

European Islam has yet to develop, and my approach here is an attempt in that direction. I 

am certainly not claiming that my approach covers the critique I have advanced above. 

This work here is putting the first building blocks of further elaborations and 

                                                           
48

 Nielsen, Forward, in Tariq Ramadan, To Be a European Muslim (Leicester: Islamic Foundation, 1999) 

xi-xiv. 
49

 Ibid., xi-xiv.  
50

 Dassetto uses the term ñIslamist rhetoricò in French which I translate as ñIslamic rhetoricò to avoid 

misunderstanding him by the reader as suspicious of this growing rhetoric.  His use of the term ñislamistò is 

not negative, as is common especially in Western media and among some other scholars who distinguish 

between ñIslamist,ò which they mean to be violent or at least ideologist, and ñIslamicò which refers to 

religion as a doctrine. Felice Dassetto, La Construction de l´Islam européen: approche socio-

anthropologique [The Construction of European Islam : Socio-Anthropological Aprroach] (Paris and 

Montreal: L´Harmattan, 1996) 237.  
51

 Ibid., 11. Here, too, by Western Europe as a ñland of Islamò Dassetto does not mean the ñconquest of 

Europeò and its annexation to the land of Islam, as some journalists-writers affirm when they use the term 

ñEurope as a land of Islam.ò Dassettoôs view is also shared by Stephano Allievi who studies Islam as ña 

European factò; ñIslam is inlandish,ò in his terms.  Allievi, ñThe International Dimension,ò in Mar®chal, et 

al., eds. Muslims in the Enlarged Europe, 449-488. Overall, Dassetto is closer in perspective to Nielsen; 

their close perspectives are echoed in their co-authored piece, among others, which frames the variety of 

outlooks of Islam and Muslims in Europe,  Felice Dassetoo and Jorgen Nielsen, ñConclusion: Past, Present, 

Future,ò in Mar®chal, et al., eds. Muslims in the Enlarged Europe, 531-542.  
52

 Dassetto categorizes contemporary Islamic thought, since the mid-19 century, into four tendencies: 1) the 

ñliteralist foundationists,ò or early salafi reformists, 2) ñadaptive foundationists,ò 3) ñsymbolic 

foundationists,ò and 4) ñdeconstructionists,ò or hermeneutists). He mentions Tariq Ramadan, Tareq Oubrou 

and Abdennour Bidar (who I study in this work) among the contemporary voices of Islam of the third 

category, ñsymbolic foundationists,ò since they mix the mystical and individualist experience of Islam with 

its doctrinal teachings. Dassetto uses the term ñfoundationistsò instead of ñfundamentalistò or ñsalafistò 

because the latter terms have been, according to him, misused especially by the media. See, Felice 

Dassetto, coord. Discours musulmans contemporains [Contemporary Islamic Discourses] (Louvain: 

Harmattan, 2011) 1-28.  
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comparisons for future research. So, as I delve into the debate myself, I open up 

territories of research which have been present in previous as well as contemporary 

works in Islamic thought in the Islamic majority countries, but which have been generally 

neglected among the current research on Islam in Europe for numerous reasons, 

summarized in the preliminary historical notes above.  

 

4. Methodological Concerns on Conceptualizing European Islam 

Research Question: Is European Islam Possible?  

As put in the outset of this introduction, my research has been driven by the 

following main question: Is European Islam possible? In developing an answer I have 

divided this question into three cognitive stages ï that correspond to three methodological 

ones. Each stage corresponds to a sub-question.  

One, What does European Islam mean? This question corresponds to the first 

cognitive/ methodological stage in which I describe four projects on the topic. This 

makes the descriptive stage. As will be further illustrated below, European Islam here is 

not inclusive of all voices of Islam in Europe. Focus is on scholars who have a reputation 

and audience, either among ordinary believers, or academia, and sometimes both.  

Two, what is new in European Islam? This question corresponds to the second 

cognitive/ methodological stage termed the comparative stage, since it refers to some 

trends in the Islamic tradition, mainly the Muᾶtazila, besides some modern (or what I 

refer to as ñearlyò) and contemporary (or ñlateò) reformist voices. The rationale behind 

referring to this legacy, even in short, is to find comparative grounds of theological 

justification for the emerging European Islam. With these references, this stage argues 

that European Islam aims at ñrationalizing ethics.ò That is, it introduces arguments that 

support the making of an (Islamic) ethical theory that clearly differentiates between 

morality and law, without denying the divinity of these ethics. It is a kind of ñcivil 

Islamic reform(-ation)ò without the act of ñkillingò or ñdenyingò God/ Allah. Because of 

the ñrationalization of ethicsò European Islam advances, in the footsteps of the late 

Muᾶtazila theology, and other contemporary reformist voices, I call such an advancement 

ñrevisionist-reformistò since it is not a breakthrough in Islamic thought, though it could 
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be considered so for European Islamic thought that is still in the making. European Islam, 

henceforth, continues a tradition, and renews its reasoning aspects. It is also reformist in 

the sense that it adopts modernity values and argues for them ñfrom within,ò for 

theological legitimacy of the renewal.   

Three, is European Islam a ñreasonable comprehensive doctrineò? This question 

corresponds to the evaluative stage in which the conceptualization and findings of 

theological grounds for European Islam are measured in light of Abdurrahmaneôs 

innovative modernity framework and the Rawlsian political framework of overlapping 

consensus. The three sub-questions end with the conclusion that European Islam is 

possible theologically, and politically. I further explain the content of each of the three 

stages (descriptive, comparative, evaluative) in ñContent Outlineò below, after the ñFive 

Criteria of Selection.ò   

Speakers of European Islam: Five Criteria of Selection 

Such an intellectual enterprise, which is in its early stages of scrutinizing the 

emerging European Islamic thought, requires, in my view, a comparative and 

interdisciplinary approach. One or multiple texts that are very similar in approach, and 

come from the same academic background, do not serve the rationale of this research that 

targets comprehending the very idea of European Islam, as differently advanced by the 

scholars studied here (to be referred to below). For this purpose, a circle of four scholars 

are selected. The four come from different backgrounds and thus develop different 

approaches to their idea of European Islam. Their background difference is what this 

work uses to advance part of its thesis, i.e. the emphasis on Islamic ethics by the four 

scholars, slightly the way kalam theologians did in the formative years of Islamic 

thought. The selected scholars are as follows: Bassam Tibi (b. 1944), Tariq Ramadan (b. 

1962), Tareq Oubrou (1959), and Abdennour Bidar (b. 1971). Each of the four calls for a 

particular version of European Islam. Tibi presents political justifications for ñEuro-

Islamò; Ramadan presents both political/public and theological justifications for 



25 

 

ñEuropean Islamò; Oubrou is close to Ramadan, though, as I read him, he tries to be even 

more theological; and Bidar presents the theosophic
53

 reading of European Islam.  

 My selection of the studied scholars, and their texts, is based on five criteria. 

First, the scholar should speak from ñdeclarationò and not from ñconjectureò perspective, 

using Rawlsôs terms.
54

 They should have an Islamic background, and speak from within 

the religion or doctrine studied, i.e. Islam. The fact that they are Muslim makes them 

more aware of the issues Muslims in Europe in particular face, be they positive or 

negative. A non-Muslim scholar or ex-Muslim could have been chosen, but that would 

not contribute much to my approach; I am looking for scholars that are engaged in 

discussing the matters of their faith, and not the ones who speak against it because of 

particular circumstances they have gone through themselves as Muslims at a particular 

age, and which drove them to leave it, and speak against it later, as is the case with 

intellectuals like the Somali-Dutch Ayan Hirshi Ali, the Iranian-Dutch Afshin Ellian, the 

Iranian-Dutch Ihsan Jami, and the Indian-British Ibn Warraq.
55

 Simply, I want to listen to 

Muslim voices, or at least those who claim they are, so that I can integrate the version of 

reform they propose from within. The methodology of this work requires this criterion.  

Second, the scholar should be living, or should have lived, in Western Europe. 

Living in the Americas or in Eastern Europe may not help the scholar to have a thorough 

understanding of the delicate questions Muslims face in Western Europe, which has a 

different history with both the Christian religion and the Islamic religion in particular. 

Though multicultural as it may seem in reality, Western Europeôs policies towards the 

religious minorities, the Muslims in particular, are not homogeneous and are not 

considered equal compared with its ñnativeò religions (Christianity and Judaism). This  

                                                           
53

 By ñtheosophic approachò I mean ñtheological philosophyò or ñrational theology,ò and not only the 

Eastern and Islamic mystic tradition. I clarify my note when introducing the work of Bidar. 
54

 The terms are Rawlsô, introduced in ñThe Idea of Public reason Revisited.ò They are types of 

ñjustificationò that a particular doctrine is compatible with the concept of the political. Reasoning from a 

ñdeclarationò position is a view conveyed by a believer, from within; that is, he belongs to this doctrine, as 

is the case with a Muslim believer or scholar who gives justifications of compatibility of his religion with 

the political concept of ñjustice as fairnessò As to reasoning from ñconjecture,ò it is carried out from 

outside, by someone not believing in or member of this doctrine, as is the case with a non-Muslim scholar 

who presents Islam as compatible with the concept. Rawls, ñThe Idea of Public reason Revisited,ò The 

University of Chicago Law Review, Vol. 64, No. 3 (Summer, 1997), 765-807. 
55

 Various associations of ex-Muslims are founded in countries like France, Germany, Britain, the 

Netherlands, and Australia. The councils and their manifesto are available on line, like the Council of Ex-

Muslims of Britain, at www.ex-muslim.org.uk .  

http://www.ex-muslim.org.uk/
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makes Western Europe a particular secular and liberal case that very much challenges 

classical conceptions of religion, including the ñnewly arrivedò Islam. As is required of 

Muslim religious scholars/ ulema to live or at least be well immersed in the daily issues 

that face their co-religionists, the same could be said of scholars and intellectuals not 

trained in religious classical seminaries, and who speak of the Muslim question and 

Islamic reform in Europe.  

Third, which is a continuity of the second criterion, the intellectual biography of 

the scholar is taken into account, since it impacts his intellectual itinerary. By intellectual 

biography is meant the way the personal or family background and the academic training 

of the scholar have impacted his vision of Islam in Europe, and his thought on European 

Islam. Without a consideration of the spacial-temporal conditions in which the scholar 

has developed his argumentation, his theses could be read out of their context, and could 

be dangerously generalized about other situations and contexts of Islam and Muslims. 

The European condition then has to be kept in mind. That is why I refer to the biography 

of every scholar studied here. 

Fourth, the public presence of the scholar is considered, though not emphasized. 

In treating texts and measuring their potential influence on the public and politics, 

considering their public presence and circulation is important. This comparative work is 

not based on fieldwork; it is theoretical, but its choice of the selected scholars stems both 

from their presence on the ground as well as the potential impact they may still have in 

the future on European Islamic thought, seeing that they are among the pioneering texts 

of this label ñEuropean Islam.ò All the scholars selected here have a remarkable presence 

in the public debate over Islam and Muslims in Europe especially in their corresponding 

countries of residence. Most of them have an international audience as well.
56
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 Yet, this work cannot say that they have the same audience. Tibi and Bidar may have more audience 

among Muslim and non-Muslim intellectual believers, secularists and liberals; Bidar is both a philosopher 

and a mystic/ Sufi in his approach, which intellectual and ñliberal Muslimsò may find more interesting, 

while Ramadan and Oubrou may have a religious audience, composed mostly of practicing believers, 

besides non-Muslim sympathizers. I do not mean that practicing believers are not intellectual; a good 

number of the second and third generations of Muslims in Europe are both practicing and of higher 

education; their daily practices may be liberal, but they may not call themselves so, since they practice; for 

them, a Muslim liberal generally does not practice, but only believes, or is Muslim by culture only, and not 

by conviction.  
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Fifth, and despite their different backgrounds, the scholars studied here all bring 

to the fore the ethical message of Islam and stress it in their version of European Islam. 

As will be argued in this thesis, they all tend, though not systematically, to rationalize 

ethics, which the late Muᾶtazila school of thought, mostly culminated in the work of the 

renowned rationalist scholar Qadi Abd Alj abbar (d. 1025), pioneered between the 9
th
 and 

11
th
 centuries. I do not aim here to raise a profound discussion on Islamic ethical theories. 

The aim in this work is to see some characteristics of Muᾶtazila rational thought in 

European Islam, and how that can impact some of the socio-political Islamic issues that 

are unresolved yet in Europe. Some modern (ñearlyò) and contemporary (ñlateò) 

reformist scholars based mostly, but not all, in the Islamic majority countries tend, too, by 

means of their various approaches, to rationalize the divine message, à la Muᾶtazila, 

despite the fact that they do not mention this classical school by name since it has been 

tarnished and defamed by some orthodox scholars and political regimes since the mihna 

(ñInquisition-likeò) of the school in the 9
th
 century.

57
  

The selected scholars then do stress the ethical question in Islam in light of not 

only the current socio-political situation in Europe, but also in light of the socio-political 

changes and challenges that the Islamic majority countries mainly of the broad Middle 

East have been facing for about the last two centuries. What I see these scholars to be 

doing is to re-ground the Islamic ethical message in the liberal-secular European context. 

It is here that the theological and the political intertwine to a large extent. Because of the 

political pressure over the religious in Europe, and equally because of the religious 

challenge of the political status quo, I have found myself building a historical link 
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 I will say more on the Muᾶtazila and refer to the mihna the school went through in the mid-9
th
 century. 

This form of inquisition the school went through was a reaction, a result, since the political regime aimed at 

establishing the Muᾶtazila tenets by force, and after about three decades, the dominant Ashᾶari came back 

and retaliated in what is termed mihna. Since then, the Ashᾶari, which adopts Divine Command Theory in 

approaching reason and revelation, has dominated Islamic thought and political regimes that govern most 

Muslim majority countries. Scholars have ever since avoided affiliating themselves to the rationalist 

Muᾶtazila for fear of being called ñapostatesò or ñdeviants.ò Only recently more openness has been noticed 

towards invoking the school. I do not translate Mihna as Inquisition, as some tend to do, since Mihna in 

Islamic history is a political decision issued and imposed by the Caliph, a political authority, and it was not 

a single religious authority that issued it, as was the Inquisition of the Church in Europe. Similarities aside, 

this distinction of single authority is important in my perspective to avoid confusing traditions and 

histories.   
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between the present and the past in Islamic thought so that European Islam can be better 

understood in its efforts to present theological justifications for its ñexistenceò in Europe.           

More clearly about this potential historical parallelism, I should say that my 

understanding of the contemporary socio-political circumstances of the debate over 

European Islam brings to the fore early socio-political circumstances that were raised 

especially during the reign of the third and fourth Caliphs, Othman and Ali, which 

ultimately influenced the politico-theological paths of Islamic thought in general 

afterwards. I am referring here to the socio-political issue of who had the right to govern, 

on what basis, and the main theological and political divisions that developed out of that 

feud: Sunnites, Shiites/ Shióa; Kharijites, Murjiôites, and later on Muᾶtazila, and 

Ashôarites/ Ashᾶaria, to list these among other sects and schools.  An overview of these 

trends of thought will be briefly provided in due time, in Part IV, Section 1, with more 

focus on the Muᾶtazila. That is to say, theological, and ultimately philosophical, disputes 

flourish when the political situation is tense and requires ñargumentationò to find out 

theological justifications and political solutions to various issues. That is the task the 

kalam legacy contributed to Islamic thought. Without saying much here, kalam theology 

discussed issues that belong to the field of what is known now as political theory and 

philosophy of ethics, besides issues of divine nature (like the attributes of God).
58

 Thus, 

symptoms of kalam renewal in Europe could be detected in European Islam.  

The current socio-political situation of Islam in/and Europe does correspond, 

mildly if not largely, socio-politically to the early formative period that brought about 

political and theological changes to the Islamic community. Still, and again in light of the 

previous historical notes, I contextualize my reading in the intellectual labour that Islamic 

thought has been in for nearly the last two centuries, chiefly since the beginning of the 
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 There is a tendency to see kalam differently from Christian theology. Kalam seems to include both 

theological and philosophical debates, and is not only synonymous with Islamic theology and its 

counterpart Christian theology. Islamic theology, when it is used as Islamic theology, includes traditions 

like the one of the rationalist Muᾶtazila. In this sense, it does not deal only with issues of divinity and 

salvation; it also deals with secular issues generally (secular) philosophy deals with. That is, the 

MutakallimȊn, practitioners of kalam, were both theologians and philosophers. In this perspective, I follow 

the work of George Houraniôs Reason and Tradition in Islamic Ethics (Cambridge and New York: 

Cambridge UP, 1985), Majid Fakhryôs Ethical Theories in Islam (Leiden: Brill, 1991), and Mariam Al-

Attarôs Islamic Ethics: Divine Command Theory in Arabo-Islamic Thought (Oxon and New York: 

Routledge, 2010). I say more on this in Section 1, Part IV, where I refer to their work in more length.  



29 

 

Arab-Islamic Renaissance of the mid-19
th
 century. Various reformist trends have 

developed since, but symptoms of return to the ambiance of the formative intellectual 

debate, which flourished mainly between the 9
th
 and 11

th
 centuries, are very visible. 

There is revision in the reform being advocated in contemporary Islamic thought, 

including the emerging European Islamic thought. European modernity opens space to 

Islamic thought to revise its own past, and rethink its conception of religion in light of the 

modern changes. (More on this will be said below, when referring to the idea of 

European Islam as both European and Islamic concept.)  

The age of kalam will not return in the same way as it first developed, but some of 

its main themes are being revisited in contemporary Islamic thought. Discussing the 

fundamentals of Islam, and rebuilding an updated understanding of religion and re-

contextualization of the message of the Prophet Muhammad are being heavily discussed 

by the Muslim reformist ulema/ religious scholars, and philosophers. European Islam is 

not immune from this debate. Though it may develop its own path of understanding and 

practicing the message of Islam, European Islam, as I will illustrate in this work, is part 

of the current debate, which in turn has its roots in the formative era of Islam. European 

Islam in this sense, as I will recurrently mention, is both revisionist and reformist. It is 

revisionist since it keeps relations with the founding sources; it is reformist since it tries 

to build on them in light of the European modern achievements and context.  

As a matter of fact, my selection aims at making European Islam speak to itself 

more dialectically for the sake of an intellectually religious dispute and argumentation 

(kalam), besides answering the criterion of what the scholars have in common in raising 

Islamic reform(-ation) for European Islam. I have not come across a work that presents 

what European Islam is about in a comparative study where some scholars that claim the 

idea of European Islam ñtalk to each otherò or ñlisten to each other.ò The selected 

scholars hardly mention each other in their works, and when they do, they do so without a 

thoroughly analytical argument that either supports or refutes the other's views. Ramadan, 

for instance, hardly mentions any of the three scholars studied here; yet, he refers to 
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ñsome scholarsò as advocates of ñlight Islam,ò and Tibi is considered one of them.
59

 Tibi, 

on the other hand, just labels Ramadan a ñfundamentalist in disguise,ò distances his 

version of Euro-Islam from Ramadan's, and does not go into any analytical critique of the 

latter's thoughts. Oubrou and Ramadan meet in person often in conferences and have got 

engaged in the debate over their interpretation of Islam and secularism in Europe, but still 

that is not written and analyzed; that remains in conferences, keynote speeches, and 

public debates. Bidar has appeared lately in the francophone public and intellectual 

context; he is, for example, not receptive of Ramadan's work either, and like the others, 

he just expresses that as if it were a mere opinion, and does not engage in full 

comparisons. There is an indirect intellectual exchange among them, and this 

comparative study makes it more direct to find out commonalities and differences that 

form the emerging European Islamic thought. 

 

What ñThisò European Islam Does Not Include: Reply to Five Objections 

These methodological notes being made, and before moving to outlining the 

content of the work, the question of ñintellectual modesty,ò to call it so, has to be raised 

to avoid essentialisms and silencing of other European Islam voices: do the scholars 

studied here represent European Islam in all its varieties and possible versions? That is, 

does what is left out through the criteria outlined above harm the outcome of this 

research? The brief answer is as follows: this research does not claim to represent but to 

present a version of European Islam; it is not all inclusive, but it is not exclusive as well. 

The arguments presented by the scholars and the way I read them make my argument and 

version of European Islam advanced here inclusive of diverse voices, which may not be 

represented directly but still can find their ideas hereby expressed.  

The previous five criteria of selection seem to exclude five main categories of 

voices to the debate. The objections to such a methodological exclusion may be 

expressed as follows: 1) the European Council for Fatwa and Research is referred to only 
                                                           
59

 In a conference on democracy and the Arab world LUISS university hosted in Rome, on 21 January 

2011, I asked Ramadan about why he does not refer for example to Tibi in his critique of ñotherò versions 

of European Islam, and he simply said he does not necessarily have to. As I will also note in Part II in 

which I read his thoughts, Ramadan generally does not name the scholars he disagrees with; they are 

generally labelled as 'òliberal,ò or 'òconservative,ò or ñsalafists,ò etc.  



31 

 

in passing; 2) the Shióa voice, the second major sect of Islam after the Sunnis, is not 

referred to at all in ñthis European Islamò; 3) the traditionalist non-violent salafies as well 

as their small fraction that calls for violence or the establishment/ restoration of the 

Islamic state; 4) women in terms of gender representation seem absent; and 5) voices 

from other geographical parts of Western Europe are not underlined. (As to the ñwide 

Europe,ò I already mentioned that the issue discussed here is more heated in consolidated 

liberal democracies, and is not so (yet) in Europe post-1990.) Below I respond to each of 

these five objections.  

First, I do not make much reference to the European Council for Fatwa and 

Research, which was established in Dublin in 1997 and is headed by the ñglobal Muftiò 

Youssuf al-Qaradawi,
60

 primarily because it is an institution, composed of a board of 

scholars who have different approaches to Islam, and Islam in Europe, and thus variety of 

views is bound to be found within it and no one clear view on European Islam may easily 

be made clear in light of this variety. This is the case particularly because a lot of the 

scholarly committee members are not European, or at least originally not European, 

which makes European Muslim scholars like Ramadan and Oubrou consider the Council 

more Arab than European.
61

 Moreover, though it publishes various texts on Muslim 

codes of conduct, ethics, etc.,
62

 the Council has mainly remained tied to issuing fatwas 

(non-binding legal opinions) instead of working out a thoroughly new reconsideration of 

the traditional sources in light of the European context.
63

 Some of its published works 
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 Jakob Skovgaard-Petersen and Bettina Graf, eds. The Global Mufti: The Phenomenon of Yusuf al-

Qaradawi (Columbia UP, 2009).  
61

 As of 2011, the scholarly committee composed of thirty eight members were from the following 

countries: Qatar, Lebanon, Sudan, Saudi Arabia, Mauritania, Egypt, Kuwait, UAE, Pakistan, Germany, 

Norway, Belgium, UK, Ireland, France, Spain, Bosnia, Switzerland, Holland, USA, and Canada. More 

could be found at the councilôs webpage: www.e-cfr.org/en .    
62

 Two texts are well read on minority jurisprudence (fiqh al-aqalliyyǕt): Youssuf Al-Qaradawi, fǭ fiqh al-

aqalliyyǕt al-muslima [On Muslim Minorities Jurisprudence] (Nasr: Dar Ashuruq, 2001); Taha Jabir al-

Alwani, Towards a Fiqh for Minorities (London and Washinghton: International Institute of Islamic 

Thought, 2003). 
63

 The issuing of fatwas is done in a scholarly manner; scholars study the issues raised by ordinary 

Muslims, in light of the traditional sources, and in consultation with the European Muslim experts in the 

field concerned, e.g. health, economy, family issues. For a case of a woman who converted to Islam, but 

whose husband remained non-Muslim, whether she should stay with him or ask for divorce, the Council 

stayed without a solution for two years, and at the end it gave various options, and left the final decision to 

the concerned woman. Alexandro Caeiro, ñTransnational Ulama, European Fatwas, and Islamic Authority,ò 

http://www.e-cfr.org/en
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call for new ñcivilizational fatwaò paradigm (iftǕô ỠadǕrǭ),
64

 in light of the modern 

geographical and political rapprochement beyond the classical divisions of the abodes,
65

 

and encourage Muslims for full and active participation in their European countries of 

residence.
66

 Most of these works, besides the specific theme they tackle, they also keep 

the tone of daᾶwa/ proselytization alive, but they stress that it should be peaceful, based 

on Muslims ethical behaviour, and within what the laws permit in Europe.  

Henceforth, in my reading of the literature of ECFR, I see that though it tries to be 

more receptive and positively responsive to the problems the Muslims face in (Western) 

Europe, it still considers them a minority that has to protect itself from melting into the 

mainstream society which is generally not religious. The ECFR indirectly claims 

authority over the Muslims of Europe, tries to keep them within the classical 

jurisprudential premises that are not different from those in the Muslim majority 

countries. For this reason I have not opted for selecting one of its scholars, or its overall 

ñmission,ò for my study here. More clearly, in Section 2, Part IV of this work, I try to 

show that European Islam has legitimate views to consolidate John Rawsô overlapping 

consensus, while I see that the ECFR could be used only for a modus videndi frame of 

work.  

Second, for the case of the Shióa, especially three arguments could be advanced 

here. One, the Shióa are a minority in Europe, reflecting their status within the Islam faith 

at large. Most of the Muslims in Western Europe are of Sunni origin, migrating from 

North Africa and the Middle East. The Sunni dominance is reflected, for example, in the 

membership of the European Council for Research and Fatwa (ECFR). Its scholar 

                                                                                                                                                                             
in Martin van Bruinessen and Stefano Allievi, eds. Producing Islamic Knowledge: Transmission and 

Dissemination in Western Europe (London and New York: Routledge, 2011) 121-141.  For Fatwas, two 

main volumes have been published, and are available online at: http://e-cfr.org/ar/index.php?cat_id=337 , 

besides periodical short fatwa announcements or articles. The council also produces scholarly papers, 

which can be found at: http://e-cfr.org/ar/index.php?cat_id=341  
64

 Abdel Majid Annajar, fiqh al-muwǕtana li al-muslimǭna fi ȊrupǕ [Citizenship Jurisprudence for Muslims 

in Europe] (Dublin: ECFR, 2009) 77-88. 
65

 Abdullah Ben Youssef Al-Judai, taqsǭmu al-maԀmȊra fi al-fiqh al-Islami wa atharuhu fi al-waqiԀ [World 

Division in Islamic Jurisprudence and its Actual Impacts] (Dublin: ECFR, 2007) Chapters 3, 4, and 5.   
66

 Hussam Shaker, moslimou urupa wa al-mosharaka as-siyassiya [Muslims of Europe and Political 

Participation] (Dublic: ECFR, 2007) chapters 1, 7, and 8; Faysal Mawlawi, al-muslimu muwǕtinan fi 

ȊrupǕ[The Muslim as a Citizen in Europe] (al-ittihad al-óalami lil óulamaô al-moslimin, 2008) Chapters 3 

and 4. 

http://e-cfr.org/ar/index.php?cat_id=337
http://e-cfr.org/ar/index.php?cat_id=341
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members are Sunni, and none of them originates from, say, the Shióa Iran.
67

 Still, the 

work of the Iraqi top Shiite cleric Marje Ayyatollah al-Ssistani (b. 1930) has a wide 

circulation among some Muslims in the West; he urges them to obey the laws of the 

countries they reside in, as manifested in his Fatwa in 2006, without neglecting their 

religious duties. His book A Code of Conduct for Muslims in the West (2012) develops 

this argument.
68

 Second, the Shióa diaspora of Iranian descent tend to be less religious or 

not religious when they are in Europe, most probably because of the Islamic Republic 

oppression they experience at home, which they no longer want to be associated with 

when they are abroad. So, their religious presence in Europe, and the West in general, is 

ñsilentò or ñinvisible,ò compared to the Muslims of Arab origin who tend to have a more 

affirmative affiliation with their religion.
69

 Third, the previous two arguments may well 

explain why the scholars of Islam in Europe are themselves either of Arab origin and thus 

of Sunni background and are attracted to dealing with the mainstream Islam, Sunni Islam, 

or they are aware of the classical differences between Shióa and Sunni Islam orthodoxies 

and in their reform agendas they, in my view, on purpose, try to overcome those sectarian 

distinctions by focusing on the main theological aspects that they share.  

Third, the majority non-violent salafies are not directly referred to in my study. 

Salafies generally do not claim that there are various Islams, European, Arab, Asian, etc.  

Politically, and theologically, they do not believe in such a paradigm of thought. They do 

not defend or claim the idea of European Islam. They practice Islam in Europe, respect 

Europeôs laws, but still think of themselves as ñmuhajirunò (migrants to un-Islamic 

lands), and what they can do is to live Islam as they perceive it, and hope to help others 

convert, or at least guide their ñdeviantò co-religionists. Moreover, a lot of their ideas are 
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 The Shióa scholars have their own council/ Majlis, which was founded in Europe in 1992. For more, 

check their webpage: http://www.majliseulama.org/ 
68

 Ayyatollah Assestani, A Code of Conduct for Muslims in the West (Freebooks, 2012). Part One of the 

book focuses on migration (hijra) to non-Islamic lands. For the Fatwa, it received a lot of media attention 

particularly in Canada:  CBC News, ñObey your countryôs laws, Iraqi cleric urges Muslims,ò June 14, 

2006, available at: http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/story/2006/06/14/fatwa-muslim.html  
69

 The Turkish/ Anatolian Alevis, who are of Shiite origin, are religious, and have found ways to receive 

recognition in Germany where they make a large community, Krisztina Kehl-Bordogi, ñAlevis in Germany 

On the Way to Public Recognition?ò ISIM Newsletter 8/01, 9, available at: 

https://openaccess.leidenuniv.nl/bitstream/handle/1887/17497/ISIM_8_Alevis_in_Germany_On_the_Way_

to_Public_Recognition.pdf?sequence=1  

http://www.majliseulama.org/
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/story/2006/06/14/fatwa-muslim.html
https://openaccess.leidenuniv.nl/bitstream/handle/1887/17497/ISIM_8_Alevis_in_Germany_On_the_Way_to_Public_Recognition.pdf?sequence=1
https://openaccess.leidenuniv.nl/bitstream/handle/1887/17497/ISIM_8_Alevis_in_Germany_On_the_Way_to_Public_Recognition.pdf?sequence=1
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indirectly voiced by the studied scholars. Tibi devotes a lot of space to debunk violent 

(international) fundamentalism, while Ramadan argues against the literalist salafies.
70

  

Fourth, the same applies to the question of gender representation: the scholars 

presented here defend gender equality. This work cannot be said to be gender-biased 

since it represents   no female scholar on the subject. It may have been more interesting to 

integrate a female voice that argues for European Islam, but my five criteria outlined 

above have disadvantaged this option. If I were studying Western Islam, I could have 

then integrated some of the following female scholars mostly based in the USA: Leila 

Ahmed, Amina Wadud, Asma Barlas, or Saba Mahmoud.
71

 

Fifth,  as to whether geographical representation is considered in the selection 

made in this study, it should be born in mind that this is neither a sociological nor an 

anthropological fieldwork; it is theoretical and thus able to be expanded to various 

secular-liberal societies where the political system has developed differently. It should 

also be born in mind that the five selection criteria make it equally expandable and 

applicable to various Western societies. As to the fact that France dominates the debate, 

and its internal discussions are quickly disseminated throughout the West, that is 

explained by the fact that religious sensibilities and the lines between the Church and the 

state are historically clearly designed, and have become an iconic representation of 

ñradical secularism,ò (French laïcité), to use Tariq Modoodôs description.
72
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 Salafism and Fundamentalism are not necessarily violent or extremist; they simply advocate a return to 

the Prophetic model of life, especially in its personal behavior; only a small fraction of them advocates 

violence and hope for the ñreturnò of the Islamic State. I generally avoid the terms for the confusion that 

has afflicted them after terrorist attacks conducted by Islamists in the last few decades. For they categories 

of Salafies, see Roel Mejer, ed. Global Salafism: Islam's New Religious Movement (New York: Columbia 

UP, 2009) Introduction 1-32. For the violent or militant salafism, see Frazer Egerton, Jihad in the West: the 

Rise of Militant Salafism (Cambridge UP, 2011) Chapter 1.  
71

 I refer to Fatema Mernissi and Amina Wadud among the female reformist voices in Part IV. Some of the 

major works of the scholars mentioned here include: Leila Ahmed, Women and Gender in Islam: Historical 

Roots of a Modern Debate (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992) ; Amina Wadud, Qur'an and 

Woman: Rereading the Sacred Text from a Woman's Perspective (Oxford UP, 1999); Wadud, Inside the 

Gender Jihad: Women's Reform in Islam (Oxford: Oneworld, 2006); Asma Barlas, Believing Women in 

Islam: Unreading Patriarchal Interpretations of the Quran (University of Texas Press, 2002); Saba 

Mahmoud, The Politics of Piety: The Islamic Revival and the Feminist Subject (Princeton: Princeton UP, 

2005). 
72

 Tariq Modood, ñModerate Secularism and Multiculturalism,ò Political Studies Association, Politics: 

2009 Vol (29) 1, 71-76, available at: 

http://www.tariqmodood.com/uploads/1/2/3/9/12392325/moderate_secularism_and_multiculturalism.pdf . 

For the debate on French secularism and ñFrench exceptionalismò read, for instance, Maurice Barbierôs 

http://www.tariqmodood.com/uploads/1/2/3/9/12392325/moderate_secularism_and_multiculturalism.pdf
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Besides, the size of the Muslim population in the country, France, should be taken 

into account. It is estimated to be around five-six millions, the highest in Europe, after 

Russia, and most of it is composed of Muslims of North African descent, that is, mostly 

Arabs and Berber that are also Arabic speaking. This means that there are strong ties and 

affinity between Muslims of France and Muslims in good parts of the Arab world. More 

importantly, this fact may have impacted the development of a serious debate in France, 

and all around Western Europe, in the early years of WWII and the immigrants arrival to 

the Continent as guest workers. The latter were not thinking of settling down once and for 

all in Europe, nor were the plans of the receiving countries to receive them once and for 

all. So, culturally and religiously, the immigrants stayed closely in touch with their 

countries of origin and did not think profoundly of adjusting their religious beliefs to the 

new context. Seeing that France in this case was the country that received most of the 

Arab guest workers means that the North African-Middle Eastern conception and practice 

of religion was also received with them, unlike Germany which received mostly Turks, 

and the UK which received guest workers dominantly from Asia. This explains, besides 

the French internal strong secular metabolism, the involvement of French Muslims now 

in reading their Islamic tradition in light of their French secular-liberal ideals ï which 

Western Europe also shares.  

These factors noted, the debate in France then does not seem to concern France 

alone, but also impacts the other secular-liberal countries, and the Arab world as well; 

this makes the French debate theoretically at least ñexportableò and intellectually 

ñconsumerable.ò Even Tibiôs notion of Euro-Islam first came out in a conference in The 

Institute of the Arab World (L'institut du monde arabe) in Paris in 1992.
73

 Despite his 

German long sojourn, which has given him a picture of the problems Muslims and Islam 

face in Europe, he is more 'laïc' in his approach. Ramadan is Swiss, and it is from within 

                                                                                                                                                                             
article, which was translated into a number of languages, ñTowards a Definition of French Secularism,ò Le 

Débat n. 134, March-April 2005, available at: http://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/fr/IMG/pdf/0205-Barbier-

GB.pdf ; on the same issue, read the interesting thoughts of Talal Assad, ñTrying to Understand French 

Secularism,ò in Hent de Vries, ed. Political Theologies (New York: Fordham UP, 2006). The chapter is 

also available online at: http://www.iasc-culture.org/THR/archives/AfterSecularization/8.12IAsad.pdf  
73

 BassamTibi, ñ̪Les conditions dôunóóeuro-islamôô [ñThe Conditions of a ñEuro-Islamòò], in Robert 

Bistolfiand Francois Zabbal eds., Islams dôEurope: integration ou insertion communautaire? [Islams of 

Europe: Integration or Communitarian Insertion?] (Paris: LôAube, 1995) 230ï4.  

http://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/fr/IMG/pdf/0205-Barbier-GB.pdf
http://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/fr/IMG/pdf/0205-Barbier-GB.pdf
http://www.iasc-culture.org/THR/archives/AfterSecularization/8.12IAsad.pdf
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the French debate that his ideas and some of his controversies, flourished; the same 

applies to Oubrou and Bidar. Despite this heavy presence of the French contextual 

influence, all these scholars have become more transnational and international, for the 

debate is not only French at the end.  

 

Research Methodology: Content Analysis Textual Method  

                                 

 With these methodological notes on the scholars, I now speak of the approach 

implemented in reading their texts. According to Chad Nelsen and Robert Woods, Jr. 

content analysis approach is more common in religious studies, since it targets decoding 

meanings, more than linguistic structures that discourse analysis and critical discourse 

analysis target. Nelsen and Woods argue that content analysis is first and foremost used 

to describe and explain characteristics of messages embedded in texts. This goes through 

a systematic summary of the texts examined so as to provide valuable historical and 

cultural insights into the subject dealt with. The analyst decodes the text, generates 

content categories or structure, according to the aim he has framed in mind, and tries to 

reach to ñlatent content,'ò beyond the ñmanifest contentò of the text. 

Content analysis method of reading texts takes into account the various internal 

and external factors that contribute to the interpretation of a text or multiple texts. It 

recognizes the epistemological basis upon which the research and the results stand. 

Principally, it recognizes that the search for meaning/ content in a text is not only 

discovered in the process but is also constructed for two main reasons. First, as the 

analyst/ reader  starts a project of interpretation and reading, he often already has aims in 

mind, which influence, minimally if not maximally, the outcome or the way he/ she 

constructs it.  This is so since reading a text is necessarily linked to external reasons, past 

or futurist, hidden or experienced, etc.  Simply put, the context influences the production 

of the texts, their readers/ interpreters, and the outcome, since the audience perceptions, 

and the effects of interpretation are also generally taken into account by either the text 
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itself or the interpreter or both.
74

 For content analysis then, as I see it, there is an 

epistemological reservation stated at the beginning of any intellectual project that 

attempts producing knowledge. My choice of this textual methodology matches the 

historical review as well as the selection criteria and the notes made researching Islam 

and/in Europe.        

 As to the functions of content/ textual analysis, which work as a structure for 

work, they could be summarized as follows. They target 1) identifying developments and 

changes in a particular phenomenon or research area (This corresponds to Parts I, II, and 

III, besides this introduction; 2) finding commonalities and differences between the texts 

analyzed, as well as the texts related to this phenomenon or subject, and comparing the 

results with standard classical texts of the subject studied (This corresponds to Part IV, 

Section 1); and 3) referring to other variables of the same or related phenomenon in 

another or same context for evaluation and judgment (This corresponds to Part IV, 

Section 2).
75  

This methodological structure of textual analysis is followed in this work, as 

shown above, and will be further outlined below.   

 The texts of the four scholars are read text-by-text and not point-by-point for two 

reasons. One, in this initial phase, point-by-point comparative analysis does not serve the 

aim of comprehending the way the projects on European Islam have developed, on what 

basis and for what purposes. It simply misses the context. Second, on the other hand, 

text-by-text analysis provides the background, achievements, challenges, as well as the 

horizons each text opens up to the studied subject.  

 However, not all the texts studied here are considered for substantial use. Tibiôs 

project of Euro-Islam ends up being considered for instrumental use, while the three 

other projects remain substantial. It is the methodological apparatus adopted here that 

reads him so.  That is, Tibi paves political grounds for the theological debate that takes 

more space in this work, especially with reference to Taha Abdurrahmaneôs framework 

(to be further explained below). Tibi is used instrumentally because his project ends in 
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what I refer to as ñEuro-modernity,ò and does not attempt theological justifications of his 

idea. As I will explain in due course, though he calls for the revival of Islamic classical 

rational heritage, he does not present the argument in more theological terms to support 

his political claims of Euro-Islam, according to Abdurrahmaneôa framework. Though a 

pioneering voice of Euro-Islam, and after comparisons with the other studied scholars 

following the established methodological framework, Tibiôs project appears less 

innovative. As to Ramadan and Oubrou, they are substantially used because they make 

heavy reference to the Islamic sources in light of the European context. Their approaches 

stand in between Tibiôs s and Bidarôs. Concerning the latter, also substantially used, he 

presents solid grounds for his approach by means of the way he reads the Quran and 

modernity, which makes him the most innovative among the comparisons the adopted 

analytical framework attempts to establish in this study.  

 Content Outline: Three Stages for Understanding ñThisò European Islam  

      The content of this dissertation is methodologically divided into three stages, and 

technically into four parts. Following the broad functionality of content analysis, I have 

divided this work into three stages: 1) descriptive, 2) comparative, and 3) evaluative. The 

first stage takes more space in this work. The first three parts of this work are descriptive 

of four different projects on European Islam. The three parts are descriptive, but not just 

so. There is a substantial component of contextual and textual analysis already in this part 

of work. The comparative and evaluative stages are both condensed in the fourth part. 

The comparative stage takes the first section of the fourth part, and it is where I build a 

link between European Islam as examined here and parts of the Islamic tradition, past and 

present. The second section of the fourth part, the evaluative and most analytical stage, 

adopts two frameworks, one theological, and ñIslamic,ò based on Taha Abdurrahmaneôs 

The Spirit of Modernity (2006), and the other political, and ñWestern,ò based on John 

Rawls Political Liberalism (1996).
76

 More on each of these parts follows below.  
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 The Descriptive Stage: Four Projects on European Islam  

The descriptive stage ï which corresponds to Parts I, II and III - aims at catering 

for the following considerations. Initially, the intellectual biography and the way the 

scholar has entered the debate and shaped his thoughts on the issue are traced. This is 

followed by underlining his views on the Islamic accumulated tradition, and the way he 

considers it in the European context; his considerations of the major sources of the 

Islamic tradition (Quran, Sunna, and Islamic schools of thought when applicable) are 

underpinned; if a change in his considerations of the tradition transpires, it is noted with 

reasons; then this is ended by his conception of European Islam and the way he conceives 

of it to take place. This is done with each scholar, with details. At times, if the literature is 

less on a particular scholar, this is then done briefly, as is the case with Oubrou, while if 

the scholar is prolific, and has gone through a particular intellectual journey and 

development, then this is emphasized and thus more space is given to it; this is more so 

with Ramadan. Each part on these scholars is sporadically filled in with my own remarks. 

The structure followed in reading their texts is mine, and it broadly follows the textual 

analysis method described above.  

The first part is devoted to Tibi and his political justifications for Euro-Islam. Tibi 

is Syrian-German (he has lived and worked in Germany for about 44 years. He is a 

political scientist, expert in international relations (IR), religious fundamentalism, and the 

Middle East; he is an advocate of introducing religion as a branch of study in IR. He is 

the first scholar to use the term ñEuro-Islamò in a conference in Paris in 1992. Tibi is 

selected as an advocate of Euro-Islam particularly from a political perspective in which 

security and the securitization of Islam have played a pivotal role in influencing the 

public and intellectual debate over Islam and its necessity for reform in Europe. Besides 

the earlier five criteria of selection, the choice of Tibi for this fourfold circle of scholars 

stems from the fact that his project is pioneering in calling for ñEuro-Islam,ò and is very 

much politically driven. That is, his reform agenda that ends in Euro-Islam answers so 

much the political needs than the theological in-depths or justifications. But since 

                                                                                                                                                                             
well as their relevance will be made clearer, and simultaneously indirectly examined, as their frameworks 

are both explained in isolation, and subsequently applied to the European Islam texts examined here.  
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theological changes are most often pushed by socio-political factors, Tibiôs voice remains 

important in the field. His ideas, at the end, are defended by the three other scholars, too, 

but the way they do that is significantly different. At a  certain evaluative stage in this 

work, Tibiôs approach is put aside and referred to as immersed in what I refer to as 

ñclassical dichotomous thought,ò following my deductions based on Abdurrahmaneôs 

analytical framework.   

Ramadan fills in the gap Tibi leaves ñunfilledò on what concerns the theological 

input for European Islam. Ramadan, a Swiss of Egyptian origins (the grandson of Hassan 

al-Bana, the founder of the Muslim Brothers) has pursued a literary-philosophic 

education in his early university studies, before he moved to work on Islamic 

jurisprudence, which has become his major field of expertise, and based on that he calls 

for ñradical reform.ò He is a prolific writer, engaged scholar, worldwide lecturer, and 

public intellectual. He is an icon for European Islam, and for the European Muslim youth. 

Among the four scholars, Ramadan is a  prominent ñpolitical/ public theologian.ò This is 

so since his reading of the Islamic sources in Europe comes as an engagement in the 

political/ public debate over the compatibility of Islam with secular and liberal values of 

Europe, and the West in general.  

Ramadan tries to find a midway where politics and theology work together for 

social justice political stability, based on ethics that both need. More particularly, he 

makes Islam accommodative of the political context where it grows, and vice versa. He 

uses his theological knowledge in light of the human socio-political developments 

achieved in Europe. His theology is political in the sense that it keeps itself abreast of 

human developments, without breaking with the divine. At the same time, his political 

attitudes are theological, in the sense that they find their justifications, and at times 

refutations, in the theological. Saliently, and clearly, he has gradually changed his 

theologico-political attitudes from antagonism (as will be shown in Part II) into a more 

harmonious outlook that opens doors of reconciliation between the two within his 

ñradical reform agendaò that stresses ethics and considers the Universe another Book of 

Revelation, equal to the written Book of Revelation, the Quran. Oubrou is close to this 

framework.   
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Oubrou was born in Moroccan. He has been living in France for the last three 

decades.  He is director of the Bordeaux Mosque, and ex-president of the Association of 

the Imams of France. After he had left biology and medicine studies, he pursued religious 

studies, and has become a self-made theologian, and public intellectual, besides his 

profession as an imam. Though Oubrou also gives ample space to answer some of the 

recurrent political challenges posed on Islamic theology, he, more than that, tries steps 

further by digging into theological matters of faith, like the attributes of God on which he 

is producing ten volumes, the Day of Judgment and free will. Oubrouôs attempt tries to 

go beyond the political constraints, though they are the push factors behind such religious 

revisions. His philosophy of religion tries to reground Islamic faith in a secular world 

where manôs anthropological life is different from the classical religious life that 

experienced the first manifestations of Sharia during the Prophetic era. He proposes the 

secularization of Islamic thought through geotheology, and Sharia of the minority 

apparatuses.        

 Bidar, a young French philosopher, fills in the fourth piece that closes the circle 

made for this study. Immersed in Western philosophy, Bidar opens out theosophically to 

the Islamic tradition. Most importantly in his contribution to European Islam are his 

concepts of Self Islam, Islamic existentialism, the immortality of man, and the 

overcoming of religion. Owing to his philosophical background, Bidarôs approach stands 

among the most innovative and challenging in the emerging European Islamic thought. 

His approach merges the Sufi tradition and the philosophic one, and implicitly answers 

some of the political controversial questions about religion in the public sphere in light of 

modernity three principles ï liberty, equality, and fraternity ï which he sacralises.  

The Comparative Stage: Developing Benchmarks for Conceptualizing the 

Idea of European Islam  

In this cognitive stage ï which corresponds to Section 1, Part IV - I go into the 

second methodological step of my work, which is referred to as the ñcomparative stage.ò 

This stage aims at answering the following question: What is new in European Islam? 

The answer is a statement of threefold: European Islam (1) ñrationalizes ethics,ò and in so 
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doing it is (2-3) ñrevisionist-reformist,ò or ñtraditional-modern.ò Nonetheless, this is not 

yet the place where I provide my analytical answer to the question. This comparative 

stage precedes my analysis (which comes in Section 2, Part IV) because the answer I 

provide cannot be understood without being familiar with the classical and contemporary 

scholarship contributions to Islamic thought and theology in particular. ñNewnessò in 

European Islam cannot be first raised as an issue, and second cannot be detected, if 

revisiting the classical contributions as well as the contemporary debate are not examined 

even briefly. To avoid any short-sighted conceptualization of European Islam, I revisit 

three scholarly traditions in Islamic thought: 1) the medieval Muᾶtazila, 2) the ñearly 

reformists,ò known as modernists, of the mid-19
th
 and early 20

th
 century, and 3) the ñlate 

reformistsò or contemporaries. 

 The Muᾶtazila, the rationalists of Islamic theology (kalam), make the first 

generation in Islamic scholarship that I refer to in tracing continuity in Islamic thought, 

for their emphasis on the ability of human reason to objectively differentiate between the 

right and wrong in ethical values. For some of them, revelation is but a promulgation of 

what reason achieves. My reference to this rational heritage is for two methodological 

reasons. First, this reference shows that the questions of ethics and reason are old in 

Islamic thought, and revisiting them show that the debate in contemporary Islamic 

thought in general is serious and intense; it resembles in its intensity the kalam early 

debates. Second, this reference is a theological justification that European Islam is not 

uprooted from the tradition and is consequently not a simple mimicry of Euro-modernity, 

though the latterôs degree of influence is certainly high (I argue for that in length in 

Section 2a, Part IV). This noted, I claim that the Muᾶtazila heritage is not what European 

Islam wants to bring back; rather, it is a rational tradition that it builds on, though it often 

hardly refers to it directly.     

In this comparative stage I also refer to the second and third generations of 

scholarship in Islamic thought which I see European Islam building on. The second 

generation is that of the ñmodernistsò of the Arab-Islamic Renaissance that I call ñearly 

reformists.ò This generation is marked by some distinguished reformists who emphasize 

the role of reason in reviving the tradition, but remain limited in their scope of revival by 
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the Sharia classical prescriptions. I refer to Jalal Eddine al-Afghani, Mohamed Abduh, 

and Rachid Rida. The third generation I refer to with emphasis in Islamic scholarship is 

the contemporary one, which I call ñlate reformists.ò
77

 I tentatively classify the late 

reformists I refer to into three main categories: 1) ñhermeneutists,ò or ñethicists-

textualistsò (exemplified by the work of Fazlur Rahman, Mohamed Arkoun, Nasr Hamid 

Abu Zayd, and Hassan Hanafi), 2) ñegalitarianists-legalistsò (Fatema Mernissi and Amina 

Wadud, and Abdullahi Ahmed Anônaim), and 3) ñneo-rationalistsò (Mohamed Abed 

Aljabri and Abdulkarim Soroush). More on this classification will be said in due time.
78

 

Not to go into details here, they, however, all claim not to deny the divine in their reform 

projects. They all emphasize the place of human agency and reason. They give ethics the 

primal place among the classical Islamic sciences and branches of approaching and 

studying texts. European Islam emerges in this context, with these scholarly generations 

that precedes it. European Islamôs claims of defending human agency, the faculty of 

reason, and endorsement of modernity values in light of religious ethics, without denial 

of the divine, are the aspects that make it revisionist or traditional, and thus continuous of 

previous reforms in Islamic scholarship.  

 

The Evaluative Stage: Is European Islam a ñReasonable Comprehensive 

Doctrineò? 

This is the most critical stage in my work. It corresponds to Section 2, Part IV. It 

uses all the material introduced in the previous two stages. It is here that I conceptualize 

the idea of European Islam, and evaluate it based on the two frameworks of Aburrahmane 

and Rawls, one mainly theological and the other political - or one ñIslamicò and the other 

ñWesternò to use the dichotomy with reservations - respectively. Ultimately, this stage 

revolves around the third supportive question of this project: is European Islam a 

ñreasonable comprehensive doctrine?ò According to frameworks followed, the answer is 

ñyes, it is,ò which qualifies this project to answer the guiding question also positively: ñis 
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European Islam possible?ò ñYes, it is.ò Now, I introduce the two frameworks I use for 

my evaluation.  

Why Using Abdurrahmaneôs Spirit of Modernity in Understanding 

European Islam?
79

 

My aim is to study the main theoretical advances European Islam makes. Thus, 

for example, in my conceptualization of European Islam I do not use the ñfive pillarsò of 

late modernity as conceived by the American theologian Harvey Cox in his widely read 

Religion in the Secular City: toward a Postmodern Theology (1985).
80

 Nor do I use the 

ñfive dilemmasò of modernity as formed by the sociologist of religion Peter Berger in his 

classic Facing Up to Modernity: Excursions in Society, Politics, and Religion (1979).
81
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Instead, as a benchmark for my critique of each of the studied scholars, I use Taha 

Abderrahmanôs critique of the ñmodernistò Quranic approaches, which he deals with in 

The Spirit of Modernity: an Introduction to Founding Islamic Modernity (2006).
82

 

Abdurrahmaneôs critique is directed to some ñreformist/ modernistò scholars of Islam in 

the Muslim majority countries, like Mohamed Arkoun, Hassan Hanafi, and Nasr Hamed 

Abu Zayd ï I study these scholarsô main arguments for reform in this work, in the 

comparative stage (Section 1, Part IV). Broadly, Abdurrahmane does not consider their 

approaches to be originating from within the Islamic tradition. That is why he has 

devoted his project to re-ground Islamic theology-philosophy on its own traditional 

sources, using his methodological tools of logic and linguistics to generate Quranic 

concepts that solidify the Islamic worldview of ethics. Abdurrahmane develops a unique 

approach to reason and ethics and the way religion fuses them both in works like The 

Question of Ethics: a Contribution to Ethical Criticism of Western Modernity (2000), The 

Spirit of Religion (2012) and The Question of Practice (2012).
83

 This is a critical stage in 

my work. I allow myself lengthy space below to introduce my project more clearly.  

Abdurrahmaneôs three main points of criticism of modernist Quranic studies that I 

use are considered in his terminology as ñplansò or ñstrategiesò (khuἲaἲ) that target 

desacralizing the sacred. For him, they are ñmimeticò plans, borrowed from European 

history without a genuine study of the Islamic different history and its harmonious 
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approach of religion and politics through manôs ontological freedom entrusted to him in 

the metaphysical world on his creation, as well as on his descent to earth.
84

 These 

ñmimetic plansò are the ñhumanization plan,ò the ñrationalization plan,ò and the 

ñhistoricization plan.ò
85

   

Against their ñmimeticò and de-divinization aspects, Abdurrahmane proposes 

ñinnovative/creativeò outlook of the Quran and the tradition, for there is ñno entrance to 

modernity for Muslims without a new reading of the Quran.ò
86

 For him, unlike the 

European ñinnovationò (modernity) which came as a result of conflict with religion, and 

is thus labeled ñdiscontinuous innovationò (ibdǕԀ mafsul), since it cut ties with the divine, 

he proposes ñcontinuous innovationò (ibdǕԀ mawsul), for there has not been a strong 

conflict with religion in Islamic history.
87

 Abdurrahmane is not against the 

ñhumanization, rationalization, and historicizationò approaches of the sacred texts, but is 

against degrading to the extent of forcing oblivion of the divine. That is one of the main 

reasons why his critique is relevant to my reading of European Islam. The latter 

differently adopts such approaches and plans but equally calls for an innovative way of 

preserving the sacred, humanizing the divine without massacring God. For such a goal 

Abdurrahmane proposes ñinnovative humanization plan,ò ñinnovative rationalization 

plan,ò and ñinnovative historicization plan.ò  

These three benchmarks for ñcontinuous innovationò (ibdǕԀ mawsul) correspond 

to three concepts that I infer from my reading of European Islam (They are detailed in 

Section 2a-b, Part IV). Summarizingly here, Abdurrahmaneôs 1) ñinnovative 

humanizationò corresponds to the ñinheritance of the universeò as deduced from 

European Islam; 2) ñinnovative rationalizationò corresponds to ñethical rationalizationò 

or ñrational faithò; and 3) ñinnovative historicizationò corresponds to ñpractical fiqhò or 

ñfiqhology.ò Each of these three concepts, in turn, takes as its praxis one of the following 

axes, respectively: the world, society, and the individual. There is no need to note again 
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that this conceptualization builds on the studied texts; for their full development, these 

concepts need more space than devoted to them in this introduction. My inferences aspire 

to ultimately understand European Islam as a ñreasonable comprehensive doctrineò 

within particular frameworks, ñIslamicò and ñWestern,ò religious/ theological and 

political. As I will try to show below, the final framework to be used is John Rawlsôs 

overlapping consensus for the stability of pluralist constitutional liberal democracies. I go 

back to clarifying my three inferred concepts ( 1) ñinheritance of the universe,ò 2) 

ñethical rationalization,ò and 3) ñpractical fiqhò or ñfiqhology.ò).
88

  

First, for the inheritance of the world, the universe, earth in focus, is considered as 

a Book, like the revealed book of the Quran, and so it can be interpreted differently, as is 

the Quran, and most importantly, it is a given, a gift, from God to His heir, man; it is an 

inheritance; man is given nearly infinite powers to invest in it, using the attributes of 

goodness, justice, and mercy that he has inherited from the soul of God. This means that 

the universe is part of the sacred, and not outside of it. If man is the heir, an eternal 

Caliph, and there is no other revelation to be expected ïalways according to Islamic 

perspectives ï then God has sacralized everything, man and the universe, and each 

deserves contemplation and respect as part of the divine, besides the guiding book of the 

Quran. Islam becomes a ñSharia,ò a way of being in the world, and not a mere law. The 

sacredness of the world is maintained through manôs ñtrustò (amǕna) and ñspiritual 

responsibility.ò (Ramadan, Oubrou, and Bidar emphasize the same idea, differently. See 

the part dealing with each scholar.) For example, modernity itself is part of the sacred, 

because both the universe and man are sacred entities, and so is modernity which is a 

philosophy that links the two as a worldview. However, when some of the consequences 

of modernity are measured, and their consequences do not serve the ethical message of 

religion, then only that particular aspect of modernity is not sacred (This is mainly 

Bidarôs view).  

Second, ethical rationalization builds on the inheritance of the world. The 

individual is its center. If the world is manôs, then he has but to use his reasoning faculty 
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to live in it ethically and to unfathom its mysteries as a second Book of revelation. 

(Ramadan, Oubrou and Bidar are very close on considering the world a Book). The 

rational way of doing so is to constantly seek the ñgoodò that human reason can realize, 

and which revelation general ethical guidelines approve. Rationalization here does not 

belittle metaphysical aspects of religion. Rather, they are another field of study, for more 

thinking. Intuition is not neglected. The individual is free, and is burdened with 

responsibility. His deeds, very rational as they may be, are challenged with moral 

responsibility that requires a minimum of consistency, so that rationalism and autonomy 

do not lead to bigotry and whimsical adventures that dehumanize man. With ethical 

rationalism, the individual believer practices ñSelf Islamò with immense awareness of the 

energy he is allowed to discover within himself to exercise it in the world, ethically, and 

responsibly. Ethics and practice, faith and work, are not fields apart.  

Third, by practical fiqh, or fiqhology, I mean that Islamic Sharia law is considered 

positive, secular, and for this inherited world, where man is the Caliph. This concept 

centralizes society and its well-being. The classical distinction the Muᾶtazila, for 

example, made between moral theology and positive law is being stressed by European 

Islam. Sharia law, with some of its strict, and controversial sanctions like the penal code 

(the huddud), are examined in their historical context; the conditions of their applicability 

are measured in light of the message of Islam, which is internal peace (Tibiôs Islam of 

tolerance, and Bidarôs Self Islam are examples) and social justice (mainly Ramadanôs 

view, though shared by the other scholars, too). The market of literalist fatwas (religious 

legal non-binding opinions) and the emphasis on Islamic legal aspects, instead of 

understanding the intent and objectives of the Lawgiver confuse the modern Muslim 

believer who wants to keep his faith and at the same time live in a constitutional 

democracy that respects basic human rights and equality of genders and people. The 

classical distinction between legal theories (uἨȊl al-fiqh) and positive law (fiqh) are 

invoked so as not to separate the two (i.e. the spheres of laws that the religious doctrine 

dictates and the ones the state implements), but so as to fuse them as much as possible 

(Oubrouôs Sharia of the minority is an example). With European Islam, fiqhology 

becomes more pluralist in the sense that it recognizes its limitations in the political arena, 
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and admits its epistemological modesty. That is, it arrives to the fact that religious law, if 

it does not metamorphose itself according to its believers needs, loses parts of its 

ñcomprehensivenessò and is consequently obliged to admit both inter-and-intra-diversity. 

Overall, the three concepts intertwine in giving the individual theological justifications to 

lead a good life. These are conclusions derived from the methodological framework 

outlined earlier.  

Why Using Rawlsô Political Liberalism in Understanding European Islam?  

By now it should be clear that this project is still struggling with its leading 

question: is European Islam possible? What has been examined until now is mostly 

theological. Having conceptualized the idea of European Islam, following a clear 

methodological line, I now have to make a ñfounded assumptionò so that the passage 

from ñIslamic theologyò to ñWestern liberal politicsò stands feasible and tenable. The 

assumption goes as follows: European Islam is a comprehensive theory of the good.   

Having assumed that European Islamic theory of the good is comprehensive, in 

light of what has been advanced until now, after having described its selected voices, and 

compared it to others from within the Islamic tradition, now is the stage to evaluate it, by 

opening it up further to a ñWesternò political framework that claims to be embracive of 

reasonable pluralism. In my assumption, a theory of the good has to face at least two 

main challenges to pass the test of evaluation, considering the multicultural aspects that 

colour liberal societies in Europe: 1) How far is the theory able to preserve the good it 

theorizes when society is multicultural, and other theories of the good are bound to push 

for space in the same society? 2)  How far is the theory able to prove that it is good if it 

does not prove that it can also be right, and thus open to be endorsed by others who might 

have ignored or distrusted it in the past, or never heard of it before?  

These two assumed challenges are actually more theoretically argued for by John 

Rawlsô two, say, ñcomplementaryò
89

 worldwide influential works, A Theory of Justice 
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 I am aware of the fact that there is a debate over the shift of Rawlsô work from the first to the second 

book. I do not get into that debate here. On this point, see, for instance, Sebastiano Maffetone, Rawls: An 

Introduction (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2010).  
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(Theory in short, 1
st
 ed. 1971, rev. ed. 1999), and Political Liberalism (1

st
 ed. 1993, 

1996). Very briefly and simplistically put here, in the first work he theorizes the way for 

a just society, and in the second he defends it further for the sake of its stability in a world 

characterized by pluralism and different theories of the good, be they religious, 

philosophical, or moral. In introducing Political Liberalism, he says that his work has 

been driven by the following question, which, I believe, every ordinary human society 

wishes to have an answer to: 

How is it possible that there may exist over time a stable and just society of free 

and equal citizens profoundly divided by reasonable though incompatible 

religious, philosophical, and moral doctrines? Put another way: How is it possible 

that deeply opposed though reasonable comprehensive doctrines may live 

together and all affirm the political conception of a constitutional regime? What is 

the structure and content of a political conception that can gain the support of 

such an overlapping consensus?
90

 

The framed questions above answer the reason behind my use of Rawlsôs ñidea of 

overlapping consensus,ò developed as one of the pillar ideas of Political Liberalism.
91

 

The idea of European Islam will be examined in light of the framework of ñoverlapping 

consensusò that aims at finding moral grounds for political stability in a ñwell-ordered-

society.ò Case studies like sexual liberty, gender equality, worship rituals, and jihad will 

be referred to. The integration of overlapping consensus as an evaluative framework of 

the idea of European Islam makes the last sub-section of Part IV, which closes this work. 

It stands as an ñattemptò in this research project, compared to the substantial use of 

Abdurrahmaneôs framework.  

 In clearer terms, what this project seeks behind the use of overlapping consensus 

framework is to understand how European Islam offers an internally pluralist theological 
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 John Rawls, Political Liberalism, xx  
91

 Ibid., 133-172. Rawls already spoke of overlapping consensus in 1987 as an article/ lecture, before 

Political Liberalism was published, and in the article he says that it aims at defending ñreasonable faithò 

and ñstability for the right reasons,ò meaning ñjustice as fairness.ò I mostly stick to Political Liberalism as 

the main reference on Rawls; I refer to Theory, Overlapping Consensus version of 1987, and The Idea of 

Public Reason Revisited of 1997 only when they contain an elaboration that is not available in Political 

Liberalism. It is not my aim to go through the intellectual history of Rawls, nor through his critique. See: A 

Theory of Justice, rev. ed. (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1999); ñThe Idea of an Overlapping Consensus,ò 

Oxford Journal of Legal Studies (1987) 7(1): 1-25; ñThe Idea of Public Reason Revisited,ò The University 

of Chicago Law Review, Vol. 64, No. 3 (Summer, 1997) 765-807. 
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doctrine out of which a reasonable European Muslim believer may successfully reconcile 

his normative commitments to European Islam as a comprehensive theory of the good 

with his political commitments to the liberal constitutional society in which he lives. This 

fundamental idea is derived from the previous descriptive, comparative, and evaluative 

stages. It is what the reformist aspects of European Islam revolve around. I do not go into 

details in introducing the major concepts that go with Rawlsô overlapping consensus here. 

That is done amply enough in the text in due space. I suffice myself now with defining 

overlapping consensus and some basic terms that are essential for its realization.  

An overlapping consensus is the answer to the above crucial question of how it is 

possible to establish and preserve unity and stability given the pluralism that 

characterizes current societies. It searches for ñstability for the right reasons.ò It is 

realized when a number of reasonable comprehensive doctrines consent to a set of 

ñpoliticalò principles ï referred to in his work by ñjustice as fairnessò - and support these 

principles on moral grounds, each from its own comprehensive background. The groups 

in an overlapping consensus use their respective reasonable comprehensive doctrines 

only in order to justify a given set of principles; they do not have to use their doctrines to 

shape the principles. This is mainly done through three stages of justification (pro-tanto, 

full, and public justification). An overlapping consensus targets stability, and not mere 

political agreements that may be aborted by a group or many in cases of power shifts. 

The main principles agreed upon are supposed never to be overthrown or changed by one 

group that is in power.  

Overlapping consensus is different from modus vivendi which is an agreement on 

certain principles, but which are vulnerable to change when the balance of power among 

the concerned groups changes to the advantage of one or some, against the others. 

Overlapping consensus, though difficult to realize as it may seem compared with modus 

vivendi, is a ñrealistic utopia.ò
92

 It is so since it supposes a profound agreement on the 

ñbasic structure of societyò as a ñfair system of cooperationò among ñreasonableò and 
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ñrational,ò free and equal citizens.
93

 Such a conception of overlapping consensus, to be 

explained further in Part IV, allows religious, philosophic, and moral ñreasonable 

comprehensive doctrinesò to keep their belief in the truth of their doctrine, on 

metaphysical or other grounds, as long as they can come to the ñpoliticalò with 

justifications from their own beliefs, to the extent that the political becomes part of their 

doctrine. Rawls sees most influential religions in the world as ñreasonable comprehensive 

doctrines.ò
94

 Being reasonable means endorsing the idea of ñreciprocityò in admitting fair 

terms of cooperation in a society of free and equal citizens, whereby these terms are 

willingly accepted, without priority to self-interest, since all participants agree to them 

and respect them reciprocally. Reasonableness targets groups interests, a form of 

prioritizing the common good. A reasonable person accepts the ñburdens of judgment,ò 

(i.e. ñthe sources, or causes, or disagreements between reasonable persons,ò
95

 and 

consequently recognizes the reasonableness of other comprehensive doctrines. 

ñReasonable pluralismò grows out of this circle of argumentation. It is different from 

ñmere pluralism.ò Reasonable pluralism admits reasonable and yet incompatible 

comprehensive doctrines; it is a space for diversity of doctrines to be united under one 

just political system that Political Liberalism in general proposes. That is, it ñdoes not 

attack or criticize any reasonable view.ò
96

 Political Liberalism does not advocate any 

system of truth or good. What it advocates is the ñpoliticalò stability of a ñfair system of 

cooperation.ò
97

 I stop referring to more Rawlsian concepts here and the details of 

overlapping consensus. What I do next is that I justify my selection of this framework.  

 Three main reasons stand behind my selection of Rawlsô overlapping consensus 

as an evaluative framework of the idea of European Islam.
98

 The first reason is that 
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 By evaluation I simply mean measuring how the latter can be successful in a constitutionally well 

ordered liberal society from the lenses of liberal political theory. I could have used other frameworks to 

evaluate European Islam from (Western) political theory perspectives. Prominent projects relevant to the 

idea of European Islam could have been used here, like Will Kymlickaôs liberal multiculturalism, Charles 

Taylorôs philosophy of religion and revision of secularism, Chandran Kukathasô critique of Kymlicka, or 

Phiku Parethôs rethinking of multiculturalism which sees limitations in the way multiculturalism and 
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Rawlsô Political Liberalism is a ñrevolutionaryò work within the modern Western liberal 

political philosophy.  If Theory tries to depart from the dominant utilitarian philosophies, 

his Political Liberalism tries to depart from the ñcomprehensive doctrines of liberalisms 

such as those of J.S. Mill and Kant,ò as Rawls emphasizes.
99

 Rawls distances his political 

liberalism project, which is historically based on the ñReformationò era
100

 from 

ñEnlightenment project.ò
101

 The latter seems to have aspired for a secular world, without 

religion, while the former reconciles religion with other nonreligious doctrines. Rawls 

roots his Political Liberalism in the Reformation, ñthe historical origin of political 

liberalism (and of liberalism more generally) is the Reformation and its aftermath,ò
102

 

since it is the first base for religious and nonreligious reasonable pluralism, which 

Political Liberalism develops further.  

While the comprehensive liberalisms of Kant and Mill propagate (and 

universalize) their version of the good, Rawlsô Political Liberalism stands ñimpartial,ò 

since it does not have such an ambition ï though some scholars like Bhikhu Parekh 

suspect it. European Islam ï and other various Islamic projects in the Islamic world ï is, 

as I see it, more open to the political liberalism of Rawls, than to classical comprehensive 

liberalisms that belittle or neglect the religious mindset and other versions of the good. 

That is so because European Islamôs version of the good seems substantively 

                                                                                                                                                                             
pluralism (of especially Rawls and Kymlicka) is tied to liberalism as a by default fact of the modern age. 

Not to make a long argument here, I think that Rawlsô political liberalism project is more convenient to my 

project for the main reason that European Islam does aim at securing community rights that may block 

reforming contemporary Islamic thought in general and Islam in Europe in particular. European Islam is 

reformist, and aims at fusing the political and the theological, as will be illustrated with examples, and I see 

Rawlsô framework more accommodative of such an endeavour than the others. For the cited projects, see 

for example: Kymlicka, Liberalism, Community, and Culture (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1991), Multicultural 

Citizenship: A Liberal Theory of Minority Rights (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1995); Taylor, Multiculturalism: 

Examining The Politics of Recognition (Princeton UP, 1994), A Secular Age (Harvard UP, 2007); 

Kukathas, The Liberal Archipelago: A Theory of Diversity and Freedom (Oxford UP, 2003); Parekh, 

Rethinking Multiculturalism: Cultural Diversity and Political Theory, 2
nd

 ed. (Hampshire: Palgrave, 2006); 

Europe and the Muslim Question: Does Intercultural Dialogue Make Sense? (Amsterdam: Amsterdam UP-

ISIM, 2007) 
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 Political Liberalism,  xxxvii, 78, 145, 149, 199, 200, 211, 375, 400  
100

 Ibid. xxii   
101

 Ibid., xviii. This passage is illustrative: ñPolitical liberalism is not a form of Enlightenment liberalism, 

that  is,  a comprehensive liberal and often secular doctrine founded on reason and  viewed as suitable  for  

the modern age now that the religious authority of Christian ages is said to be no longer dominant. Political 

liberalism has no such aimsò (Ibid., xxxviii).  
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 Ibid., xxiv 
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accommodative of the political aims of Political Liberalism: social justice, and stability, 

or what could be referred to as ñperpetual peace.ò
103

 The opposite seems also to match 

such a contention: liberalism in its Rawlsian version has opened up to the religious. This 

means that it does not make much sense if one studies Islam (in Europe) and projects 

modern/ liberal theories on it, and says ñyou see, Islam is compatible with liberalism!ò
104

 

Liberalismôs comprehensiveness failed to find ways to the Islamic majority countries, to 

the extent that up to now the notion of ñliberal(-ism)ò does not resonate well in the ear of 

many believers, simply because classical liberalism tells them that what they believe in 

ñis uselessò or ñis not goodò ï to put it in these simple terms. That is because liberalism 

was hegemonic in its ñclassicalò version(s). Thus, if European Islam is accommodative of 

                                                           
103

 These are concepts/conclusions that European Islam, as studied following Abdurrahmaneôs framewok, 

underlines. 
104

 A number of Muslim scholars who have studied disciplines besides, or sometimes outside, ñclassical 

Islamic sciencesò argue for the need of reforming or updating the understanding of Islam. The idea of 

looking at Christianity and Europe, Reformation and Enlightenment, are not absent from these scholarsô 

reform agendas. Generally, there is a tendency to learn from the experience of Europe and Christianity 

without total projection, since the history of the Church differs from the history of religious authority in 

Islam. Titles binding Islam to Reformation and Enlightenment are numerous. For example, in the 1930s, 

the renowned Mohamed Iqbal wrote that Protestant reformation was an event to learn from to avoid losing 

the ethical message of Islam in the modern world; its political drive should not make Muslims oblivion to 

its ethical significance: 

We are today passing through a period similar to that of the Protestant revolution in Europe, and 

the lesson which the rise and outcome of Luther´s movement teaches should not be lost on us. A 

careful reading of history shows that the Reformation was essentially a political movement, and 

the net result of it in Europe was a gradual displacement of the universal ethics of Christianity by 

systems of national ethics. The result of this tendency we have seen with our own eyes in the 

Great European War [é]. It is the duty of the leaders of the world of Islam to-day to understand 

the real meaning of what has happened in Europe, and then to move forward with self-control and 

a clear insight into the ultimate aims of Islam as a social polity. (Iqbal, The Reconstruction of 

Religious Thought in Islam, 155)  

Nader Hashemi sees in the contemporary resurging violent Islamism a way for the emergence of Islamic 

secularism, a form of Islamic Reformation à la Catholic-Protestant Reformation wars, Nader Hashemi, 

Islam, Secularism and Liberal Democracy: Toward a Democratic Theory for Muslim Societies (New York: 

Oxford UP, 2009); Olivier Roy sees also in ñpost-Islamismò and the fundamentalist resurgence of Islam a 

form of Islamic Reformation, Olivier Roy, Globalized Islam: The Search for a New Ummah (New York: 

Columbia UP, 2004) 5-6. Some other titles that bear the term ñReformationò and Enlightenmentò include 

Anônaim, Towards an Islamic Reformation (New York: Syracuse UP, 1990); Hesham A. Hassaballa, ñDoes 

Islam Need a Reformation?ò 07 May 2009, available at: http://www.middle-east-

online.com/english/?id=31922 ; Hakan Yavuz, Toward an Islamic Enlightenment: The Gulen Movement 

(Oxford: Oxford UP, 2012); Malek Chebel, Manifeste pour un islam des lumières: 27 propositions pour 

réformer l'islam [Manifesto for an Islam of Enlightenment: 27 Propositions to Reform Islam] (Paris: 

Hachette, 2012); Ibrahim Kalin, ñDoes Islam need enlightenment?ò 27 August 2009, available at: 

http://www.todayszaman.com/columnist-185246-does-islam-need-enlightenment.html;  

http://www.middle-east-online.com/english/?id=31922
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Rawlsô Political Liberalism, it is because the latter is also accommodative of religious 

doctrines like the former. This leads me to the next point.  

The second reason behind opting for the Rawlsian framework is a ñhistorical 

necessity.ò Historical relations between ñEuropeò and ñIslamò post-1945 seem to enter a 

new phase. It is not a question of dialogue among religions here. It is a historical era, 

characterized by multiculturalism and pluralism, fed by the immigration flows especially 

from the religious Islamic world to Europe. The plural landscape seems to be affecting 

both ñEuropeansò and ñMuslimsò alike.
105

 It seems then that concepts like ñreasonable 

pluralismò and ñrational faithò are necessary for the sake of the preservation of social 

justice and stability or perpetual peace. The four studied scholars on European Islam also 

believe that the current historical moment requires a framework that accommodates 

modern values and belief.
106

  

In introducing this work, I said that there are signs of reviving kalam (Islamic 

theology). The age of kalam grew up in a socio-political context of diversity 

characterized by a seemingly open space for freedom of conscience.
107

 European Islam 

has not gone into some profound theological issues as did the early kalam theologians, 

but it is mostly the political context that is relevant in my comparison here. The rational 

advances of European Islam resemble in a number of ways the achievements of 

rationalist Muᾶtazila scholars that prioritized reasoning in understanding revelation 

instead of being bound by literary interpretations.
108

 What I want to convey is that the 
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 I am using these labels on purpose, but with high level of reservations, because they are full of historical 

tension, and, if critically considered, are incomparable: Europe is a geography, while Islam is a belief 
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106

 Tentatively I have noted three main historical stages of relations between ñIslamò and ñEuropeò: the 
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now. They were liberals in their time, if I can say so, since they urged the use of reason in understanding 
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diversity of the European context has contributed fundamentally to the emergence of 

European Islam, a fact which resembles a past reality in Islamic history. This also brings 

about the Reformation era of Europe when one considers Rawlsô Political Liberalism. 

The Rawlsian scholar Sebasttiano Maffetone affirms this view in his study of Rawls, ñIn 

some ways, the situation in which classical liberalism was born is repeated today. As was 

once the case for religion, today politics is divided by bitter conflicts, sometimes not so 

different from the religious ones of the past.ò
109

  

The third reason behind using Rawlsô overlapping consensus framework is that 

the so-called reformist voices of Islam, and European Islam advocates in this study, have 

not been included in the few but remarkable works that study the Islamic tradition, with 

reference to Rawlsô work. Until now, to my update, four scholars have published such 

works: Mohamed Fadel, Andrew March, Hamid Hadji Haidar, and Mehmet Favzi 

Bilgin.
110

 None of them has dealt directly with what I have tried here ï European Islam. 

Haidar studies Millôs and Rawlsô liberalisms and their accommodation or not of the 

Shiite tradition, and arrives to the idea that ñliberalism cannot lead Muslims at home.ò
111

 

As to what the Shiite Muslims can benefit from the liberal state, in the case of being a 

minority, Haidar says it is religious education which Rawlsian liberalism offers, unlike 

Millôs.
112

 Bilgin, on the contrary, argues that Rawlsô Political Liberalism is very 

                                                                                                                                                                             
revelation, which could partly be matched with the right of ñfreedom of conscienceò as known now among 

the moderns. I refer to Section 1a, Part IV for more on the Muᾶtazila. 
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 Maffetone, Rawls, 264   
110
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to Anônaimôs ñcivic reasonò introduced in Islam and the Secular State, 2008; Raja Bahlul, ñToward an 
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Eastern Studies (Spring 2003), 12(1), 43ï60) 
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 Hamid Hadji Haidar, Liberalism and Islam: Practical Reconciliation between the Liberal State and 

Shiite Muslims (New York and Hamphire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008) 3.  
112

 In Part III, ñThe Liberal State and Shiite Muslim Citizens,ò he says ñOne significant point that results 
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applicable in religious societies, since it gives good space to religious doctrines.
113

 The 

two, Haidar and Bilgin, do not work on the Islamic minority in Europe, nor do they refer 

to the scholars I refer to. They work on the Islamic majority countries, with a focus on 

Shióa in the case of Haidar.
114

  

My work is closer to what Fadel and March have probed. They have both focused 

on Muslim minorities in the West. While Fadel has produced various articles on the 

matter,
115

 March has put that into a distinguished work that may open new horizons in 

comparative political theory, in addition to a number of articles on the theology of Tariq 

Ramadan.
116

 The work of these two scholars has been inspiring to my work here. 

However, two significant reasons have encouraged me to try a new pathway that these 

scholars have not tried, and I consider them important and have to be recalled for a better 

understanding of this study-approach.  

First, especially with Fadel and March who deal with Muslim minorities in the 

West, they do refer to the Islamic classical texts produced over the centuries until the 19
th
 

century, that is, before the colonial era which influenced the intellectual contribution of 
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Muslim scholars. Fadel and March mainly argue that their choice stems from the fact that 

Muslim believers would not ñlistenò and ñgive credibilityò to scholars who (may) seem 

influenced by Western education; Islam for Muslim believers seems authentic only 

through the classical texts, so Fadel and March follow this assumption to show that even 

in such a case, classical texts prove open to political liberalism and able to be morally 

engaged in ñfair terms of cooperation,ò to use Rawlsô terms, with liberal democracies. 

They affirm that if that is successfully illustrated, then that implicitly means that the 

reformist voices of Islam, which they broadly do not study but sometimes merely refer to 

en passant, are equally able to be morally engaged with political liberalism. Simply put, 

they say that Islamôs ñpredicamentò has to be solved in the past; the past legacy is 

pluralist enough to teach the contemporary-modern Muslims. I certainly agree with them. 

But someone has to study the moderns as well! Here comes my second point.   

The second reason behind my reference to the contemporary reformists is to give 

space to new voices of Islam. They may whisper new thoughts in Islamic thought, and 

think of the ñunthought in Islamic thoughtò using Mohamed Arkounôs terms.
117

 My point 

is this: the search for overlapping consensus should not blind us, researchers, from 

thoughts that may call for ñsomethingò beyond mere moral commitment to the 

conception of the political in a liberal democracy. Islamic thought should not be blocked 

from renovating itself on various levels, and not only on the legal level which seems the 

focal point of the study of many.  A constitutional liberal democracy is not governed just 

by pure political conceptions. Liberty and equality allow citizens to think beyond the 

political, to live the good life they envision. European Islam, which is growing up in the 

middle of such a world of liberty and equality then must allow a vast space of free 

thinking for its believers, including the ones who claim the faith but are not practicing or 

are practicing in their own way, as is the case with, say, Bidarôs Self Islam, or Oubrouôs 

Sharia of the minority.  

As to saying that European Islam is not Islam, or is not like the ñcommonò/ 

ñorthodoxò Islam, it is like saying Rawlsô Political Liberalism is not liberal(-ism) ï some 
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may object to such a comparison. Political Liberalism has grown out of ï rather against - 

classical and comprehensive doctrine of classical Christianity and classical liberalism. 

European Islam, too, has grown out of - rather against ï both literalist Islam and classical 

liberalism. If there are voices that theorize European Islam from within liberal 

democracies, then most possibly their theorizing is ñreasonable,ò and is also most likely, 

if not surely, to be ñliberal.ò Scholars of the Islamic tradition then should not obfuscate 

such voices. Maybe in the medium or long term, applying overlapping consensus (and 

public reason) on the Islamic tradition would no longer be needed, since the new 

reformist voices would have won the hearts of most believers! Scholars like Bhikhu 

Parekh, from ñconjunctureò perspective, may then say ñThat is exactly what ñthe hidden 

agendaò of political liberalism is about! It converts non-liberals into liberals!ò
118

 I would 

say that a believer has to be allowed his freedom of conscience and freedom of 

expression, and has to be allowed to learn, through the school, to have access to the 

teachings of his doctrine (be it religious or not), and the future decision about ñwhat to 

beò and ñhowò is up to him (to be liberal or not, or something in-between) as long as the 

ñfair terms of cooperationò are respected by all, and stability and social justice are 

granted. It is for this reason that studying post-19
th
 century Muslim scholars is important, 

even though their reputation as ñauthenticò is not (yet) as established as the pre-19
th
 

scholarsô is.  

Therefore, while I use the framework of political liberalism (overlapping 

consensus in focus), I am at the same time integrating new voices of Islam, as long as 

they are not scholars or intellectuals notorious for blasphemy or ex-Muslimness. I would 

not study, for example, Ayan Hirsi Ali as a reformist scholar, because she is ex-Muslim 

(thus her view moves to ñconjectureò perspective, and is no longer a ñdeclarationò),
119
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 ed. 
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and more importantly she attacks the doctrine itself; so, how can she speak of reforming 

it if she belittles and defames its pillars and symbols?  Tibi, Ramadan, Oubrou and Bidar, 

on the other hand, claim to be Muslim, respect Islam, and their reform voices, whatever 

be their level and premise, do not attack the ñsacrednessò of religion or its ñbeliefò per se, 

but parts of its comprehensiveness. Their ñauthenticityò comes from their allegiance to 

the concerned faith, and their view, henceforth, is ñdeclaratoryò - from ñdeclarationò 

position, namely from within as Muslim believers.
120

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
of Public Reason Revisited,ò The University of Chicago Law Review, Vol. 64, No. 3 (Summer, 1997) 765-

807.  
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 In a note, Rawls, from ñconjectureò position, considers the project of Abdullahi Anônaim ña perfect 

example of overlapping consensusò (Rawls, ñPublic Reason Revisited,ò 783-784, n. 46). Anônaim, later, 

introduces his concept of ñcivic reasonò in his project of reform, a concept very close to Rawlsô ñpublic 

reason.ò I introduced Anônaim when studying some contemporary reformist prominent projects outside 

Europe; see Section 1d, Part IV.  Such a project, from within the Islamic tradition, should not be denied a 

study simply because Muslim believers may not accredit it or accept it. Like him, and others, the European 
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instead of limiting scholarship to pre-19
th
 century period, as the previous scholars, like March, do.  
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Part One: Bassam Tibi  

Political Justifications for Euro-Islam 

 

As a Muslim, I ask myself why most of my co-religionists fail to acknowledge this 

predicament in order to find solutions. The answer that comes to mind was given to me 

when I was at school in Damascus. At the age of ten I dared to ask: ñWhy are the 

conditions we live under not in line with verse 3/110 in the Qurôan: You are the ñumma 

communityò that has ever been raised up for mankind.ò The question was supported by 

reference to media coverage by a young Muslim boy who had discerned that the 

Europeans and Americans were more advanced than his own community: ñSo, why this, 

if Allah says we are superior to all non-Muslim parts of mankind?ò My teacher replied 

without any hesitation: ñWe are in a ñmihna/crisisò and Allah is examining us.ò To me, 

as a ten-year old, this answer was neither satisfactory nor convincing. I moved to the 

West at the age of eighteen for my academic training. That story has never left my mind. 

It has been the background of my desire, throughout my years of study in the West and 

the ensuing decades of academic research in the Islamic world itself, to get a better 

answer. The related thinking dominates the present book. I felt compelled to look for a 

more satisfactory explanation than I received in Damascus. A Muslim is better qualified 

than are Western postmodernists to address these issues. I state this without any Saidian 

[Edward Said] bias.  

Bassam Tibi, Islamôs Predicament with Modernity, 2009: 46.
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1. Islamôs Predicament with Modernity  

 

In this part of my work I sketch out the thoughts of Bassam Tibi on Euro-Islam. 

Before doing that, I should note that Tibi does not dedicate his academic career of five 

decades just to the development of the concept of Euro-Islam since 1992, the time when 

he started using it. Basically, Tibi belongs to the International Relations (IR) discipline, 

but his works on the Middle East, Arab nationalism, political Islam, fundamentalism, and 

civilizational dialogue have allowed him to develop an interdisciplinary approach that 

works heavily on culture, society, and religion.  This to say that in reading Tibi one has to 

take the whole pile of his writings into account and re-arrange them according to the 

approach designed for such a reading. That is what I try to do here. About twenty of his 

German books are not included in this compilation I work on. I depend heavily on his 

books written in English, besides his journal articles, book chapters, edited books, 

published lectures, and interviews. While seeking some guiding lines about my research, 

Tibi recommended that I make use of his last book, Islamôs Predicament with Modernity: 

Religious Reform and Cultural Change (2009), since it makes the detailed summary of all 

his academic career and approach. Besides this work, I certainly go back to his 

beginnings, i.e. his earlier works: The Crisis of Modern Islam: A Preindustrial Culture in 

the Scientific-Technological Age (first published in German in 1981, and in English in 

1988), Islam and the Cultural Accommodation of Social Change (1990), The Challenge 

of Fundamentalism: Political Islam and the New World Disorder (1998), Islam between 

Culture and Politics (2001), and Political Islam, World Politics and Europe (2008).
121
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 The Crisis of Modern Islam: A Preindustrial Culture in the Scientific-Technological Age, trans. Judith 

von Sivers (Salt Lake City: Utah UP, 1988); Islam and the Cultural Accommodation of Social Change 
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 The idea behind going through the intellectual career of Tibi is not to write his 

personal biography. Rather, it is to trace the beginnings of his idea of Euro-Islam, after 

going through his perception of the Islamic current socio-political and intellectual status. 

Focusing just on his later writings does not put the debate in context, for Euro-Islam is 

the outcome of a series of events in the Middle Easter, North African, and the rest of the 

Islamic world, before it becomes a European issue. This fact of regional and international 

politics are what have driven, as will be seen, a scholar of International relations into the 

debate of reforming Islam and consequently ending up with Euro-Islam. This peculiarity 

in approaching religion from International Relations (IR) lenses seems particular in Tibi´s 

work, and there is no doubt that this aspect has made him a leading voice in calling for 

including religion, especially Islam in this case, in the IR discipline. Later in my analysis 

I will categorize his approach among the scholars who study the resurgence of Islam from 

within ósecurity based approachò instead of opening up to studying Islam from 

ñtheological perspectives,ò as Tariq Ramadan, for example, tries to do.   

 From Damascus to the World  

 In most of his writings, Tibi does not tire from stressing his background in 

Damascus, and how that contributed to shaping his later academic career, in which he 

tries to be innovative and reformist. Tibi belongs to a noble Damascene family (Ashraf 

Banu al-Tibi) that traces back its origins to the Prophet of Islam.
122

 As a child he was 

introduced to Quranic studies. At school, he remembers very well to have asked his 

teacher about the causes behind the contemporary misery of the Arab and Islamic world. 

The reply he received would be stuck in his mind ever since, and would push him later in 

his career to seek answers. The answer the teacher gave him was that the Arab-Islamic 

                                                                                                                                                                             
2012, Tibi has published two other books in English, summarizing his intellectual career on Islam and 

Islamism. These two books are Islam and Global Politics: Conflict and Cross-Civilizational Bridging 

(Routledge, 2012), and Islam and Islamism (Yale UP, 2012). These last two books are not examined in my 

work on Tibi, seeing that they come out late, just few months before the time due for submitting my work 

to the university. However, from the books outlines and introductions, I can confidently say that these 

books do not introduce another Tibi, to put it so. The six books dealt with in my study already discuss the 

issues the last two books deal with. The difference could be in depth or/and case studies. Repetition is 

unavoidable, to respectfully word it so. 
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world was in crisis (mihna) as an examination from Allah.
123

 The kid did not swallow the 

answer, and in the West, to which he travelled for academic training, he would dig into 

this ñmihnaò and try to fix it. His philosophical training takes its shape at Frankfurt 

School with Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and later on Jurgen Habermas (b. 1929), 

ñThanks to my Western academic education, and in particular to the philosophical 

reasoning studied in the Frankfurt School of Theodor Adorno (1903 ï 1969) and Max 

Horkheimer (1895 ï 1973), I have acquired the detachment needed for pursuing a 

scholarly non-apologetic approach, as well as for related unbiased thoughts.ò
124

 ñBut 

beyond this the Frankfurt School gave no further guidance,ò since it ñwas not helpful for 

a proper understanding of religion.ò
125

 After an inspiring encounter with the Jewish-

German philosopher Ernst Bloch (1885 ï 1977), who was knowledgeable of Medieval 

Islamic philosophy and had written on Ibn Sina´s rationalism (Avicenna and the 

Aristotelian Left, 1963). Such a contact leads the young scholar of Damascus to publish 

his first book The Arab Left (1969), while still a 25 years old PhD student. This book 

brings him in touch with Edward Said (1935-2003), who invites him to speak of the Arab 

Left as part of his book The Arabs of Today: Perspectives for Tomorrow, 1973.
126

 Tibi 

keeps friendship with Said but soon departs from him academically afterwards, for the 

reason that neither Orientalism nor Orientalism ñin reverseò
127

 do help in solving 

international tensions, which Tibi tries to placate with his inter-civilizational dialogue 

approach.   

 Tibi bears in mind the idea of Ernest Bloch (1885 ï 1977) that the study of 

religion would be reductionist if tied solely to the economic machinery and social 
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conditions. Tibi, like Bloch, saw this as a ñvulgar expression of Marxism.ò
128

 Instead, 

Tibi strongly sees religion as a cultural system which a variety of factors influence. 

Besides acknowledging the influence of Emile Durkheim (1885-1917) who sees religion 

as a ñfait socialò (social fact),
129

 he does not settle as Durkhemian for he is ñwary of 

reducing religion to a social context.ò
130

 It is with Clifford Geertz (1926 - 2006), the 

influential American anthropologist (1926-2006), that he most sympathizes intellectually, 

ñThe reader will clearly find out how much I lean on Clifford Geertzôs cultural 

anthropology, but consistently with an attempt to go beyond his approach.ò
131

 There is a 

need to stop for a while at Geertzôs ideas to understand Tibi better.  

 In his work The Interpretation of Cultures (1973), Geertz defines culture as ña 

system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of which people 

communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes toward 

life.ò
132

 In his fieldwork in the Islamic world, Geertz finds out that the ñelusiveness of the 

subject matterò of religion is the most challenging item while researching as an 

anthropologist in religious societies, and this challenge becomes worse as one moves 

from describing it to finding it, ñOur problem, and it grows worse by the day, is not to 

define religion, but to find it.ò
133

 This quest of ñfinding religion,ò according to Geertz, 

starts with and ends in looking at it as a cultural system. That succinctly put means that 

Islam, with which Geertz is concerned, does not seem to flourish in one context and thus 

to have one cultural variety which can be exported or similarly lived all around the 

Islamic world. There are versions of Islam that have to do with culture. That makes Fred 

Inglis (b. 1937), a reader of Geertz, wonders about the ñmysteries of Islam,ò ñWhat is 

Islam? A religion? A civilization? A social order? A form of life? A strand of world 

history? A collection of spiritual attitudes connected only by a common reverence for 
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Muhammad and the Quran?ò
134

 Inglis ends up speaking of the ñventure of Islam,ò 

coloured with world cultures diversity, adopting and conforming by thus the three 

volumes work of the American scholar of the history of Islam, Marshal G.S. Hodgson 

(1922 ï 1968), The Venture of Islam (first published in 1961). This Geertzian perspective, 

to which Tibi refers to again and again when dealing with Islamôs Predicament with 

modernity, envisions a variety of ñIslamsò that are coloured with different cultural 

systems. This aspect is what makes Tibi relevant to the study of European Islam and the 

development of a European Islamic culture, after religion has gone through a process of 

reform which the culture in which it grows adopts cultural modernity. More of this 

becomes clearer as I proceed.  

 The emphasis on culture in the production of religious meaning is rooted in Tibi´s 

attempt to dig deep into the distinction between religion in substance as ña spiritual belief 

and an ethicsò and religion ñin its role as a political ideology.ò The first requires ñdivinity 

studiesò while the latter requires ñcultural analysis.ò He is concerned with the latter, 

without totally putting aside the former. His study revolves around Islam and its 

oscillation between culture and politics.
135

 In crude terms, religion here is a cultural 

system.  

When Tibi moved to Germany as a young man of 18 years old, this distinction 

was not clear in his mind yet, and he had to work it out. His academic training, along 

with the European worldwide know scholars, he frequented and came in touch with, 

made him realize that the Middle Eat he belongs to by birth and early education has a 

particular reading of Islam, so much Arabocentrist, socio-culturally affected, and narrow 

in its perspective. In his research and professorship tours around the world, Tibi was 

affected by the way Islam was indigenized, adapted and adopted socio-culturally 

especially in Africa and Asia, to produce Afro-Islam, and Indo-Islam.
136

 This pushed him 

to read Islam in light of the cultural system in which it is practiced. This implies that it 

can bear interpretations according to space and time, and the mihna (crisis) he 
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experienced as a child and also as a Muslim scholar and citizen in Europe can be, for 

him, remedied through a reading, a reinterpretation and revisit of the past to overcome the 

current crisis, thus be able to speak of Euro-Islam.  

a. Islam as a Cultural System 

 

Starting from his Geertzian perspective, Tibi does not tire from repeating that Islam is 

a cultural system. He also does not tire from repeating that he is a pious and yet liberal 

Muslim. To be clear, he does not deprive this religion from its divinity. The divinity he 

questions revolves around the cultural aspects this same divine religion has been clothed 

with in various geographies and locations of the world. The divinity and universality of 

Islam is not questioned; what is questioned are the ways both divinity and universality 

have been used to the extent of freezing their utility for the human being to which they 

are destined. In other words, divinity and universality of Islam have not been studied in 

historical perspectives and in context; rather, they have been imprisoned in history and in 

the same way the religion was first revealed in the seventh century BC. Apart from its 

five pillars, Tibi is against any aspect of essentializing Islam; it is that which has caused a 

cultural stagnation, according to him, in the Muslim world and mind. In contradistinction 

to any essentialism, he tries to answer the common, and yet difficult question, ñWhat is 

Islam?ò  

To answer this pivotal question, Tibi does not work on the metaphysical worldview of 

Islam. Instead, he contends that no religion stands in isolation from wo/man and society. 

That is, Islam, and like any other religion, makes sense in society, ñreligions represent 

cultural systems, which are both influenced by processes of social change and are 

themselves able to affect them.ò
137

 To study Islam, then, he had to look at its 

development in society; he had to consider it as a cultural system, ñWe ask what Islam 

really is if, in the Geertzian sense, we are to speak of the Islamic religion as a single 

cultural system.ò
138
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 Cultures adopt religions since they shape their world view, as much as that 

religion may later on be shaped by the culture that has adopted it. Tibiôs most interesting 

borrowing he has made from Geertzôs cultural and symbolic anthropology shapes 

considerably his study of Islam, namely religion as a ñmodel ofò and ñmodel forò reality. 

The former simply means that religion makes part, only part of a certain cultural system, 

while the latter, which is more important here, does shape this culture. Models of reality 

relate to the representation of objects like those in nature, which means that they are 

ñconcrete, displaying structural congruence with the depicted object.ò Unlike them, 

models for reality ñapply to concepts of things, such as human activity,ò and are abstract 

ñtheories, dogmas, or doctrines for a reality with which they are not in structural 

congruence.ò They ñrelate, either metaphysically or rationally, to human perceptions of 

reality and their character; they cannot be penetrated experimentally, only 

interpretatively.ò
139

 At this metaphysical, abstract, and interpretative level, one enters the 

symbolic level of religion in society and culture.  

According to Geertz, a religion is ñ[1] a system  of symbols which act to [2] 

establish powerful, pervasive and long-lasting moods and motivations in men [3] by 

formulating concepts of a general order of being and [4] clothing these concepts with 

such an aura of factuality that [5] the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic.ò
140

 

Tibi explains this in the Islamic context by arguing that there is a need to study the 

religious symbols in the Islamic context to scrutinize the way Muslims understand the 

Texts (Quran and Sunna/Hadith) through their behavior. The idea is to ñto observe how 

people perceive these texts and how they create their religiocultural symbols in this 

context, so as better to understand the Islam of today as a social reality and a cultural 

system,ò
141

 after centuries from the date of revelation. The observer, the anthropologist in 

this case, can notice that ñthe moral insight,ò the symbol, becomes unequal to the ñmoral 

experience,ò i.e. real life behavior. For Tibi, such a difference between perception and 

reality is conducive to crisis, and sometimes encourages militancy to bring the moral 

insight into reality and the world that seems different into the same picture the symbol 
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institutes in the mind of the believer. Such a crisis in interaction with the text, in living 

what is being believed in, happens because the ordinary believers do not raise questions, 

nor do they use common sense and reason in dealing with religious symbols.
142

 This 

happens while the Muslim elite are torn between appeals to the great Islamic tradition 

they know to be popular and the secular political institutions that tend to weaken that 

tradition.
143

 Tibi exemplifies for this by the term of umma (commonly translated as the 

Islamic nation): while the Texts refer to the Muslims as a community of believers in its 

abstract manifestation, the masses tend to concretize this symbolic concept and see it in 

reality. The frustration of the fundamentalists and their aim to build a political 

community out of this umma concept shows the misunderstandings that occur in 

interpreting and living a concept, and how that affects some believers to the extent of 

acting to ñrestoreò or ñbuildò it anew, even militarily. Tibi also refers to what Walter 

Zenner calls ñbahavioral lagò: as an anthropologist, he conducted a fieldwork among 

Muslims in Morocco and found that they do not necessarily follow what they believe in 

when it comes to certain religious sanctions and ordinances. Tibi, in a not much different 

context, refers to the practice of hiyal, or legal tricks, in centuries past among the 

Muslims in commerce as a way of evading strict laws. The intention behind citing these 

examples is to demonstrate that Muslims behavior is also constrained by socio-cultural 

and economic factors, which affect the interaction with the religious Texts.
144

  

The perception of religion as a cultural system imbued with symbols that do not 

seem to change in time and yet not always followed fully in practice brings about the 

question of truth in Islam and its place in history. In orthodox Islam truth is one and is 

complete, with the Seal of Prophets, Muhammad, and the revelation of the Quran. It is 

valid for all times, religions, and for all humanity. Such a truth is ahistorical. This 

understanding raises the main issue of progress and development, and Tibi wonders if 

these issues ever existed or were discussed before the encounter with the developed West. 

(Later he affirms that such concepts existed during the Hellenized era of High Islam, of 

the Abbasid era (750-1258). This is to be clarified when Tibiôs reform propositions are 
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studied. In this beginning, Tibi is still trying to raise thorny questions to problemize the 

predicament further). The metaphysical absolute truth seems to reign and prevent the 

ñcultural accommodation of social change,ò a change which human societies normally 

experience: 

If these conceptions are unalterable per se, as in the case of Islam, even though 

reality is changing continually, then we are bound to ask whether Islam presents 

an obstacle to change, [andé] whether Islam as a cultural system demands 

absoluteness and nontemporality, and is therefore hostile to history and an 

impediment to change, or whether Muslims have developed their own ways of 

circumventing this absoluteness in their daily practice, without ceasing to believe 

in it [i.e. Islam as a cultural system].ò
145

  

To break away from a historical imprisonment, Tibi, though not a historian by training, 

tries to revisit Islamic history in its main stages and later political divisions to corroborate 

his idea of the impact of culture on Islam, and consequently his perception of it as a 

cultural system.  

  Tibi believes that the contemporary Islamic cultural system is very much 

impacted by the Arab culture and political ideology.
146

 From the early years after the 

advent of Islam, the Arabs, to whom the Prophet Muhammed belonged by blood, would 

dominate the Islamic political community, and affect it culturally as well. The first 

division that lives up to now was based on tribal belonging: the Shióa, partisans of Ali the 

fourth Caliph, wanted to pass governance from the Quraish Arab tribe (to which Ali 

himself belonged) to Aliôs side, believed by Shióa to be the first Imam and vicegerent of 

Allah, and they believe that the Prophet nominated him a Caliph even before the three 

other Caliphs, Abu Bakr, Umar, and Ottman. The Battle of the Camel in 656 between 

Aisha, wife of the Prophet, and Ali, the Fourth Caliph, and subsequently the Ummayadsò 

coming to power in 661 to guard the Quraish Arab tribe in power was a turning point in 

Muslims history. It was what divided the Muslim world into its two main denominations, 
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the majority Sunni and the minority Shióa, i.e. partisans of Ali.
147

 Besides the period of 

establishing Islam by the Prophet from revelation date in 610 to his death in 632, the four 

Caliphs reigned for about thirty years in all (632-660); three of them were killed, Abu 

Bakr, Umar, and Ali. The Prophetôs period as well as the Caliphsò one are commonly 

referred to as the most glorious and just period in Islamic history. The Ummayad Dynasty 

would take over from 660 to 750, which would be overthrown by the Abbasids who 

would rule from 750 to 1258, which marked ñthe zenith of Islamôs development.ò
148

 The 

Ottomans kept the Islamic empire dominant, mainly militarily but stagnant culturally, 

from 1453 up to the First World War and the abolishment of the Caliphate in 1924 by 

Kemal Attaturk. The Muslim Spain and Sicily kept their political and intellectual 

independence during this period, and had their first rulers from the Umayyads, but later 

on from North Africa, mainly from Morocco, which was never under the Ottoman rule. 

The Persians were not under the Ottomans either. This diversity in political ruling was 

stamped by the socio-cultural environment of the regions ruled and the dynasties that 

reigned.  

 Equally, in sub-Saharan Africa and Asia, Muslim societies seem generally not to 

have undergone the same tribal or ethnic political rivalry that the Arab Peninsula 

underwent. Henceforth, their cultural interaction with Islam as a religion differs, 
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according to Tibi. For example, ñthe African marabouts, who in the absence of a 

priesthood in Islamic doctrine, represent a functional equivalent to clergy in African 

Islam, are not only religious leaders, but also magicians and soothsayers, thereby 

retaining numerous magical forms of pre-Islamic African cultures.ò
149

 Among the 

Berbers, the natives of the Maghreb, the Muslim chief has the authority to bestow divine 

blessing (baraka).
150

 In India and most Asia where the Muslims have always co-existed 

as a minority with other religions, the Muslims have adopted a number of local practices, 

to the extent that even the Indian caste system was projected and copied by the Muslims 

for hierarchy. In Indonesia and Malaysia, which have a big impact on Tibiôs development 

of the notion of Euro-Islam, he witnessed an ñopen Islamò that adopts the local tradition, 

or at least is open to it.
151

 During his fieldwork and contact with scholars and social 

activists in Muslim societies and communities around the world, Tibi has found that the 

ordinary Muslim does cohabitate with the cultural geography where s/he belongs, and 

there is not much tension between the Texts and the practices, ñIn the mind of the 

average Muslim, however, this tension does not exist, and most Muslims believe that they 

live in accordance with Islamic law.ò
152

  

Shióa Islam, which has developed its own Islamic cultural tradition seems very much 

different from the Arab version of it. That is so much the case in Iran where it is majority 

Shióa . Shióa Islam is Persian according to the Arabs, and is considered just a deviation 

from the true Sunni Islam, which the Wahhabi movement tries to widespread. For 

instance, the Ashura festival is celebrated by the Shióa to commemorate the death of 

Husseyn ibn Ali at the hands of the Ummayad in the Battle of Karbala in 680. Husseyn is 

one of the grandchildren of the Prophet Muhammad, and a son to Ali the non-dynasty 

fourth Caliph, and thus a Shióa Imam. Ashura corporal practice is considered a sin, 

haram, by the Sunnis because it climaxes with a ritual flagellation.
153
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According to Tibi, certainly the above mentioned examples all make part of the 

Islamic civilization, but they belong to different cultures. They belong to the same 

civilization that has shaped the world with a new and different perspective since its birth, 

but has equally been diversified by the cultures and societies it has reached. Besides 

typical practices in different cultural settings, there is Sufism (mysticism) that is common 

to all these cultures and makes an unavoidable contribution to Islamic thought and 

practice as a whole. For Tibi, Sufism is the heart of Islam in the sense that it leaves no 

way to ideological or theocratic orders and consequently permits numerous ways to God. 

It deals with the believer as a person, and it is him or her that is most concerned with 

religion. Sufism develops many ways, tariqas (tariqa, a way), of practicing Islam.
154

  

The cultural practices widespread in Muslim societies make Tibi ascertain that there 

is a difference between the ñtariqa Islam,ò and the ñlegal Islamò commonly referred to as 

Sharia. The former is the ñpopular Islamò as practiced by the believer masses; the latter is 

what literally the Texts (Quran and Sunna) describe. Tibi puts it this way: ñThe Islam of 

everyday life differs in many ways from that of the ulema (scribes), who see themselves 

as the guardians of the Shariôa.ò
155

 ñIslam as a cultural system has been adopted by non-

Arabs and integrated into non-Islamic, indigenous, previously existing symbolic 

systems.ò
156

 These perceptions of Tibi influence his formation of the concept of Euro-

Islam as another tariqa to live Islam in Europe, as later sections of this work will show, 

ñ[é] my concept of Euro-Islam, that is, of a European understanding of Islam, which I 

have analogously developed in relation to Afro- and Indo-Islam.ò
157

 In brief, the cultural 

practices challenge the ulema who ñessentialize Islam in putting it above history, social 

and cultural change.ò Tibi goes so far as to compare this essentialization to the work of 

Western Orientalists, ñOn these grounds, the Islamist notion of ñtrue Muslimò resembles 

in a bizarre way that of the homo islamicus as presented by biased Western 

Orientalists.ò
158
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b. Politics in Islamic Lands between the Profane and the Sacred  

If Islam as a cultural system can reform itself and adopt itself to new contexts and 

circumstances, then its potential for impacting social life are higher, including the 

political life. To the question ñwhat went wrong with Islamic politics?ò
159

 Tib focalizes 

the interior weakening circumstances. He speaks against the dependency theory; i.e. the 

deterioration of the situation in Islamic societies because of the Western dominance 

alone. The Western formation of the world market, as well as its secular institutions, 

plays just a part in the worsening of the Muslim countries. Stopping this dominance or 

withdrawing from the world market does not solve the problem. Facing it with socio-

religious changes is the outlet. Tibi does not give much attention to the debate started by 

the Oxford historian Roger Owen (b. 1935) who wonders whether the underdevelopment 

in the Arab Muslim world is only noticeable because it is compared to the developed 

West.
160

  

 The socio-economic as well as intellectual gap between the governing elites in the 

Muslim world and the masses aggravates the debate on social change and pushes the 

blame of underdevelopment to the external factors. The failure of the governing and 

Western educated elite to urge quick socio-cultural reforms angered the masses and made 

them aware of the North-South divide on the standards of life. The masses do not see that 

their elites and their socio-cultural conditions are also to blame for their economic 

underdevelopment. All they see is the West as the main factor, for which hatred grows. 

Here grows a ñneed to have an indigenous medium of articulation in order to express 

these intensifying anti-Western attitudes. Islam is the best form of articulation for this 

purpose.ò
161
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 If the social structures (sociogenesis) changes in Europe took place in tandem 

with the norms and value systems (psychogenesis) changes,
162

 the case is different in the 

Arab-Muslim world because their history with religion is different from Europeôs history 

with its religion. In contemporary history of the Arab Muslim world, as in the past 

centuries, religion has hardly been seen as an enemy to people; on the contrary, it is a 

source of identity and relief to them. This is seen more clearly when politics fail to 

answer their needs, as is the case with Arab Muslim societies after independence that is 

being discussed here. The recourse to religion in an evolving society that tries to finds its 

way between tradition and modernity occasions a dilemma, or what was referred to 

earlier as a ñbehavioral lag.ò That is, ñthe parallel existence in the same society of norms 

and values of a no longer existing historical formation along with newly evolved social 

structures.ò Such is the case because ñnorms and values do not change as fast as 

structures do.ò
163

 This state of ñin-betweennessò applies to societies that either lack 

updated political philosophies and theories that ease the political life of people or to 

societies that undergo social changes exerted from outside, as in conquests and 

colonialism. The Muslim societies are a case in point: they lacked updated political 

philosophy since the fourteenth century (after Ibn Khaldun),
164

 and experienced European 

imperialism from the eighteenth century, and the Mogul and Turkish dominance earlier.  

Under such a pressure of being exposed to the West without a clear and updated socio-

cultural system, the Muslim individual living in this state of transition falls in ñneed for 

religion to maintain identity in the process of change.ò
165

 The problem Tibi worries about 

is not the recourse to religion per se by the individual, but it is its politicization to face 

change and block it that worries him, ñIslam as a system of belief has never lost 

significance for its adherents. [é] The current reemergence of Islam as a political 

ideology is not therefore to be defined as re-Islamization, but more accurately as political 

revitalization, or as the repoliticization of the sacred.ò
166
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 Tibi goes selectively through some historical stages in Islamic politics to argue 

that Islam is not a political system, as first argued Ali Abderraziq, a scholar of al-Azhar 

in 1925, at the moment of the dissolution of the Ottoman Caliphate. It is a cultural system 

that merges the religious and the social. He refers to detailed case studies from the current 

Arab world to exemplify for his point that Islam is adjusted to the socio-cultural history 

of the geography it governs, and thus there is no one clear-cut political model in Islam: 

Morocco, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Iran, etc. The Prophets life as a leader of the Muslim 

community could be divided into two stages: The Mekka era (570-622) and the Medina 

one (622-632). The first ranges from the birth of the Prophet, passing by the descent of 

revelation upon him at the age of forty, and his start of disseminating the message of 

Islam mainly focusing on ñestablishing new ethical foundations for an Islamic embracing 

of individual human rights.ò
167

 Tibi, like some reformists à la Muhammad Mahmoud 

Taha (1909 - 1985) and his student Abdullahi Anònaim (b. 1946) to whom i make 

reference in due time (in Part IV), asserts that ñin early Meccan Islam, before the 

founding of the ýrst Islamic polity at Medina, in a Bedouin culture hostile to state 

structures, one fails to ýnd Qurôanic precepts related to war and peace.ò
168

 Mecca Islam is 

considered to be focused on the humanist and universal aspects of Islam, and not on legal 

matters. 

  Regarding the second Prophetic stage, the Medina period, it is during which that 

the Prophet established the Muslim community and entered into political treaties with the 

non-Muslim communities who had their denominational rights as dhimmis (People of the 

Book) under the Muslimsô rule. For some, the Medina Document prepared by the Prophet 

in consultation with the allying tribes of Muslims and non-Muslims in 622, which marks 

the beginning of the Islamic calendar, is the first constitution in world history. For Tibi, 

however, the Medina Document/Constitution and era, constitutes not only the beginning 

of a new religion, but also the beginning of a new civilization around a central and 

organized authority. 
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Tibi adopts Reinhard Bendixôs (1916 ï 1991) term that the early years of Islam 

can be said to be ruled by a ñcharismatic prophecyò which is unparalleled to any other 

ordinary political experiences. ñThe Prophecy is unique and cannot be either passed on or 

repeated,ò adds Tibi.
169

 During this ñcharismatic prophecyò political era, the terms of 

óstateò or ñIslamic stateò (dawla Islamiya, nizam islami) were never used by the Prophet 

nor were they employed in the language of the Qurôan.  The term ñIslamic stateò is a 

recent invention,
170

and has to be distinguished from the ñProphetic Era,ò to mean both 

Mecca and Medina periods of the Prophet, from the rest of early Islamic history. 

After the Prophetic Era, the pre-Islamic tribal tendencies about governance and 

authority would come into sight again. This led to the division between the Sunnite and 

the Shióa, and few other minor sects. The former would form the history of the Caliphate, 

and the latter that of the Imamate. The first four Caliphs were chosen after consultation 

among the elders of the tribes; the later ones would designate themselves as leaders of the 

Muslim community, after dynasties took the rule over, starting from the Umayyad, the 

Abbasids, the Fatimid, etc. up to the Ottomans. The ruler here had to follow the Sharia, 

though despotically, and the Muslim jurisprudents (faqihs and ulemas) had to obey him 

and make people follow him in the form of bayòa (collective consent and loyalty to the 

Caliph on behalf of the people). In rare histories of Muslim societies were they 

independent. Tibi says that ñthe political ideals of Islam were not practiced because of a 

lack of appropriate institutions,ò which turned the Caliphs/Sultans rule into a ósultanic 

formò (alỠukm assultǕnǭ), more shaped by the rulerôs willings, a form which does not 

correspond to the basic rulings of Sharia and Islamic ethics.
171

 As to the Shiite version of 

authority,  the Imamate, it is the charisma of the ruler that matters most, and this cannot 

be of ordinary posture, for it depends on the succession of the imams that is allegedly 

affiliate with the ahl al-bayt, the People of the House of the Prophet. According to Tibi, 

Shióa Islam in general was hardly involved in direct politics, until the Safavids reign 

(1501-1722), and the current Ruhollah Khomeiniôs theory of wilayt al-faqih (clerical 

authority) which has brought them to the center of politics since the Iranian Revolution in 
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1979. That brought to politics the voice of theocratic Muslim jurists.
172

 This re-

politicization of Islam in Iran and elsewhere is contemporary and is a distortion of the 

ideals of Islam which have hardly had a suitable institutional platform to be applied, 

except from cases the Prophetic era and Hellenize Islam highlight.     

Tibiôs reference to particular historical periods in Islamic countries politics aims 

at discrediting the claim that such a history has seen a harmonious marriage between 

Islamic ideals and politics. Again, he is not denying the presence of Islam, but he is 

shedding light on the way it has been used, and sometimes abused, which made its ideals 

remain theoretical. Building on the notions most controversial nowadays in international 

relations and European contexts, Tibi discusses in different contexts some concepts that 

are attributed to Islamic history out of context. He does so to refute the ñIslamic new 

disorderò the Islamist fundamentalists try to construct wrongly basing themselves on the 

past. The terms he sees troublesome are umma, daԀwa, jihad, and nizam islami, which all 

contribute to the making of dar al-islam, the abode of Islam, versus dǕr al Ỡarb, the 

abode of war.  

Sharia and Shariatization of Religious Concepts: Umma, Daᾶwa, and Jihad  

Tibi argues that the political ñimagined ummaò
173

 ñis no longer of any 

significance for existing realities in our contemporary world.ò
174

 The Quranic verse (sura 

al-Imran 3:110) which speaks of the Muslims as the best community of the faithful 

(khayr umma) is wrongfully associated with the European notion of ñnationò for the 

ñnation-state.ò So, a wrong analogy is formed to refer to a community of believers as a 

political community. The issue of faith is politicized by dints of projecting a modern 

European concept on an Islamic notion of faith, which is universal. The universal aspect 

of Islam and the Muslim faith is henceforth seen as a world political community, with 

imagined territories.  
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The umma originally was not political but based on faith.
175

 Being it based on 

faith, it knows no geographical nor racial or ethnical boundaries. In his historical reading 

of the Prophetic tradition, Tibi considers that the ýrst Islamic political community 

(umma) was not a state but an umma of the faithful, as the Qurôanic verses revealed 

between 622 and the death of the Prophet in 632 all speak of.
176

 The umma ñrecognises 

neither limitations nor exclusivity. Any person who converts to Islam becomes a member 

of this umma, while Christians and Jews can live as dhimmi (protected minorities) under 

Islamic tutelage.ò
177

 Tibi recognizes that ñwe come across tensions between the religious 

precepts of equality and the very realities standing in contrast to it.ò
178

 Later on, when the 

politicization of the community took shape, dhimmitude took a pejorative sense for the 

minority of Jews and Christians. That has resulted in the viewing the umma as the 

superior community among the divine religions.  

For Tibi, the diversity in Islam has been an accompanying characteristic in its 

development since its advent. He sites, among others, the testimony of the preeminent 

German scholar of classical Islam, Josef van Ess (b. 1934), about the transformations of 

the social meanings of the umma concept: 

In early Islam people acted as members of collectivity and thought along these 

lines. This collectivity was the framework of belonging to a social group. In fact, 

the notion of the umma which in modern times enjoys great references barely 

played a role in early Islam.
179

 

In the formative year, despite the faith that united them, ñthe tribes had each their own 

mosquesò and ñpeople dismissed the idea to pray behind an Imam who does not belong to 

oneôs own tribe,ò continues Josef van Ess.
180

 In light of this historical background, Tibi 

questions the meaning of ñummaò the homogeneity of the ñMuslim society.ò For him, the 

latter is mostly ñused in plural and sometimes as a synonym for ósocieties with a Muslim 

population or culture.ò The term then ñbasically applies only to those societies whose 
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members profess Islam.ò From this follows that ñonce we become aware of the cultural 

diversity in Islam it is easy to see that the attribute ñIslamicò cannot at all be applied to 

any existing cohesive entity.ò
181

 Tibi cites Leonard Binder (b. 1927) to corroborate his 

point:  

The concept of the umma served as a referent for the identity resolutions of 

individual Muslims throughout Islamic history. But [é] identity was a religious 

and not a political category of concern until recent times. It is with the 

politicisation of identity and the posing of the problem of the individual and the 

political community that Islam and politics have had to be reconciled within a 

new framework.
182

  

With these historical notes Tibi goes back to his perception of the cultural in the 

religious symbols. The concept of the umma moves from being a metaphysical concept 

related to faith pure and simple to becoming an identity benchmark for the individual and 

for the group, the community of believers in the same faith. And seeing the cultural 

diversity of the umma, Tibi believes that it in no way can be united or be considered as a 

political unity, ñWhen it comes to culture, Muslims differ greatly despite the belief of 

belonging to one umma.ò
183

 The believers who confuse the symbolism of umma and its 

realization in factuality can lead the fundamentalists among them to act militarily to 

restore an order that do not see but only think of.
184

 Such a perception of ñthe Islamic 

community (umma) thus denies all forms of plurality and comprehends itself as the core 

of that proportion of mankind united by monotheistic faith.ò
185

 This supremacy that 

nurtures itself by faith for political reasons, ignited by societies in a status of ña defensive 

culture,ò leads us, writes Tibi, ñto assume that there is ña psychological barrierò among 

Muslims to learning from other cultures, to which they feel superior. Islamic rationalists 

in medieval Islam were in a position to overcome this barrier, but contemporary Islamists 

are not!ò
186
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 The umma concept is problematic for both the Muslim communities in Muslim 

majority countries as it is for the Muslims in Europe, viz. European Muslim, which is the 

final focus of this work. It is here that the umma issue becomes controversial and ñinto 

conflict with citizenship inasmuch as Islam is also the basis of a civilisational identity.ò
187

 

Caught between European racism and Islamistsò supremacism, ñMigrants who really 

want to become citizens are caught between rejection and the pressure to join a cultural  

umma-ghetto.ò
188

 For Tibi, it is high time the umma notion takes back its original 

meaning as a community of the faithful, and not of supremacists and political ideologues, 

for its politicization just widens the gap between dar al-islam and dar-alharb or dar-

alahd, which are also cultural and political constructs.  

 The fundamentalistsò attempt to concretize politically the concept of umma 

explicitly means that there are other ñummamsò (non-Muslim communities also 

translated commonly as nations) which are supposed to be different. The fact that the 

Muslim umma is believed to be the ñbestò and the ósuperiorò among the rest of ummas 

means, in the literalist meanings of the Text the way the fundamentalists interpret it, that 

they should be invited to Islam through daᾶwa, proselytizing. ñJihad stood always in the 

service of daᾶwa/proselytization.ò
189

  

In Tibiôs analysis, ñIslamôs image of itself is to be the religion of peace.ò The 

Muslims are asked to disseminate this daᾶwa / mission worldwide. The daᾶwa as an 

invitation to Islam is supposed to be peaceful, but the non-Muslims usually hinder the 

peaceful spread and completion of this mission. This process is known in Islamic history 

as futuhat, openings, and not as conquests. ñIn the classical doctrine, the use of force for 

the spread of Islam is not war but rather jihad, in the worst case a ñdefensive war,ò for 

jihad is not an aggression.ò
190

 In the case non-Muslims submit to Islam through 

conversion or subjugation, this daᾶwa can be pursued peacefully. If they do not, Muslims 

are then obliged to wage jihad-war to subdue them. ñIt is only in this meaning that jihad 

is understood as a defensive action of violence.ò In Islam, peace entails that non-Muslims 
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surrender to the call of Islam by conversion or by accepting the status of a religious 

minority of dhimmi, which has to pay an imposed tax/jizya for its affiliation with the 

Muslim community; the dhimmi receive protection, and, as a pay back, they do not take 

part in the wars. This ñprivilegeò of ñdhimmitudeò applies, however, exclusively to 

Christians and Jews.
191

  

As for the non-monotheist religions, they are considered to be kaýrun/ inýdels. 

Concisely put, ñWorld peace is perceived as the result of successfully carrying out the 

daᾶwa, being the Islamic proselytization, leading to the submission of all humankind to 

Islam, thus mapping the entire globe.ò
192

 This means that the daᾶwa had to travel east and 

west, north and south by means of the futuhat. The latter, though normatively peaceful, 

history says otherwise, according to Tibi. The futuhat carried with them violence, despite 

the normative ideals behind them, and the jihad was not purely non-violent in realization:    

In apologetic Islamic writings we often read that jihad-wars were not violent. This 

is presumptuous, because Islamic jihad-wars were violent. In history, non-violent 

warfare does not exist. Despite the high ethical standards imposed by the classical 

doctrine, Islamic jihad-wars were also related to blood-letting. The distinction 

between the normative and the historical level in the study of jihad reveals many 

self-deceptions most Muslims continue to believe in.
193

 

Tibi draws distinctions for more clarifications in light of a historical reading of Islamic 

history of jihad. Tibi differentiates between ñclassical jihadò and ñmodern jihadism.ò To 

this I turn now. 

 Classical jihad goes back to the Prophetic era referred to earlier. Especially in the 

Mecca period, the divine message does not mention war though the small Muslim 

community was surrounded by hostile tribes.   In the Medina period, which is seen as the 

first Muslim political community, the Muslims opened lands and asked people to either 

convert or surrender to Muslims rule for protection. Yet, after the Prophetôs life it was not 

always an ideal process of futuhat. The notion of the land of Islam and the land of war 

started early and it did not break down until Vienna defeat in 1683. It deteriorated after 
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Napoleonôs invasion of Egypt, to be followed later by the European expansion of 

empires. Tibi is clear about the fact that generally there was hardly a process of jihad 

without violence: ñIt is true that the religious doctrine of jihad determines the attitude of 

common Muslims and that there is, except in Suý Islam, no Islamic tradition of non-

violence. However, the violent jihad as a war has never been gloriýed in Islam.ò
194

  

 Jihad in Classical Islam, in Tibiôs description, has rules that were advanced taking 

their historical period into account. It could be compared to the current term of war, it 

was then a regular, in the sense of regulated, war. For example, No war could be waged 

without peaceful negotiations and call of the other communities to enter peacefully under 

the banner of Islam. Under the banner of Islam, they receive protection but they pay 

taxes. If the negotiations fail, then a war is announced, and not entered into unawares. 

The elders, women, animals and plans have to be protected in war. Prisonersò treatment 

has to be decent. Agreements and contracts have to be kept.
195

  ñIt is therefore wrong to 

describe Islam in general as a ñreligion of the sword.òñ
196

 With this perception of jihad, 

the Crusades were faced and the futuhat made under the dynasties that took over the reign 

in Islamic history. During the colonial period, liberation movements took the religious 

understanding of jihad as their push-factor. It is ñanti-colonial jihadò that was started by 

reformist and influential figures like al-Afghani, Abduh, etc.
197

 

With the subjugation under European outreached empires, the Muslimôs notion of jihad 

in its Classical version within the umma dichotomy came to be adjusted. Tibi cites the 

Moroccan Islamic Moroccan scholar Ahmed bin Khalid al-Nasiri (1835ï97) whom he 

sees as the pioneer in adapting the Islamic classical notion of superiority to that of 

adaptation and conformism to the new European supremacy.  

No one today can overlook the power and the superiority of Christians. Muslims 

[é] are in a condition of weakness and disintegration ... Given these 

circumstances, how can we maintain the opinion and the politics that the weak 
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should confront the strong? How could the unarmed ýght against the heavily 

armed power?
198

 

According to Tibi, al-Nasiri does not cancel the idea of jihad but just suspends it 

according to the Muslimsò necessity, maἨlaỠa ï like the IR realist approach that advances 

national interests.
199

 This attitude of adaptation to the modern international politics would 

be adapted by most al-Azhar scholars. Yet, with the failing political reforms in the Arab 

Muslim worlds since the nineteenth century, and chiefly after independence, resurgence 

of jihad has come back in a distorted manner, out of its temporal and spacial context.   

 The twentieth century would experience the rebirth of jihad as a means to reclaim 

the liberation of the Islamic lands. In 1928, Hassan al-Banna (1906 - 1949) established 

the Muslim Brothers in Egypt. ñThe Message of Jihad,ò ñrisǕlat al jihǕd,ò became, in 

Tibiôs reading, one of the pillars of this movement.
200

 Al -Banna is for many, including 

Tariq Ramadan as will be seen later, a social activist, anti-Zionist and anti-colonial 

activist, and not a jihadist in the way fundamentalists understand him.
201

 The jihadism 

that has been attached to the Muslim Brothers goes mainly to Sayyed Qutb (1906-1966) 

who became the inspiration of the movement after al-Banna was killed in 1949. Besides 

Social Justice in Islam (1949), World Peace and Islam (1951), In the Shade of the Qurôan 

(30 volume commentary on the Qurôan, 1954) and other theological and literary writings, 

Qutb is mainly known for his Milestones or Signposts on the Road, maԀǕlim fǭ attarǭq, 

published in 1964, after 10 years on imprisonment under Nasserôs regime, which 

culminated in his hanging in 1966. Qutb is said to have influenced international jihadists 

like Ayman al-Zawahiri (b.1951), Oussama Ben Laden (1957-2011), and Anwar al-

Awalaqi (1971-2011). The Pakistani Abu al-Aòla al-Mawdudi (1903-1979) is another 

figure of high authority in the politicization of jihad. It is him who coined the terms the 

ñIslamic state,ò ñIslamic revolution,ò ñalhakimiyya,ò and ñaljahiliyya,ò (which Qutb 

borrows from him) in many writings, mainly voiced in The Islamic Law and Constitution 
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(1941), and disseminated also through Jamaat-e-Islamic, Islamic Party, which he founded 

in Lahore in 1941. Tibi argues that with such influential figures, ñJihad is back as 

jihadism.ò
202

 That is, jihadism targets the world system, which jihadists describe as 

ñjahiliò (based on the ignorance of God), and they aspire to replace it by an Islamic State 

and hakimiyat Allah (Allahôs rule). 

 Over and again, Tibi clarifies his points of differentiation between jihad and 

jihadism, and between ordinary Muslims, and the Islamist jihadist fundamentalists. He 

feels sorry that such confusion in world politics during the ñwar on terrorò era took place 

after 9/11. It is the Islamists, not the ordinary Muslims, though as they are on many 

issues, that do think of restoring the ñIslamic Stateò and build a Pax Islamica, as a ñrevolt 

against the West.ò
203

 Tibi goes back then to his main idea of the failure of cultural change 

in Muslim societies and how that affects not only national and religious politics, and 

world politics as well. The jihadists agenda is a case in point. To overcome this malaise 

of projecting classical concepts on politicized religion, Tibi goes on with his call for 

reforms that touch religious understanding. Cultural modernity is the way out; theocracy, 

Islamic democracy, and nationalist secularism have been tried; they simply do not work, 

in Tibiôs analysis. ñPost-secular society,ò in Habermasò sense, is not the answer either.
204

  

c. Islamic Scripture: Divinization of Language and Religious Education 

 Since the descent of revelation and the writing of the Quran during the third 

Caliphôs reign, Arabic has been considered also a sacred language, the linguistic medium 

of Sharia,
205

 and has henceforth been ñimmortalized.ò
206

 Cultural change affects language 

as much as language development affects cultural change. The cultural change occurs 

when linguistic change consequentially affects the heart of change in society: law. 

Language of the Quran here is instructive and not only expressive. Despite the 

development throughout history of Islamic schools, maddahib, and flexibility in 

interpretation, the general tendency in orthodoxy for centuries has been nonreformism in 
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Islamic law; does this mean that this non-change affects language similarly?
207

 For Tibi, 

ósocial change affects ñextralingualò situations.ò During the High Islam era, Arabic was 

able to adapt the new changes in Arab Islamic civilization. Yet, ñthe basic grammatical 

structures of ñarabiyya have hardly altered at all in centuries.ò
208

 In this situation, ñhow 

can Muslims perceive change culturally if their perception is shaped by an ñarabiyya that 

is ostensibly not subject to change?ò It is the ñeternally validò commitment of Arabic to 

the Quran as the ultimate divine revelation that keeps it unchangeable, as the revelation 

is.
209

     

 Tibi is for the constant change of language to accommodate the cultural change of 

its speakers. The Hellenization period in which the Arab Muslims took and developed 

Greek philosophy makes part of High Islam, in Tibiôs wording. In this period, Arabic was 

open to accommodate the new terminology and philosophical concepts. It was able to be 

the language of science during the Middle Ages, though some schools (of Kufa and Basra 

for instance) expressed fear of the sacred language and suspected its advocates from the 

philosophers. The latter, like the Greek philosophers, did not appreciate the genre of 

poetry and the work of poets.
210

 Language would develop hierarchally according to the 

circles to which it belonged: 1) Islamic sciences (related to the Quran and Sunna), 

sciences of the ancients (Greek philosophy), and literary sciences (ulumu al-adab).
211

 The 

high time of Arabic began to collapse with the decrepitude of the Abbasid empire, and 

the issuing territorial states, to be followed by the Ottoman times in which (Persian and) 

Turkish, as well as territorial dialects would develop at the expense of the Standard 

Arabic.
212

  

During the encounter with the developed Europe in the eighteenth century, Arabic 

was found to be unable to contain the variety of scientific and socio-philosophic 

achievements of Europe. Among the battles taken for liberation was a linguistic one taken 
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to free the Arab Muslim societies from the weakness that has touched even language. Al-

Tahtawi was critical of the way language was focused just on exegetical matters and 

commentaries, instead of being also used in the sciences which he saw Europe doing well 

in. The Syrian-Lebanese Arab avant-guardists of nationalism esteemed very much the 

power of language in both cultural and political revival. Satiᾶ Al -Hursi (1882ï1968), the 

spiritual father of popular Arab nationalism, and Salama Mussa (1887ï1958), the early 

Arab nationalist-socialist, for instance, saw that language renewal goes hand in hand with 

socio-cultural and civilizational change.
213

      

Tibi does not stop at blaming politics alone about the linguistic problems that 

have impacted cultural progress in general. He also deals with the classical 

methodologies the educational systems adopted throughout the centuries, basing his ideas 

on the work of the historian George Makdisi (1920-2002), among others. Tibi is critical 

of the focus given to religious studies that have been at the forefront of the educational 

system (at the famous al-Qarawitine in Morocco, al-Qayraouane in Tunisia and al-Azhar 

in Egypt for instance) at the expense of the exact sciences and philosophy. The former 

depend on rote learning which do not develop critical thinking, while the latter depend on 

informal learning groups which do not have many adherents, since they are mainly 

privately funded, which limits their expansion.
214

 Importantly, for Tibi, the Islamic 

madrassa is not concerned with a process of investigation and inquiry but with ña 

learning process in the sacral sense,ò unlike its European counterpart which is reason and 

empirical based: 

The Muslim education system is characterized by a lack of conscious cultural 

reception of change, for in Islam man, as a makhluq (creature of God), is 

supposed to live solely according to the unalterable divine commandments 

proclaimed in the Islamic revelation.
215

 

  Seeing that revelation ranks superior to any other previous revelation or human 

produced knowledge, such an educational system blinds the Muslims from recognizing 
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the realities that ñdo not correspond to this self-image, and therefore also deprives them 

of the ability to cope with those realities and to contribute substantively to their 

change.ò
216

 It is the ñpsychological barrierò of supremacy that should be overcome. Since 

the nineteenth century, the time of contact with the modern West, the educational systems 

in the Muslim world have tried to cope with secularized and semi-secularized education, 

but have not overcome the same old problem. The idea of taking from the West just the 

sciences without values, for Tibi, is not a solution, for modern sciences go with certain 

values.
217

  

d. Islamism: Globalizing Fundamentalism  

For Tibi, the current crisis Islam and Muslim societies experience is basically 

cultural. To surmount it, ñcultural modernity,ò which is his main term to express religious 

reform and social change, has to be adopted, to replace the old orthodox and patriarchal 

readings of religion, which are very much culturally overloaded and burdened. Cultural 

modernity, always in Tibi`s view, is the answer to Islamôs Predicament with modernity, 

and it is that which is required to facilitate the development of Euro-Islam afterwards.  

This cultural inability to adopt modernity is the result of internal and external 

factors. For the internal factors, which will be dealt with throughout this section, it is the 

centuries of intellectual stagnation and excommunication of reason that have handicapped 

development in the Arab-Islamic world. That has affected religious interpretation of the 

Texts (Quran and Sunna), philosophy (falsafa), theology (kalam), the arts, culture in 

general, besides politics and economy. It is all a chain of effects that spill over. Tibi tries 

to go to these factors and raise their importance and need for reform and change. To these 

I return in detain in the coming sections. As to the external factors, I refer to them in 

passing here as a way of contextualizing the argumentation of reform and change.   
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There is a tendency in Tibiôs thought to say that Islamôs Predicament is the Arabôs 

predicament.
218

 He is for sure very against Arabocentrism, but the location of the Arab 

world in the heart of the Islamic world, makes the issue look like more Arabized. Since 

Napoleonôs conquest attempts of Egypt in 1798, the Arab-Islamic world has been ever 

since open to colonial powers, from the 1820s up to the independence in the 1950s and 

1960s, with the continuous pressure from the US from the 1990s Gulf War, Afghanistan 

invasion in 2001, and Iraq invasion of 2003. The chain of these historical events have 

substantially affected not only the region but also the international politics, thus the 

necessity to develop an approach that could be workable for the required changes in the 

region as well as the one required in the international arena. Tibi uses his political science 

background and international relations expertise to face a cultural issue that is tied to 

religion.  

Tibi believes that the international pressure of the West on the region enticed its 

intellectuals and politicians to suggest solutions and reforms. The first attempts of 

Muhammad Ali of Egypt (1769 ï 1849) failed, after Napoleonôs three years of conquest, 

because they focused on machination and the military to counter Europe, instead of deep 

reform of culture and society. Yet, in his attempt to open up the cultural life to the 

European world, Muhammad Ali sent in 1826 a group of students for studies in Paris. At 

the head of the delegation, as an imam of the group, was Rifa Rafi Attahtaoui (1801-

1873). In Paris, Attahtaoui would be amazed by the modern life, its society, women 

liberty, the sciences and the educational system. His Paris Diary was influential for the 

modernist attempts that developed by the end of his life. With that grew the modernist 

movement from the 1870s to the 1930s-1940s, with the acclaimed names like Jamal 

Eddine al-Afghani (1838 - 1897), Muhammad Abdu (1849 - 1905), Qassim Amin (1865-

1908), Rashid Rida (1865 - 1935), Muhammad Iqbal (1877 ï 1938), etc. For Tibi, the 

reformist attempts of such scholars were selective in the sense that they did not go deeper 

in questioning the historicity of the cultural and religious norms, including the Sharia 

prescribed legal sanctions (hudud) for instance. The disappointment of these intellectuals, 
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and their successors, with European Enlightenment would emerge before, but mainly 

during, the fight for liberation in the 1950s and the 1960s which would open the way for 

another wave of ideas in connection with the tiers mondialists (Third Worldists). A kind 

of intellectual and political effort took different paths and failed to make one force.    

Arab Nationalism: between Islam and the Nation-State (fi rst printed in 1981) is a 

well-circulated reference and one of the most successful books of Tibi, a fact which 

explains it republication in 1990 and 1997.
219

 In the book, which is a contribution to 

postcolonial attempts towards Arab enlightenment along with other Arab leftist 

intellectuals like Saddiq al-Azmeh (b. 1947), Tibi argues that ñArab nationalism 

succeeded in de-politicizing Islam for more than half a century.ò
220

 The Arab-Muslim 

reformists targeted mainly the European colonial presence as well as the Ottoman 

dominance over the Arab-Islamic world. The modernist movement subscribed to 

resistance, and thus became more nationalist in spirit than truly culturally reformist. The 

Wahhabi movement, started by Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab (1703ï1792) subscribed 

to the same idea of resistance first, and made it close to the modernists in terms of 

political agenda. Such a marriage of convenience between the two did not banish religion 

from politics, and did not reform the culture, which feeds itself by religion. This 

continued even after the coming of the secularist Free Officers to power in Egypt, for 

example, led by Gamal Abd e-Nasser on 23 July, 1952.  

According to Tibi, the Arab national secularists effort ñto destroy the Islamic 

revitalization movement [i.e. Wahhabism] did not mean that its theoreticians had 

abandoned Islam entirely.ò Rather, ñthey denied its claim to be an all-embracing system, 

and relegated it to a cultural sphere where it could only form a part of Arab national 

culture.ò
221

 What was missing in the Arab nation State ñdreamò or myth,ò
222

 using his 

terms, was the substance the nation State of Europe was based on, that is, individual 
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liberties and popular sovereignty, or la volontè générale (the general will), using J. J. 

Rousseauôs term. There was a failed projection of what the nation State is on a traditional 

Arab society that tried to secularize without liberalizing. That hybrid socio-political 

construction was ña rhetoric based on the reality of the Arabôs common traditional 

cultural heritage projected into the modern model of nation-state.ò
223

 This qualifies them 

to be merely ñnominal States,ò
224

 unable to stand strong because the change was not 

democratic.
225

 Otherwise said, ñIt is rather the problem of cultural accommodation of 

social change.ò 
226

 Such a change is bound to the cultural structure that religion 

influences. Briefly put, ñthe problems are related to the incompatibility of Islamic 

universalism with the modern secular nation-state.ò
227

 

Much worse for the Arab nominal States is their defeat in the Six Days War 

against Israel in 1967. Before 1967, the Sinai crisis of 1956 had already weakened the 

popularity of Nasserism. From Tibiôs perspective, this marked a turning point in regional 

and international politics.
228

 The war revealed much about the failing structures and 

planningôs of the secular nationalist States. More importantly, it gave space for the 

emergence of political Islam
229

 which ideologizes a universal faith for universal 

dominance,
230

 chaos and disorder.
231

  

For Tibi, political Islam was in the making since the 1920s, after the glamour of 

European Enlightenment ideas started to lose their charm, and at the time when the 

Palestinian issue, along with the liberation movements, started to become a regional and 

later on an international issue. The creation of the Muslims Brothers by Hassan Albanna 

(1906 ï1949) in 1928 would make the Islamist voice more appealing, at first by taking 

part in the liberation movements. For Tibi, the early seeds of destruction of politics in the 

Arab world, were the use of religion in political liberation movements. Pan-Arabism and 
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Islam seemed to go together, to win liberation from the Ottomans, but especially from 

Europe. 

After 1967 Six Days War defeat, the intellectuals in the Arab world, chiefly the 

secular-liberals, would find themselves ñtorn between the tyranny of political regimes 

and the threat of being slain by Muslim fundamentalists.ò
232

 Sadiq Jalal al-Azmeh, with 

his two infleuncial books Self-Criticism after the Defeat (1968) and Critique of Religious 

Thought (1969), occasioned space for direct and open criticism both to the failed 

nationalist secularism and religious non-reformism.
233

 Over and again, the reason lies in 

the fact that ñan Islamic cultural understanding of the nation-state and a corresponding 

new world view of Muslims is unfortunately still lacking.ò
234

  

After the modernists of the 19
th
 century, Tibi goes on afterwards to refer to some 

contemporary reformists and their projects to which he does not agree without going into 

details into why.  Abdullahi An`naim was invoked earlier and no need to refer to him 

here again. Tibi refers also to the famous Mohamed Arkoun (d. 2010) who calls for 

ñRethinking Islam,ò a title of one of his books, and developing new scientific methods of 

Quranic studies.  Tibi says that Arkoun ñclaims to deliver gold and he wants to be seen as 

the Islamic Immanuel Kan.ò He acknowledges that he ñis certainly a significant thinker 

on contemporary Islamic civilization, but he lacks the intellectual vigor of Kant in his 

addressing of the issue.ò ñHe coins nice terms, addresses important issues, but barely 

goes beyond idealistic thinking and is ï as Robert Lee puts it ï unlikely to ´muster 

general support.ò
235

 He adds, ñA rethinking of Islam is something other than the rhetoric 

of Mohammed Arkoun.ò
236

 I will refer to Arkoun, and other contemporary scholars in 

Part IV later in this work, but I just say here that Tibi does not present the work of such 

scholars he criticizes in details not does he say in what exactly he disagrees with them, 

which remains a flaw point in his approach of contemporary reformists, as I will argue in 
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due space (Part IV, Section 2b). For Sadiq al-Azmeh, the Syrian philosopher, he, 

according to Tibi, has ´a rather poor knowledge of Islam´ and ´the ulema used this flaw to 

disqualify him´ and his critical discourse of the religious discourse. As to, Hamid Abu 

Zayd (d. 2010), he is briefly described as being ´less courageous´ in his reform 

proposition.
237

 It is only Mohamed Abed Aljabri (d. 2010), the Moroccan philosopher 

who conducts a reconstruction of Arab and Islamic thought from within, that appears to 

the only contemporary scholar to win the appraisal of Tibi because he is very Averroist 

and rationalist in his approach. It is from him that Tibi gets the formula: ñthe future can 

only be Averroist!ò
238

 ï namely, the future cannot be but reason-based. 

Nonetheless, it is the return of the fiqh mind-set in contradistinction to rationalism 

that characterize especially the last three-four decades of the 20
th
 century. Like the 

medieval Islam which saw the competition and at the end prevalence of the fiqh over 

reason school, the current Muslim world sees the same historical process being relived, 

i.e. fundamentalists versus reformists. The latter, for Tibi, are less heard than the former. 

However, even among the reformists Tib does not feel satisfied. What is lacking in these 

contemporary reformist discourses is, for Tibi, a big move that would shift the paradigm 

of thoughts towards cultural modernity.  

Fundamentalism: Globalizing Jihadist Islam  

The resurgence of political Islam, used by Tibi interchangeably to mean 

fundamentalism and Islamism, does not solve the crisis the Arab-Islamic world is in. 

Rather, it is but another diversion from the real problems and questions that should be 

asked, as Tibi argues. The situation in the Arab-Islamic world, as broadly depicted here, 

does affect regional and international politics, ñwe cannot separate what happens in the 

Middle East from the respective international environment.ò
239

 

It is mainly in The Challenge of Fundamentalism (1998), and Political Islam, 

World Politics and Europe (2008) that political Islam is pictured to have global effects, 
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which have to be faced by working on cultural change as well as religious reforms. In 

The Challenge of Fundamentalism, Tibi clarifies his distinction between Islam as a faith 

and Islam as a political ideology. Because of his direct criticism of socio-cultural aspects 

of the Muslim societies and well as his focus on Islamism as a field of study in 

international relations, Tibi must have encountered suspicion about his perception of the 

religion of Islam per se. To pose himself in a clearer frame of work, the reader finds him 

making such clarifications: ñMy experience in Germany of being deliberately 

misunderstood on this point compels me to reiterate that I direct my criticism not toward 

Islam as a faith I as a Muslim adhere to, but toward fundamentalism as an ideology.ò
240

 

For him, as a liberal, moderate, and reformist Muslim, labels he uses to describe himself, 

Islam itself, being a tolerant religion, is not and cannot be a threat, and it is a disservice to 

world peace to speak of Islam, one of the worldôs major religions, in terms of ñthreatò 

and ñconfrontationò:  

My religion is an open-minded faith, neither an  intolerant political ideology nor a 

concept of world order, as Islamic fundamentalists and some in the Westðso 

fiercely contend. The Qurôan unmistakably commands: ñ[There is] no compulsion 

in religionò (Qurôan: surat al baqarah, 2:256).
241

  

Especially in the two books just mentioned, Tibi theoretizes for a discipline of studying 

fundamentalism as a ñnew world disorder.ò This discipline is Islamology. Neither space 

nor the theme I am concerned with here allows a detailed description of this part of IR 

work of Tibi. However, certain aspects of this discipline are relevant to the project 

undertaken here, for without a distinction between Islam and Islamism, the idea of 

European Islam remains a risk to be rejected from the very beginning.  

 In Tibiôs IR theory, Islamism is a political world order that uses the Islamic 

religious rhetoric to replace the Western hegemony. It was seen earlier how the modernist 

attempts as well as the secular nationalist projects failed and gave way to political Islam 

from the 1970s. There are two varieties of Islamism: 1) a world order based 

fundamentalism, and 2) an nationally based fundamentalism. In brief terms I refer to the 
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second type first for two reasons: first because it has to do with the socio-cultural reform 

religion as a cultural system has to undergo, as Tibi contends, and second because it 

indirectly rekindles the rhetoric of the internationalized fundamentalism, and makes the 

internal and external relations look at it with suspicion, if not with total unease. This 

territorial fundamentalism, according to Tibi, sees the West as an opponent to Islamic 

reawakening and to Muslim societies liberation and development. Main examples of this 

type include Iran and Sudan; their Islamist governments make the organized version of 

Islamism take place, a reality which aborts any social change and religious reform. Minor 

examples include Hizbullah in Lebanon and Hamas in Palestine, and the Algerian 

Islamist Front of the late 1980s and early 1990s. These national fundamentalisms do take 

sometimes nationalist or ethno-fundamentalist look; such a kind of religious-based 

fundamentalism, and is similar to Serbian and Hindu fundamentalism. Though chaotic 

and violent, these national fundamentalist movements and governments are not a big 

threat to world politics as the international AlòQaeeda is, yet their danger is felt in 

negating change and religious reform, which perpetuates the crisis nationally, and affects 

the international arena.  

 As to international Islamic fundamentalism, it aims at replacing the current world 

order. After the demise of the Soviet Union, and especially the Afghan War against the 

Soviets, Islamism just widened its horizon and begun to overthrow the West from leading 

the world order, ñWhy not defeat the West, too?ò
242

 Islamic fundamentalism uses the 

religion of Islam as rhetoric to draw attention of the world to the miseries of the Arab-

Muslim world, and thus justify its world scale agenda. Tibi tries to dismantle this rhetoric 

from within, in the sense that he brings his Islamic background into the front and 

compares it with political Islam discourse. In doing so, he does not fall into the trap of 

being apologetic. On the contrary, as the later sections will show, his call for the religious 

reform and the adoption of cultural accommodation situates him far from the apologetics.  

Now, I sketch out some elements that characterize political Islam or Islamism, 

always in the eyes of Tibi. First, the socio-economic gap between the West and the rest of 
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the world has created a sense of cynicism about the Western values of modernity, among 

which are human rights, equality, and justice. The fundamentalists, like the rest of the 

Third Wordlists, reject the values that dominate them and put them in an unprivileged 

position. This has a lot to do with the idea that globalization as an institutional structure 

has succeeded in dominating the world, and that includes the labor markets, the baking 

systems and administrations. But globalization as a cultural system, i.e. as a container of 

Enlightenment values, could not be exported, nor could it be adopted easily. This has 

affected the post-colonial world, and the Muslim world in particular. This was made 

worse by the failing projects of the Arab secular nationalists. This has created a cultural 

fragmentation that seeks ñallegedly authentic, local, cultural roots.ò
243

   

Second, the fundamentalists are selective in their political agenda. They adopt the 

technological side of modernity and Western achievements. At the same time, they adopt 

cultural and religious elements that identify them with a particular culture and 

civilization, in this case the Islamic civilization. Further than that, while in their concrete 

communities, they mobilize kinship and ethnic commitments.
244

 ñAt issue in each case is 

a political ideology, not the religion so cynically linked with that ideology.ò 
245

 This way, 

ñFundamentalism does not address religious beliefs, but rather a sociopolitical worldview 

[é] based equally on an equally selective and arbitrary politicization of religion.ò
246

  

Third, the fundamentalists plan to reshape the world order by adopting Allahôs 

rule, (hakimiyyat Allah), which ñis recent, and that one fails to find it either in the Qurôan 

or in the hadith tradition of the Prophet, the only two authoritative sources of Islam 

recognized by all Muslims.ò
247

 Allahôs rule is composed of three main traits that made 

part of the classical Islamic discourse, but are adopted out of context for pure political 

reasons: these traits are the concepts of the umma, the jihad, and the daᾶwa. For the 

Islamists, the umma means the international mass of Muslims as a political block, while 

in origin it was first used by the Arab nationalists to mean the geographical Arab 
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societies, including the Christians, and it excluded the Turks and Persians. The 

fundamentalists do project the notion of the nation on a religious precept which is 

universal, i.e. the Islamic umma of faith.
248

 The same mis-adoption has occurred to the 

term jihad. For Tibi, it is difficult to convey to Western readers the Islamic meaning of 

jihad, which they wrongly translate as ñholy war.ò ñJihad is simply a religious duty 

Muslims must fulfill in carrying out Allahôs message.ò The reinterpretation of the term 

stands for the ñjihadization of Islam,ò for ñin the classical doctrine, there is no 

justification for the slaying of individuals. The Qurôan forbids assassination and ambush 

attacks.ò As to daᾶwa/ call to Islam [or proselytization] like Christian evangelism, Tibi 

believes that it is supposed to be peaceful.
249

  

 Fourth, and I limit myself to these four religious idiosyncrasies here, the 

fundamentalist assert that be it the last divine message, the ñnizam Islamiò (Islamic order) 

has to rule and dominate the world, and replace the Westphalian European model. And 

seeing that the West is the one that is in the lead, instead of the Islamic world which is 

following, they feel ñhurtò and ñhumiliated.ò The supremacy aspect is taken politically, 

and is not interpreted in its spiritual aspects. ñThe concept of the nizam Islami / Islamic 

order does not exist in the Qurôan, nor does it in the hadith of the Prophet.ò
250

 For Tibi, 

ñThis is not a religious but a civilizational issue; the clash is between two 

universalismsðone secular, one divineðeach claiming global validity.ò
251

 Tibi 

concludes that ñThe turath / Islamic heritage includes no concept of world order, as 

Muslim fundamentalists prefer to believe. Their quest for an Islamic world order is 

simply a reading of modern thinking into classical Islamic concepts.ò
252

  

 These characteristics gathered from various fieldwork research and theoretical 

conceptualizations of Tibi are conducive to a number of remarks, from which I select the 

following.  First, Islamic fundamentalism is simply one variety of a new global 

phenomenon in world politics; there are other religious fundamentalisms that have 
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resurged especially after the end of the Cold War to counter the Western hegemony; 

Islamic fundamentalism plays the tone of a ñdefensive cultureò
253

 in this point. Second, 

the movement, though skillful in being totalitarian, and in adopting ñirregular war,ò
254

 

lacks the capabilities and resources necessary for achieving its agenda, but belittling this 

challenge as a rhetoric is erroneous, for it has already a remarkable presence in Algeria, 

Afghanistan, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and some other places, including the secular Turkey 

whose Prime Pinister, Rajap Tayyed Erdogan, Tibi describes as ñfundamentalist.ò Third, 

ñany promotion of hostility to Islam itself in the guise of a clash of civilizations would 

unwittingly play into the hands of the fundamentalists in their efforts to antagonize the 

West.ò
255

 Forth, last but not least, fundamentalism has become an issue affecting Western 

societies in the search for models for the Islamic migrant communities: 

communitarianism, gheottoization, or integration as individual citizens.
256

 To counter the 

Islamization of Europe, which is disseminated by global jihadism, Euro-Islam comes as 

the answer Tibi envisions, ñEurope and its Muslim migrants need a Euro-Islam opposed 

to the diaspora ideology of Islamism that produces jihadists like those who ignited the 

violent events of Madrid, Amsterdam, Paris and London between 2004-6.ò
257

  

2. Cultural Modernity for  Religious Reform and Cultural Change: towards 

Euro-Islam  

Tibi repeatedly says that there is only one modernity. Multiple modernities is/are 

ósemi-modernity.ò He defends the idea that modernity is universal though it is born in 

Europe. Other cultures and civilizations can adopt it somewhat differently, but they 

cannot think of ñmultiple modernities,ò and thus multiple differences in its outcome, i.e. 

multiple sciences, etc. ñJust as there are no multiple modernities, there can be no multiple 

sciences.ò
258

 Tibi makes it clear that modernity ´is secular, not Christian,´ to make 

modernity a universal phenomenon that could happen to any religious society, and thus 
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can be applicable to Muslims, too. He also makes it clear that ´commitment to cultural 

modernity is not an Orientalism´ but is a commitment to ´freedom for the people of 

Islam.´
259

 Cultural modernity then is an invitation to continue with the Islamic 

medievalist heritage which was rationalist for some time and which was, more 

importantly, open to borrowing from the other, mainly the Greeks in philosophy matters. 

Without an honest endorsement of this old tradition, anything else leads nowhere, in 

Tibiôs thought:  

If that Islamic medieval rationalism that recognized the universality of knowledge 

continues to be declared a heresy, and if authenticity is narrowed down to a 

polarization of the self and otherness, then Muslims of the twenty-first century 

will continue to be unsuccessful in embarking on modernity.
260

  

The utmost fear Tibi nurtures after about a century and half of attempts of reform 

is the idea of ósemi-modernity.ò The latter means borrowing modern technology and its 

administrative mechanisms without delving into the core of modernity, based on 

individual human rights, the rule of law, rationality, and secularization. Modernity goes 

along with cultural changes and a reformed worldview, unlike semi-modernity which 

hosts orthodox ideas of supremacy and ´nostalgia´ for an ideal Islam that is not pluralist. 

Semi-modernity is a failing ´dream´ that depicts Islam´s ongoing predicament with 

modernity.
261

 Otherwise said, ñIslamic modernism is in fact not really modern, because it 

does not contribute to a rethinking of the dogma. It is rather, an illusion of semi-

modernity.ò
262

  In his agenda of cultural modernity, Tibi emphasizes three main aspects: 

secularization, subjectivity and pluralism, and rationalism.  Both civil Islam, for Muslims 

in Islamic majority countries, and Euro-Islam, for European Muslims, build on these 

features.  
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a. Politics: Secularizations vs. De-secularization  

 Tibiôs project of cultural modernity is modern, secular, and reason-based. 

ñCultural modernity is a project based on the recognition of the primacy of reason.ò
263

 

Behinds it lies his claim ñto reconstruct the Shariôa.ò
264

 It is ñan aspiration toward 

innovating the Shariôa.ò
265

 As a reminder, Tibi takes Sharia to mean Islamic law. Such an 

endeavour in reforming religion within the premise of cultural modernity ñis not alien to 

Islam,ò argues Tibi. Rather, ñcultural roots of modernity existed in Islamic thought.ò
266

 

Tibi takes religious reform as pivotal for cultural reforms for the concerned Muslim 

majority countries, but equally for world peace which he calls for, from his position as an 

IR expert. As noted earlier, reference to IR here is not my focus; I refer to it just when I 

see it fits and to highlight certain points. Here, for example, IR reference is relevant 

because Tibi sees that Sharia, Islamic law, should be reformed to take into account the 

current world system and international relations treaties, conventions, and protocols. It is 

also relevant because reforming Sharia would draw a clearer distance between the 

Muslims and Islam, the Islamists and Islamism. A reformed Islamic law, in brief, builds a 

pluralist culture and society which affects positively the world at large, for the Muslims 

and Islam are all over the world.    

 For Tibi, the term Sharia, which occurs only once in the Quran (sura 45, verse 

18), holds an ethical, not a juridical meaning. The juridical meaning is a construction, 

ñHistorically, I maintain that the Sharia, as a legal system, is a post-Koranic 

construction.ò
267

 It ñis the work of religious ýqh-scholars in Islam;ò ñit is not Godôs 

revelation.ò Still, the fact that it has not undergone change for centuries ñis viewed as a 

divine law revealed by God, even though it is purely a human interpretation.ò
268

 The 

faqihs have been able to establish themselves as the guardians of the Sharia. They have 
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been ñcloser to political power than to God and thus they reached high standing as 

legitimators of the rulers throughout Islamic history.ò
269

  

 Though Sharia has written records, it is an interpretative and not a codiýed law. 

Traditional Sharia, for Tibi, is not a law for the state, for it is in effect a civil law that 

focuses on human relations such as marriage, divorce, inheritance and the like, ñshariôa 

was restricted to civil law.ò
270

 In the domain of state politics, during Medieval Islam, the 

Caliphate was considered to be governed by the Sharia. However, the distinction between 

politics, siyassa, as a domain of the caliph, and Sharia, as a domain of the ulema, 

amounted to a separation between religion and politics. It is just after the politicisation of 

this cultural pattern by Islamic fundamentalists in the second half of the twentieth century 

that Sharia becomes a law for creating the political order of an Islamic state.
271

  

 Historically, Tibi adopts Noel Coulsonôs (d. 1986) division of Sharia and its 

development into three phases, and adds a fourth according to his reading. The first 

phase, which ranges from the post-Quranic era to the 9
th
 century, is the formative phase 

during which an Islamic legal system was developed. The second phase, which ranges 

from the tenth to the twentieth century, tells the rigidity of this law which claims to be 

valid as divine truth for all times and does not change as history moves on. The third 

phase takes form in the twentieth century, with the introduction of the European 

institutions of the secular nation-state into the Muslim world. Such a happening justifies 

itself because Islamic law has been unable to face the European legal and political model. 

the gates of  ijtihad opened once again during the encounter with the West. The fourth 

phase, which Tibi adds to Coulsonôs division, is portrayed as ñanti-Western 

fundamentalism.ò This phase aims at ñde-Westernisation of lawò and ñIslamization of 

law.ò
272

 More importantly for Tibi is the fact that ñthe Islamic deýnition of an 
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international law lays claim to an imposition of Islam on the entire world,ò which is an 

unconcealed opposition to the ideal of worldwide cultural pluralism.
273

  

Tibi argues that Islamic imperial states, which were not Islamic states but simply 

received religious legitimation, are historical examples of secular orders. They were 

rationalist in their advocacy of the sciences and capitalist economy. He goes so far as to 

say that if the rationalists of High Islam as well as the Sufists managed to stay longer and 

impact society and power, they could have anticipated modernity centuries ago. He refers 

to the work of the Syrian philosopher Tayyeb Tizini (b. 1934) about the Muslim secular 

rationalists: 

The political and social content of those ideas of Arab-Islamic thinkers [é] is 

expressed in a hostile attitude to the dominant feudal intellectual position. The 

social basis for this attitude was to be found in the then considerable vertical and 

horizontal development of commodity production and in economic activities 

generally, and it went hand in hand with the development of natural sciences such 

as chemistry, astronomy, medicine and mathematics.
274

 

Similarly, the Sufists, besides the visible Islamic rituals, they basically worked on the 

inner side of the Self, known as ñbatiniyya/ inwardness.ò
275

 Unlike these historical 

examples that support his secular order thesis, Tibi broadly blames the ulema/ faqihs for 

having mediated between man and Allah, and also between man and the ruling elite. The 

ulema have created a clergy though supposedly there is none in Islam that calls for it. 

This makes him believe that ´the ideal of Islam does not match the reality, whether in the 

past or in the present.´
276

  

Failure to reform Islamic law to keep up with historical social changes and 

development brings about frustration and fundamentalism, as seen earlier. Despite the 

hijacking of Islamic law by fundamentalists, classical fiqh scholars still have not dared to 

make remarkable changes because for them the Sharia is divine. This attitude is held 

though ordinary people do deviate from the legal norms of this same Sharia, and some of 
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its sanctions, hudud, are not practiced in most Islamic societies, like the stoning and the 

cutting off of the hands: 

Clearly, the behaviour of people who believe in an immutable dogma must in the 

course of the centuries deviate from that dogma, if it is not newly formulated and 

adapted to suit new conditions. But because that dogma claims not to be 

historically conditioned, and because it conceives of itself as eternally valid, a 

rethinking of it would contradict its essence and runs the risk of being involved in 

a heresy. This is the substance of the great centuries-old gulf between legal 

philosophy and practice in the history of Islam.
277

  

Tibi contends that the Sharia which influences the cultural mode in Muslim life 

does not correspond to the modern legal theories. The latter consist of a logical and 

linguistic dimension, a sociological and psychological dimension, and ultimately an 

ethical or political dimension.
278

 In Tibiôs view, the Sharia has yet to be clarified and 

reformed accordingly, for it is not codified and it is the divinity of the Quranic text that 

defines its instructive text and inscriptions of the ỠalǕl and the haram, the permitted and 

the forbidden.
279

 

Tibi is critical of the classical interpretation of Islamic law. Though most of it was 

developed after the Prophet and canonized in different jurisprudence schools, madahibs, 

with time it was elevated to the status of divinity, as the Quran is. Accordingly, Sharia is 

also immutable and eternally valid, and consequently cannot, with time, help people 

shape their socio-cultural life. The jurist becomes an interpreter of eternal laws and does 

not go much beyond them. The legal norm, then, ends up in building an existence for 

itself in theory, while the practice of people develops according to the social needs; the 

theoretical diverges from the practical,
280

 which creates a psychological dilemma in the 

mind of the believer, a fact which modern law does not lead to. The ñbehavioural lagò 

and ñlegal tricks/hiyalò anthropologists note when studying Muslim societies behavior 

and its correspondence with the Sharia norms are examples of the gap between Sharia 
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and societyôs evolutionary practices, which need to be studied again in light of modern 

challenges and legal advancements.  

Tibi advocates the revival of the tradition of ijtihad (intellectual exertion) in the 

Islamic tradition. After the four main jurisprudence schools took hold of the Islamic 

tradition, they have been honored and built up on, without going back to the original 

Quranic Text and Prophetic hadiths. This is known as deduction by analogy, qiyǕs. 

Solving legal issues without referring to the original texts, and being satisfied with the 

qiyǕs/analogy or mimicry/taqlid, is said to have closed the gates of ijtihad for 

centuries.
281

 That heritage of ijtihad is what Tibi calls for again, ñit is possible to find 

intellectual plurality in Islamic history [é].The Koran contains general principles that are 

intended to be understood as an Islamic ethic and that also allow for varying 

interpretations within the ijtihad tradition.ò
282

 

Tibi introduces some modern legal techniques into Islam (Islamology) to revive 

the ijtihad practice. They mark part of ñjuristic hermeneuticsò: ñtopic thinking,ò and 

ñflexibilization.ò For ñtopic thinkingò or ñtopics,ò it is a technique of thought which 

focuses on problems.
283

 ñTopical discourseò serves the discussion of focused legal 

problems. The adoption of this method would mean that law derives from the problems 

Muslims face in daily life and not from the Texts of Quran or Sunna or madahib 

accumulated archive. This entails deriving meanings in new contexts from old texts 

without damaging or neglecting them.  

As to ñflexibilization,ò it is a technique used mainly in German jurisprudence to 

convey ñthe nonrigid handling of legal norms.ò Unlike the hiyal/tricks legal tradition in 

Muslim societies that experience a gap between the philosophy of law and its practice, 

flexibilization aims at incorporating that mode of social change without nullifying the 

rigidity of Islamic law.
284

 This way, the ijtihad that implicitly means that the Texts are 

open to interpretation does not differ from the idea of law as an ñopen textureò in Herbert 

                                                           
281

 Ibid.,  64-71 
282

 Ibid., 71 
283

 Ibid., 71. Tibi is quoting  the definition of the German legal philosopher Theodor Viehweg. 
284

 Ibid., 70 



104 

 

Lionel A. Hartôs (1907- 1992) terms.
285

 With topic thinking and flexibilization, the 

problem at stake does not wait to be solved or be influenced by historically old contexts, 

but it carries itself to the Text and contexualizes itself therein. Such a process allows for 

Islamic law to be up to date, in parallel with the social needs, and henceforth contribute to 

the development process. There is no dynamism without law reformation.
286

  

Again, Behind Tibiôs project of cultural modernity profoundly lies the secular 

project, as he acknowledges. ñThis book [Islamôs Predicament with Modernityé] is, in 

substance, a secular project.ò
287

 Tibi differentiates between secularism and secularization, 

and he claims that it is he who first introduces this distinction in Islamic thought, because 

it draws on ñthe precious tradition of Islamic rationalism.ò
288

 ñThis is a new approach in 

Islamic thought, which I claim to have established.ò
289

 Otherwise said, Tibi calls for 

secularization instead of the ñShariatizationò of Islam, and at the same time he distances 

himself from the European ideology of secularism. Secularization for Tibi is a universal 

ósocial process that could take place in any society,ò
290

 and for Islamic thought it is but a 

continuity of a process that started and ended in the medieval rationalist ages. 

There is a trilogy that Tibi puts on the table to clarify his project of secularization. 

This trilogy is: secularity, secularism, and secularization. Using his words, 

Secularity is a state of affairs in a modern society where religion no longer 

determines all aspects of life in a quasi-organic manner, but is not abolished [é]. 

Secularity is a state of affairs in society; secularization is a social process; and 

finally secularism is an ideology.
291

  

Otherwise said, secularity is the conditionality in which a secular order rules; the secular 

here does not mean non-religiosity (la-diniyya), but takes its original Latin meaning of 

´worldly´ (from saeculum),   i.e. that which is concerned with world affairs.
292

 Tibi is 

against the imported ideology of secularism because he believes that reform should come 
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from within and not from without. Instead, he advocates secularization which can take 

place in any developing society in history; it is a ´prerequisite for modern societies, 

regardless of their civilizational background.´
293

 Unlike the tradition that may hamper 

progress, secularization encourages it, and without it no development occurs. Secularity 

as a new social order does not abolish religion, but makes it just part of the new social 

order in which other elements become equally important. ñThis does not mean abolition 

of religion,ò
294

 since ñthe process of secularization can and do occur in societies in which 

people draw on Islam for their faiths and ethics.ò 
295

 

Tibi argues that ñshariôa and democracy are incompatible.ò
296

 Sharia for him has 

never been a constitution or a law of a state. ñIn the Quran ñshariôa means morality, not 

law,ò and the Prophetic period which experienced the ñMedina Constitutionò is but a 

modern reading of the Islamic past;
297

 i.e. that was not a law of a state, but a code of 

morality that is specific to the ñProphetic charisma.ò As a code of morality, Tibi makes it 

clear that it should remain a private matter, as it is in Europe. He brings to the fore the 

ñProtestant ethicò (developed by Max Weber) as a model, which the future of Islam will 

end in; it is only when privatized that Islam can embrace secularization and 

industrialization, and finally development. He recognizes that Reformation was not only 

individual focused for self-piety, but was also interested in ruling the world from a 

religious perspective; he takes the Weberian understanding of the Protestant ethic and its 

potential for the nourishment of socio-cultural change and capitalism. In The Crisis of 

Modern Islam (1988), Tibi writes the following:     

In Europe the Industrial Revolution and the technological-scientific culture it 

produced have not led to the extinction of Christianity in spite of this cultureôs 

rational underpinning. But religion is secularized and, as an ethic, is primarily 

relegated to the internal sphere. Afghani [the reformist] makes a vigorous appeal 

to Luther and uses his Reformation as a model for the Islamic people; he ignores, 

however, the crucial fact that the Protestant ethic has been primarily domiciled 

within the sphere of interiority and that, for Luther, the religious man, as a 
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personally accountable Christian individual, is dependent upon himself. The 

future of Islam seems to lie in a parallel direction.
298

 [Emphasis added] 

Tibi is aware of the fact that the secularization he has in mind is the harbinger of a 

´complex social evolution´ that can have crucial repercussions on the religious system 

which becomes a ´part system of society.´ It is evolutionary after the will for it comes to 

people, and it is not evolutionary in the sense that it is a natural historical phase. It 

becomes so just when it is pushed for from within and from below, ´The secularization of 

society is neither an evolutionary nor a determined process. The process can only take 

place in society if the people involved want it and engage in action for it. Otherwise, it 

will never be successful, or will simply not occur.´
299

  

Besides, Tibi argues that next to cultural change, ´industrialization is also a 

requirement for secularization.´
300

 This leads him to say that development, based on 

secularization and individual endeavors, is human and universal, and not purely European 

or Occidental/Western. Here, he distances himself from mimicking the European model, 

ñThe secularization of Islam cannot come about along the lines of the Western 

pattern,ò
301

 and adds that ñMuslims can create their own Oriental Islamic variant of this 

stage of civilization [development] in which Islam would be reduced to a subsystem of 

the greater, whole social system: that is, to a religious ethic.ò
302

 Such a process of 

secularization and perception of religion happened in societies and civilizations before in 

ancient African, Asia, and Latin America, and it is happening in the West now. 

Development can happen to any society, as does secularization and industrialization.
303

 

This certainly touches on the issue of human´s mastery of nature for their needs. The link 

between the two depends on the degree of rationality of the concerned society. Where it 

leads is based on the rational process and the proximity society makes between the 
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sacred, the profane and the political; and broadly this proximity if grounded on harmony, 

it does not end in mastery, but on affinity and reciprocal reflection.
304

  

 Over and above, according to Tibi, what some call ñIslamic modernityò since al-

Afghani up to the secular nationalistsò period failed to embrace modernity because they 

undermined its cultural values, true secularization, and opted for ideological secularism 

and technological modernity. Islamic modernity failed to rethink the ñreligious dogmaò 

and satisfied itself with the ñillusion of semi-modernity.ò
305

  At the heart of modernity, 

cultural modernity in Tibi´s terms, is the question of secularization, the banning of 

religion from playing a direct role in politics but allowing the visibility of its morality and 

spirituality, which is a bold step that Muslim societies should develop and endorse 

culturally. Besides secularization, Tibi advocates the adoption of the modern conception 

of subjectivity and individual freedom, and the re-adoption of rationalism of Islamic 

falsafa/philosophy as ways of overcoming the predicament of modernity.  

b. Individual Rights and Pluralism vs. Islamic Supremacism  

For cultural modernity to work, it has to be based on individual freedom. 

Subjectivity is primary. It upholds individual agency and promotes pluralism in society. 

This is not the case with Sharia and the concept of umma that bind the individual to the 

community. This be the case, the Islamic cultural system then becomes unable to meet up 

with modernity in its entirely. Without individual rights, modernity is met half-way, and 

Islam, like all religions, becomes entangled in an impasse, termed here predicament.
306

 

Tibi argues that Sharia is in conflict with individual human rights as adopted 

internationally since 1948 through the UDHR. He further believes that it does contain the 

Huntinghtonian thesis of ñclash of civilizations,ò for the individual is effaced in the place 

of the community, which in turn is considered as superior to any other religion or man-

made philosophy. Tibi says: 

Let it be said candidly: the Shariôa ï believed to be superior and pure, according 

to the worldview of Salafists and Islamists ï establishes fault lines ï like those of 
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Huntingtonôs Clash of Civilization. Individual human rights have no legitimacy 

whatsoever in the Shariôa. [é] Individual human rights have no legitimacy 

whatsoever in the Shariôa.
307

 

In Islam, Muslims, as believers, have ñfaraôid/ dutiesò vis-à-vis the collectivity of 

the ñumma-community,ò but no individual rights in the sense of entitlements.
308

  

 

He adds that the Islamic Declaration of Human Rights of Cairo in 1982 is not enough and 

does not comply with the modern standards of human rights that centralize the subject. 

ñThere can be no specific Islamic human rights in the name of authenticity.ò
309

  But 

taking into account that there are international needs for ñuniversal morality,ò Muslims 

can find in Hellenized Islam sources to back up their support for a shared morality.
310

 The 

latter is the ñonly thingò that ñcould unite humanity,ò seeing the differences in world 

cultures.
311

 While he calls for the adoption of human rights by everyone, particularly the 

Muslims, here, he frequently warns against understanding this as a Westernization or 

universalization of the Western values, ñI am not playing with words when I opt for 

universality of values and at the same time criticize the ideology of universalism.ò
312

 

Western universalism would denigrate the right of non-Westerners, ña sweeping Western 

universalism is not the solution,ò that is the reason why the adoption of individual human 

rights should be developed from within.
313

 When the individual is values, pluralism 

reigns, and supremacism vanishes.   

ñCultural modernity provides a concept of pluralism.ò
314

 The pluralism Tibi has in 

mind is ñuniversalò and goes against any religious narrow doctrine; ñit is a segment of 

secular cultural modernity.ò If secularization accommodates religion without abolishing 

it, as seen earlier, here, pluralism opens up to not just one religion, but to as many as 
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society is fraught with. Pluralism óstems from the political theory of democracy, which 

places all parties on an equal footing.ò
315

 Though it originates in political science since it 

relates to the political culture of parliamentary democracy, pluralism now is required to 

be upheld by any ideology or philosophy or religion, ñdemocracy and pluralism have 

neither Islamic nor Christian nor any other religious roots.ò
316

 Islam, like any other 

component and party in society, has to adopt this idea of pluralism, against the 

supremacist view it has of itself as ñthe final revelationò and ñthe only true religion.ò
317

 

Such an enterprise ñcan only be successful in the spirit of an ñopen Islamò that goes 

beyond scriptural confines.ò
318

 Tibi believes that Islam can accommodate pluralism, 

while its counterpart, i.e. Islamism, cannot because it aims at establishing a supremacist 

Islamic order.  

Islam already accepts diversity, but it is pluralism that has to be rethought of from 

within. Diversity is not enough; it is a component of pluralism paradigm. ñIslam accepts 

diversity, but not pluralism.ò The latter is a normative concept that goes beyond the 

concept of umma to accommodate ´a set of basic values, norms, and rules to be shared 

with non-Muslims´, while the former is a state of affairs, a description of what is there.
 319

  

In Tibi´s thought, it is the Shariaôs weak stance when compared with international 

law, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and the liberal democratic values that 

challenges the Muslims to rethink particular issues of their religion to accommodate 

pluralism. Legal aspects of Sharia law stand as the main barrier in the reform Tibi, and 

other reformists, calls for: 

For scholars such as myself, living and working as Muslims in a state of tension 

between Western and Eastern culture, the question arises whether Islamic legal 

discourse, with the great steps forward made by Europe in its own legal sphere, 

can be fertilized without at the same time sacrificing Islamic authenticity.
320
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The main legal issues concern individual and collective rights. They can be numerated as 

follows: 1) the place of the non-Muslim monotheists (Jews and Christians) as dhimmis, 

i.e. protected minorities instead of being considered equal, 2) the place of the other non-

Muslim non-monotheists (Hindus, Buddhists, etc.) as unbelievers/kǕfirȊn in Islamic 

thought, 3) the consideration of the Shióa as heretics, and vice versa, 4) the place of the 

Muslim or non-Muslim reformists who are at times convicted of apostasy and death 

through takfir doctrine, 5) the discrimination against all religious minorities within Islam 

(Bahaôi, Ahmadiyya, etc.), and 6) discrimination against women.
321

  

 The adoption of pluralism is needed because there is a lot from religious legacy 

that has been either not updated to keep up with the historical changes of societies or 

because the politicization of religion has taken a fundamentalist guise as seen before. The 

Islamic world order, hakkimiyat allah, the umma, jihad, Shariatization of law, and 

proselytization are among the main concepts that belittle the importance of pluralism and 

abort reforming Islam: 

For Islam to achieve an accommodation of pluralism of religions and cultures, 

which is possible, Muslims need to have an honest willingness to rethink inherited 

Islamic concepts of the non-Muslim other, and thus to change their worldview. In 

short, they need to go beyond apologetics and scriptural interpretations. Put in 

plain language: in a world of pluralism of religions there is no room whatsoever 

for supremacy.
322

  

The supremacy that is discussed here is at the theoretical and normative level, which is 

found in a number of classical texts. Tibi admits that those texts have to be historically 

contextualized and that tolerance and respect is very much emphasized in the Quran and 

some Hadiths. His fear is with the return of religion the way it is advocated by some 

theologians like al-Mawdudi, Qutb, Anwar Aljundi, Muhammad Zaibaq and Ali Jarisha 

who speak of the supremacy of Islam. Such political theologians refuse dialogue because 

it (dialogue) equates ´the last true revelation´ with Christianity and Judaism.
323
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 Tolerance, tasamuh, in classical Islam subdues the People of the Book as a 

minority and considers the non-monolithic non-Muslims as infidels. At its time, it was an 

advanced model; it game the human being his/her dignity despite colour, race, or gender. 

However, the modern standards of tolerance are higher, and diversity has to elevate to the 

status of considering the ´othered´ non-Muslim other as an equal person, equal citizen in 

a democratic society, this applies to man as much as it applies to woman, despite their 

religious or philosophic or ideological affiliations. Tibi sometimes seems puzzled with 

Islamic history, its diversity, and various interpretations and models it has taken, ´There 

is an inner contradiction in Islam.´
324

 By way of illustration, the notion of umma for him 

is supposed to be universal and able to accommodate even the non-Muslims within the 

Muslim community, if Islam is truly universal. Here, the umma is ´inclusive, not 

exclusive.´
325

 Yet, the resurgence of the notion of the umma has narrowed down its scope 

and made of it a negative religio-political term.  

 So, though he claims that pluralism the way he advocates it cannot be 

extrapolated directly from Quranic texts, Tibi still believes that there are references that 

can uphold it as it upheld the past tolerance and diversity achievements. Pluralism as held 

here then does not find all its ingredients in the Islamic texts, simply because the 

historical conditions were different. Religious legitimacy is needed for his approach, and 

he backs it up with verses that call for tolerance and respect of religious differences. Tibi 

writes the following: 

The concept of pluralism definitely does not exist in the Quran, nor was there ever 

a corresponding reality in Islamic history.
326

 [é] No scriptural approach could 

ever provide a promising avenue. Nevertheless, I refer in this inquiry to the 

scriptural approach for the sake of establishing a religious legitimacy for 

pluralism in Islam. One can use Quranic references in pursuit of this ï however, 

with an awareness of the limits of the approach.
327

  

Among the Quranic verses Tibi invokes are the following: ñThere is no compulsion in 

religionò (2:256), ñYou have your religion and I have mineò (109:6), ñAllah does not 
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change people unless they change themselvesò (13:11).
328

 The pluralism aspired to 

nurtures ñopenò and ñcivil Islam.ò Pluralism in Islam would affect Muslims in Islamic 

majority countries, Muslims in Europe, and wherever they are. That would also 

contribute to inter-religious, inter-civilizational, as well as intra-religious dialogues for 

world peace. 

c. Knowledge: Rational Falsafa vs. Fiqh-Orthodoxy 

 Cultural modernity cannot stand if knowledge is not reason-based. This does not 

happen if the heritage of Islamic falsafa/philosophy is not revived to make rationalism 

alive again from within. This is among the other levels of reforms Tibi proposes. Two 

sub-arguments underpin his proposal. The first one is his belief that knowledge based on 

reason is universal, and does not stop at some geographies or cultures, and the second is 

that High Islam, though short-lived, was based on reason and open to other cultures and 

civilizations. The scriptures argue for the use of reason as well, ñThe scriptures [é] have 

left ample room for rationality.ò
329

 With these two mains arguments rethinking Islam can 

overcome its impasse. Tibi refutes the idea of the Islamization of knowledge and science. 

He also belittles the idea of multiple modernities advanced by postmodernists, 

postcolonial theorists, Islamists, and some anthropological studies.
330

  

 Based on reason, the idea of authenticity and ´purification´ of thought disappears. 

´Enlightenment applies to all humans and could thus be shared by most cultures.´
331

 Tibi 

defends the idea that the Hellenized period of medieval Islam shows that ´borrowing´ was 

never a problem for the early Muslims:  

To be authentic is to maintain the self while borrowing/learning from the other. 

According to this understanding, Islamic ´falsafa/rationalism´ can be viewed as 

authentically Islamic. In this sense, reference to Western theories and approaches 

in order to grasp and conceptualize Islam´s predicament with cultural modernity 
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cannot be dismissed as ñunauthentic,ò as is done by postmodernists and Islamists. 

To engage in borrowing from other cultures is an authentic Islamic mindset. 
332

 

Enlightenment at the era of Hellenization occurred because the ñMuslim mindò followed 

the Quranic and Sunna tradition that encourage learning. The Prophet´s words that 

encourage to pursue learning even from distant lands, ´even from China,´ is common 

among Muslims, but the contemporary Islamists are far from adopting it, argues Tibi.
333

  

 In his work on the comprehensive intellectual history in Islam,
334

 Tibi finds that in 

medieval Islam, science ranked high.
335

 For the medievalist rationalists, ´the rational 

legacy of Hellenism was not an ´Aristotelian imperialism.´´
336

 The Abbasid era is the 

most thriving and rationalist era in Islamic history. Harun al-Rashid (reigned from 786 to 

809) and his son al-Maòmun (reigned from 813 and 833) who set Dar al-Hikma, the 

House of Wisdom, are shining examples of the investment in the sciences and translation 

of the works of the Greeks into Arabic and from Arabic into Latin.  Cordoba and Toledo 

(Tulaytila in Arabic) centers are another example from Islamic history.
337

 Tibi repeatedly 

states that the worldview that characterized Hellenized Islam (High Islam) was secular in 

the sense that it did not reject the divine view from its reasoning. The Muslim 

distinguished philosophers from the 8
th
 to the 14 centuries are the main reference for Tibi 

when it comes to the compatibility of reason and divinity.  Alkindi (801ï873), al-Razi, 

Rhazes in Latin, (854-925), al-Farabi, al-Farabius, (872-950), al-Ghazali, Algazel, (1058ï

1111), Ibn Rushd (1126ï1198), known as Averroes in Latin, Ibn Sinna, known as 

Avicenna, (980-1037) up to Ibn Khaldun (1332-1406), besides the school of the whole 

Muòtazilite from the 8
th
 to the 10

th
 century, are the frequent names Tibi refers to as the 
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rational era-makers as defenders of reason in early Islam. He calls for the revival of this 

lost heritage, which is hardly included in Muslim educational systems. 

 Tibi believes that during the high days of Islam, rationalists and their defenders 

were a small community and faced strong opposition from the orthodox schools. The 

AshËarite opposition of the Muòtazilite is very known and decisive in Islamic history, but 

the problem is that the Muòtazilite heritage is not taught in educational systems in the 

Muslim world.
338

 The Islamic fiqh orthodoxy controlled the Islamic system of education. 

In his study of the Islamic intellectual history, Tibi finds that ´The fault lines in classical 

Islam were not between the ´self´ and the ´other,´ but rather within its civilization, i.e. 

between rational knowledge and sacral fiqh-jurisprudence.´
339

  He compares this 

antagonism between the rationalist sand the orthodox scholars with the current trends and 

antagonism between the reformists and the fundamentalists.
340

  

Tibi says that if the rationalists were accommodated and their ideas 

institutionalized, modernity could have taken shape in the Islamic world before Europe. 

Here are his words: 

Just as Europe had its Descartes and Kant, Islam had its Farabi, Ibn 

Sina/Avicenna, and Ibn Rushd/Averroes. They were rationalists of the same 

caliber. In Europe, however, the thinking of Decartes was institutionalized and 

thus developed into a cultural Cartesianism, with the result that, as a reason-based 

(res cogito) philosophy, it was able to shape the prevailing European worldview. 

In contrast, Muslim rationalists were prevented from doing so. They were denied 

the opportunity to determine the course of Islamic civilization and its 

worldview.
341

  

For Tibi, it was reason and not fiqh that raised Islamic philosophy of the time, and it was 

philosophy based on reason that these Muslim philosophers contributed to Europe. ñThe 

contribution of Islam to Europe on the eve of the Renaissance was falsafa, and certainly 

not fiqh.ò
342

 It is based on this heritage that Tibi corroborates his argument of cultural 

modernity and gives it an Islamic aura, ñThe Islamic rationalism of Averroes is a cultural 
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heritage that makes modernity authentic for Muslims.ò
343

 Averroes makes a special 

contribution in Tibiôs argument because he, Averroes, speaks of the Ëdouble truth,Ë 

alỠaqiqa al-muzdawaja, which succinctly advances the compatibility and 

complementarity of the two world views in search for the truth, the divine and the 

worldly, the reasonable and metaphysical-reasoning, which can be taken to mean that 

secularization does not abolish religion, and vice versa.
344

 The flourishing of Islamic 

philosophy took place because the spirit of cultural opening to the world and learning 

from other cultures and civilizations were characteristics of early Muslims. The 

Hellenization of Islamic philosophy did not make the rationalists look less Muslim nor 

did it affect their identity as religious individuals.
345

 This capacity of learning from the 

other is what Tibi brings up to reform Islam. The fact that his cultural modernity project 

refers to Western theories does not make his approach ñunauthentic,ò first because he 

refers to Islamic past history and philosophy, and second because this heritage itself kept 

its authenticity though it borrowed a lot from Greek philosophy and other cultures, which 

in turn was used/borrowed when the Europeans took it back from Renaissance.
346

    

 After Ibn Khaldun (d. 1406), the last main Islamic philosopher of high caliber, 

and the founder of the science of sociology and historiography according to the great 

historian of civilization Arnold Toynbeeôs (1889-1975) testimony, the Muslim world 

collapsed into an intellectual stagnation and taqlid (mimicry of the past, without 

intellectual exertion). Internal and external constraints would contribute to that. The 

internal constraints could be summarized in the weight fiqh schools gained through 

politics and educational systems at the expense of the demising rational tradition. Since 

then, the gates of ijtihad ´nearly closed´ and built just on the main jurisprudence schools, 

madhahib, instead of practicing the ijtihad in a more genuine basis by getting into the 

founding texts in the Quran and the Sunna themselves and contextualize them according 

to new needs. As to the external constraints, it is the division of political power in the 

Machreq as well as in the Maghreb, including Spain, and the focus of the Ottoman 
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Empire on the development of the military and jihad instead of science that the cultural 

life deteriorated.  

d. Euro-Islam: Modern, Secular, and Pluralist  

 I reiterate that in my approach I argue that Islam in Europe, being discussed here 

in its historical, political and intellectual development as European Islam in these initial 

decades of establishing itself in the continent, goes on with the debate of modernity and 

its challenge of, and being challenged by, Islam. The reform agenda of Tibi falls within 

the scope of my research approach. Muslims in Europe, with the many issues over their 

(said failed or at least difficult) integration, are still part of the political and theological 

debate that concerns their co-religionits in general either in the communities where they 

make a majority or significant minority worldwide. Reform projects are discussed in the 

East as much as they are discussed in the West, in Europe in particular. Many scholars 

involved in this endeavor are based in the West or even come from it, as is the case with 

the two main scholars I refer to.  

 Muslims in the diaspora, like their co-religionist in the Muslim majority countries, 

carry with them the impasse of Islam in the face of the modern Europe. Signs of the 

continuity of what Tibi calls ñdarknessò phases in Islamic history are echoed in Europe 

and can be seen in the fundamentalization of some Muslim youth and their inability to 

differentiate between the two worldviews, the divine and the profane, the public and 

private in religion. The Muslims´ burning of The Satanic Verses of Salam Rushdie in 

1989 reminds Tibi of similar events in Islamic history, i.e. the burning of the works of 

Muslim medieval rationalists and their indictment as heretics and apostates.
347

  

 The various issues Tibi raises when discussing his Islam reform agenda repeat 

themselves when the Muslim diaspora in Europe is invoked. However, since Western 

Europe is already liberal, democratic, and secular in various ways according to each 

country and its history, some issues like democracy, the rule of law, human rights, and 

secularization take a secondary position. Priority in Euro-Islam goes to the aspects of 
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pluralism in (the reformed) Islam and the manifestations that either denigrate or solidify 

its modernity.  

 Tibi is clearly against any consideration of Europe as a land of Islam or a land of 

da´wa. He is a strong opponent of fundamentalist Islam made diffuse among the Muslims 

in ghettoes and suburbs. Even the Muslim Brothers networks and their said moderate 

presence in Europe are dangerous for him. They ghettoize Muslims even in their 

moderate views. He considers Tariq Ramadan on of them, and clearly opposes his 

version of European Islam and his notion of Sharia as dar-ashahada. Proselytizing leads 

to ethnic ghettoization and alienation. He gives the examples of the Muslim bombers that 

took place in London, Madrid, the killing of Van Gogh in Amsterdam, and includes the 

Paris banlieue riots of 2005 in this category; he calls it ñFrench Intifada.ò
348

 The fear of 

Islamizing Europe through the concept of hijra and daᾶwa, proselytizing and call to Islam 

through migration, is very much opposant to the idea of Euro-Islam and its various 

values, among which is the freedom of the individual. 

Tibi is equally critical of multiculturalists and group rightists. For him, that too 

just exacerbates ghettoization and gives more space for encroaching on the values of 

liberal democratic societies by both the fundamentalists and the European 

muliticulturalists, as is the case of the German Orientalist Tilman Nagel (b. 1942). 

According to the reading of Tibi, Nagel aims at alienating the Muslim immigrants by 

keeping them as ´others´ in Europe by means of the ´protected minorities´ scheme.
349

 Tibi 

invokes case studies he conducted in Indiam and the serious repercussions of ñminority 

rightsò policies have on society overall politics: 

given the already existing evidence of a growing hatred toward foreigners and the 

dreadful right-wing radicalism, we should be very cautious in discussions on 

collective minority rights and also need to discern the Muslim hatred ignited in 

some mosques against ññJews and crusaders.òñ I have misgivings that any 

granting of minority privileges and special collective rights to cultural and 
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religious groups would be counter-productive, leading to similar results as in the 

case of India.
350

 

Minority rights would just fuel Right Wing as well as ñghettoizedò minorities and 

solidify the gap between the two.  

Postmodernists and relativists are all the same for Tibi. They call for cultural 

difference without being aware of the risks and repercussions of alienation of the groups 

studied, ´There are blind Europeans who fail to see that such an Islamization would result 

from their idea of ññmulti-cultural discourse,òñ a romantic ideology directed against 

cultural pluralism that combines cultural diversity with a consensus over core values.´
351

 

Tibi goes further, as would postcolonial critics do though he is critical of their critique, 

too, and states that ñEuropean multiculturalists look at other cultures with a sense of 

romantic-eccentric mystiýcation, following the Euro-centric tradition of viewing aliens as 

bons sauvages.ò
352

  

Broadly, for Tibi, ´multi-culturalism is based on cultural relativism,´
353

 which is 

not the same as ´cultural pluralism´ which is based on modern values that everyone 

should endorse in Europe, including the Muslims. For example, Tibi is against the 

naming of mosques founded by German-Turks after the Ottoman Sultan Fatih (1432 ï

1481) who conquered the European soil during his expansion, because, for him, that is an 

abuse of multiculturalism.
354

 For him, this shows that the mindset of ´religious 

imperialism´ still harbors in the mind of multiculturalist communitarians and proselytizer 

neo-absolutist Muslims, who could be supported by undemocratic regimes in the south of 

the Mediterranean. Tibi summarizes the point in this passage: 

The granting of multi-cultural minority privileges to Muslim migrants in Europe 

could prove to be a double-edged sword with far-reaching harmful consequences. 

On the one hand it could facilitate the unwanted interference of Islamic-

Mediterranean, mostly undemocratic governments in the affairs of Muslim 

migrants in Europe, which happens already. On the other, it could also lead to the 
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minorities in Europe being used as the ghetto, hijacked by the self-proclaimed 

representatives of political Islam acting in exile and operating as a transnational 

movement.
355

 

Otherwise put, minority mindset does not work for Euro-Islam. The European Muslims 

would still feel alienated, and the European natives would still feel centrist towards the 

others, the Muslims. Even the moderate Imams and Muslim scholars who speak of 

Europe as the abode of testimony widen the gap between citizens in the same society, and 

their discourse rekindles the idea of ñreligious imperialismò:  

More peaceful Imams, like Zaki Badawi of London or the Swiss-born Tariq 

Ramadan, present themselves as moderates, but the fact that they label Europe as 

a part of dar al-Islam/abode of Islam is an offense to the idea of Europe. Cultural-

relativist multi-culturalism accepts these offenses as examples of cultural 

communitarianism and fails to see the religious imperialism that is included 

within this neo-absolutist universalism.
356

  

Tibi dismisses any idea of considering the abode of Europe part of the abode of 

professing Shahada (testimony) as Tariq Ramadan, for instance, does in his project (to be 

dealt with later). ñReformist Euro-Islam, as I present it, is not what Ramadan claims to be 

a European Islam,ò
357

 for ñdespite its Muslim population, Europe is not dar al-Islam.ò
358

  

 Like the Muslims who are working on reforming Islam, the Europeans 

also have to revise their heritage, especially their perception of the historic Muslim 

ñOther.ò Tibi believes that the idea of Europe with all its values of liberal democracy and 

human rights is experiencing a crisis in its identity. Its ésprit de corps, in Montesquieu´s 

terms, ñis characterized by uncertainty, oscillating between vanishing Christianity and 

crumbing secularityò There is a need for an open Europe, as much as there is a need for 

an open Islam, ñIf Europeans do not change, they risk the Islamization of Europe.ò
359

The 

idea of ñremaking the Club,ò the Club of Europe, alone without giving space to the 

´other´ does not solve integration issues. ñBoth [Europeans and Muslims] need to 
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changeò
360

 to build an open society. For that to take place, Europe needs to reconstruct its 

asabiyya, i.e. its ésprit de corps. Tibi borrows the term asabiyya from the Muslim 

Philosopher Ibn Khaldun (d. 1406) and his pioneering work on sociology and 

historiography, ilm al-óumran, in al-muqaddima/ Prolegomena:    

For Ibn Khaldun [é] each vivid civilization is based on a spirit of asabiyya, best 

translated with Montesquieuôs term ññésprit de corps,òñ as already mentioned. 

The rise and decline of civilizations is related by Ibn Khaldun to the state of 

asabiyya: if this is strong, then a civilization thrives; when it weakens, then the 

decay begins. As a Muslim immigrant living in Europe, I believe I can see a very 

weak European asabiyya facing the strong self-assertive sentiments of Muslim 

newcomers.
361

  

Cultural pluralism, which Europe has the credential to accommodate, is what a 

new ésprit de corps, a new asabiyya is about. The well standing of Europe needs that all 

its citizens, whatsoever be their religion and philosophy of life, feel it (i.e. Europe) by 

heart, ñEurope needs a combination of self-awareness (asabiyya) and tolerance to come 

to terms with the Islamic civilization.ò
362

 ñFrom a dialogic Euro-Islamic perspective,ò 

Tibi adds, ñit is a healthy sign if a common European asabiyya can be shared.ò
363

 

European asabiyya makes Ëcitizens by heartË and not ñcitizens by passport.ò
364

 That 

applies to all Europeans, including the Muslims who have to enhance a ñEuro-Islamic 

asabiyya.ò
365

  

ñEuro-Islamic asabiyyaò is a core concept in Tibiôs idea of Euro-Islam. Before 

coming to its manifold meanings, two options have to be mentioned as a rationale behind 

Tibi´s version of Islam in Europe: option one is the Europeanization of Islam; option two 

is the Islamization of Europe. Euro-Islam constructs the first option because it contributes 

to the idea of Europe without discrimination, ethnicization, or Islamization. Euro-Islam 

constructs the identity of Muslims where they feel that they belong to the same polity 
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with their European patriots.
366

 ñThe idea of a multiple identity determines the concept of 

Euro-Islam, inspired both by the idea of Europe and by the historical experience of the 

Hellenization of Islam in the better days of Islamic civilization.ò
367

 By the ñidea of 

Europeò he means ñan inclusive concept of freedom and citizenshipò that finds its roots 

in the Enlightenment.
368

  

 Tibiôs idea of Euro-Islam is rooted in his project of cultural modernity. If cultural 

modernity is for all Muslims wherever they may be, Euro-Islam is mainly destined for the 

Muslims of Europe, the European Muslims. When tackling the concept of Euro-Islam, 

one still has to bear in mind Tibiôs earlier views of religion as a cultural system. His 

reference to Afro-Islam, Indo-Islam, and Arab Islam helps in understanding his vision of 

Euro-Islam.
369

 Unlike the common mediatized view of Islam as monolithic in 

manifestation and practice by Western media, Tibi defends his idea and says that Euro-

Islam is ñintended to provide a liberal variety of Islam acceptable both to Muslim 

migrants and to European societies, one that might accommodate European ideas of 

secularity and individual citizenship along the lines of modern secular democracy.ò
370

  It 

is also reason-based, ñMuslims in the diaspora are advised to embrace the rational view 

of the world.ò
371
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 Tibi drives to the idea that ´Euro-Islam is the very same religion of Islam, 

although culturally adjusted to the civic culture of modernity.´
372

 A long citation gives 

Tibi space to speak his idea clearly: 

The major features of Euro-Islam would be laicite, cultural modernity, and an 

understanding of tolerance that goes beyond the Islamic tolerance restricted to 

Abrahamic believers (People of the Book, ahl al-kitab). In addition, by 

acknowledging cultural and religious pluralism, Euro-Islam would give up the 

claim of Islamic dominance. Thus defined, Euro-Islam would be compatible with 

liberal democracy, individual human rights, and the requirements of a civil 

society. It would also contrast sharply with the communitarian politics that result 

in ghettoization. To be sure, the politics of Euro-Islam would not allow complete 

assimilation of Muslims. Yet it could enable the adoption of forms of civil society 

leading to an enlightened, open-minded Islamic identity compatible with 

European civic culture.
373

  

Euro-Islam thus described is the modern face of ñHellenized Islam.ò It is ñopen,ò ñcivil,ò 

and ñpluralist,ò to use TibiËs preferred terms, ñinspired both by the idea of Europe and by 

the historical experience of the Hellenization of Islam in the better days of Islamic 

civilization.ò
374

 It denotes multiple identities, but not multiple modernities.  

Let it be said without ambiguity: It is not an exaggeration to state that the future 

of Europe will be determined by the ability of both Europeans and Muslim 

immigrants to establish peace between themselves. They need to forge a pattern 

of Euro-Islamic identity based on the core values of Europe, described as the idea 

of Europe endorsed by a liberal and reformed Islam. A polity for people of 

different religions can only be a secular one, and the idea of Europe is secular, not 

Christian. The value-conþict between Islamism and the idea of Europe is not a 

conþict between Islam and Christianity, nor is it a clash of civilization.
375

  

 Because Euro-Islam targets the Muslims and the non-Muslims alike in Europe, 

Tibi proposes the development of a ñcivic cultureò based on ñintercultural ethics.ò
376

 

Otherwise said, ñcivic cultureò builds on ñenlightened Islamic educationò and ña real 

inter-civilizational dialogue aimed at establishing multiple identities, a cross-cultural 
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consensus,ò over ñindividual human rights.ò
377

 While the Europeans have to revise their 

centrist views of the other, and their multiculturalists and postmodernists beware of the 

risks of minority rights they advocate, the Muslims, on the other hand, have to adopt the 

idea of Europe and what it means, without this being an invitation to assimilation. By 

consenting to the idea of Europe, Muslims, despite their diversity in Europe, have to 

disconnect their understanding of Islam from Sharia, the legal conception of Islamic law, 

and have thus to abandon jihad and daᾶwa/proselytization.
378

 ñEnlightened Islamic 

education,ò within ñcivic cultureò scheme, ñis a means of maintaining an Islamic identity, 

but not if it serves segregationist ends.ò ñThe proposition here is that Muslims become 

members of the European body politic they live in, without giving up their Islamic 

identity or rejecting the identity of Europe.ò
379

 

Recapitulation 

 In this part of my work I have tried to sketch out the main features of Bassam 

Tibiôs agenda of cultural modernity to reform Islam, and to make it accessible in theory 

and practice to the Muslims in the Islamic lands and in Europe. I have opted for outlining 

his agenda as an example of a liberal Muslim scholar from political science perspectives. 

It should be noted that the reform focuses on the legal aspects of Islam. I do not intend to 

be analytical here, but merely recapitulative. I leave my analytical part to Part IV of this 

work. In the first section of this part I have shown how Tibi considers Islam in society as 

a cultural system that is influenced by a number of societyôs internal and external 

enrichments and weaknesses. As Tibi argues, apart from the Prophetic period and the 

Abbasid flourishing era, the Muslim world and mind has ever since fallen into mimicry 

(taqlid) of its predecessors instead of exerting ijtihad for renewal.  

From the thirteenth-fourteenth centuries, up to the eighteenth century, the time of 

the first major encounter with the modern West, the Muslim world just stagnated on all 

levels. In its early attempts of modernization after this encounter, it, however, failed to 

make a breakthrough in its reform, because the dogma condensed in Sharia law was still 
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considered divine, as if it were the word of God itself. The secularist attempts after them 

failed both for internal and external reasons. And that gave space to the frustrated 

fundamentalists to rise up, and replace the reform endeavours of religious scholars with 

obscurantist agenda to overthrow the West from its hegemonic stance. That brought back 

religious historically-old concepts into modern revival, without taking into account the 

world socio-political changes and economic interdependencies that bind the Muslims and 

non-Muslims. Fundamentalism then obscured the enlightened aspect of the religion of 

Islam. To overcome this predicament, adopting cultural modernity with its main aspects 

of secularization, rationality, and subjectivity seems a historical necessity for an ñopen 

Islam.ò Islam in Europe, in its version of Euro-Islam that adopts the same modern 

features, answers the dilemma of European Muslims and makes their residence 

unproblematic. 
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Part Two: Tariq Ramadan 

Theologico-Political Justifications for 

European Islam 

 

For years, in the course of my work on law and jurisprudence, I have been reading and 

analyzing reference works on the fundamentals of Islamic law (usûl al-fiqh) and their 

concrete and practical implementation in different historical periods (fiqh), with the aim, 

of course, of finding new answers to the new challenges faced by contemporary 

Muslimsðand, among them, Western Muslims. Many fields have been investigated by 

contemporary Muslim scholars, many proposals have been drawn up and the reform of 

reading and understanding as well as the exercise of ijtihâd have been a continuous 

practice. Today, however, we seem to have reached a limit, so that we shall have to ask 

ourselves precisely not only what meaning we give to the notion of reform [é] but also 

what its objectives must be. To put it clearly, what reform do we mean? 

Tariq Ramadan, Radical Reform: Islamic Ethics and Liberation, 2009: 27. 
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The discourse
380

 of Tariq Ramadan on European Islam is different from that of 

Bassam Tibi both in content and form. This part of the work is devoted to presenting this 

discourse, its beginnings, developments, and aims. As I did with Tibi, I go briefly 

through the intellectual biography of Ramadan to link it with the development of his 

discourse. I do not get engaged in the controversy that the French media has built around 

him, but I refer to it for its convenience to the topic whenever I see the need for that. I 

also consider it convenient to state as early as this stage, before the comparative and 

evaluative stages which come later, that I will study Ramadan not chronologically but 

thematically, as I have done with Tibi. However, it is important to note two points at this 

stage, to be born in mind: first, there has been a shift, a development in Ramadan´s 

discourse on reforming Islam, especially in its legal aspect, which can certainly impact 

the understanding of European Islam, and contemporary Islamic thought debate in 

general. My focused research on Ramadan started mainly in 2009, before his Radical 

Reform (2009) came out. The shift I will refer to concerns this book and its subsequent, 

The Quest for Meaning (2010). I was not surprised to read, about two years later, in 

November 2011, the review of Andrew March about Radical Reform, in which he 

describes the shift as an ñexplosion.ò
381

 Second, this shift noted in Radical Reform does 

not affect his whole contribution in the debate of contemporary Islamic thought and its 

concentration on European Islam, and that shows how consistent his arguments are when 

it comes to issues of human rights and ethics for example. These two notes make my 

thematic study of Ramadan match to a large extent the chronology of his writings. In the 

outset, I note then that I prefer to speak of ñdevelopment,ò instead of ñexplosionò in 

Ramadanôs thought. Speaking of ñearly Ramadanò and ñlate Ramadanò is possible. This 

will be gradually explained in the coming sections of this part, Part II, and more of it will 

be discussed in the analytical Part IV.  
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In this overture, I just need to mention the books I will be focusing on. As noted 

earlier, Ramadan has penned about 30 books, some short and some long, besides 

countless public lectures worldwide and opinion articles for newspapers, on line websites 

and his personal website. In my selection, I make use of his major works that date from 

the 1990s up to 2010: Les musulmans dans la laɥcit® (1994), Aux sources des renouvea 

musulman: dôal Afghani ¨ Hassan al-Banna ï un siècle de reéformisme islamique (1998), 

Islam, the West, and the Challenges of Modernity (2001), To Be a European Muslim: A 

Study of Islamic Sources in the European Context (1999), Western Muslims and the 

Future of Islam (2004), In the Footsteps of the Prophet: Lessons from the Life of 

Muhammad (2007), Radical Reform: Islamic Ethics and Liberation (2008), What I 

Believe (2009), and The Quest for Meaning: Developing a Philosophy of Pluralism 

(2010). Among his minor works I consult - besides some of his videoed lectures, TV 

encounters, and articles - Muslims in France: The Way towards Coexistence (1999) 

Musulmans d´Occident: construire et contribuer (2002), Entre l´homme et son Coeur: la 

voie de l´unique (2004), Quelques lettres du coeur (2008, and his long interview with 

Aziz Zemmouri, Faut-il faire taire Tariq Ramadan? (2006).
382
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The Beginnings: From Geneva to the World 

 The physical journey of Ramadan to Europe could be traced back to the activism 

of his grandfather, from his maternal side, Hassan al-Banna, the founder of the Muslim 

Brothers (shortened as MB) in Egypt in 1928. His father, Said Ramadan, himself, too, an 

activist and prominent intellectual within the MB married Wafa al-Banna, a daughter of 

Hassan al-Banna. Said Ramadan had to escape from President Gamal Abd Nasserôs 

Egypt, after the Muslim Brotherhood was banned in 1954: a Muslim Brother was accused 

of trying to kill Nasser. Said exiled himself, for security, in Switzerland in 1954, where 

Tariq was born, in 1962. His father, Said, was active in international Islam; he founded 

the World Islamic League in Saudi Arabia , and established the Islamic Center in Geneva 

in 1961.  

On the personal level, the young Ramadan faced questions of religion around the 

age of sixteen, and that did not take a form of revolt, as he says; rather, he was 

determinate to make his own choices, without internal or external pressure.  He says he 

had questions about and to God, but no doubts.
383

 That coincided with the Iranian 

Revolution of 1979, and the repercussions of which he did not like. The revolution 

represented religion as an oppressive worldview by which personal choices have little 

space where to be articulated. As early as that age, he says he felt the need to speak up for 

religious liberty of expression.  

When asked how his observance of religion was considered among his peers, 

especially that he was travelling in Latin America, India, and Africa, he says that 

wherever he went his choices were respected, and never met with any disdain. About ten 

years later, Salman Rushdieôs The Satanic Verses (1988) in the UK, and the headscarf 

affair (lôaffaire du foulard, 1989) in France would raise the freedom of expression and 

religion in the public sphere to unprecedented levels of tension inside and outside Europe. 

As the debate intensified, Ramadan could hardly see beacons of reasoning and profound 
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analysis, but mere emotional politics in the forefront, from Muslims and non-Muslims 

alike, as he narrates to Aziz Zemmouri.  

These three main events (the Iranian Revolution, the Rushdie Affair, the 

Headscarf Affair) pushed him to work on his Islamic background more seriously to get 

involved in the debate for an enlightened dialogue and understanding. In retrospect, he 

tells Zemmouri in the interview, ´At a certain moment in my life, I felt the need to know 

better the meaning of what I believed in, and the need to deepen its substance and be able 

to tell myself: ´this is what I believe in.´´
384

  His family background, and more 

importantly its exile, had a say in shaping his worldview, ´exile of my family, the 

suffering that resulted from it, and the up-rootedness all played an undeniable role in my 

life.´
385

 The quest for justice and resistance to any unjust discourse, be it ideological, 

religious, or philosophic, Western or non-Western, are among the lessons his family exile 

has taught him.
386

  

As the youngest of six children, not all his brothers are religious ï one of them 

even revolted against religion, but his brother Hani, who is in charge of the Islamic 

Center in Geneva, is religiously active, and Ramadan publicly distances himself from his 

methodology of interpreting religious texts, a point that Ramadanôs detractors invoke 

when his family genealogy is put on the table, which is often done. He affirms that there 

was freedom within this religious family context: 

It was not easy, growing up in a committed Muslim family while dealing with 

people outside who were drinking, and all that. But I was protected on ethical 

grounds, as a religious person, first of all by playing sports, every day, for two 

hours or more ð football, tennis, running. And reading, reading, reading, five 

hours a day, sometimes eight hours. My father warned me that life was not in 

books. But it meant that even though I stayed away from drinking, I got respect 

from the people around me. I was known as ñthe professor,ò ñle docteur.òò
387
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As an adolescent, and later as a young teacher and dean at the age of twenty-four in 

College de Saussure, active in sports and solidarity work inside and in the third world, he 

was elected as one of Geneva personalities in 1990.
388

  

Ramadan university studies in French literature and philosophy culminated in the 

writing of a PhD dissertation on Friedrich Nietzsche (1844 - 1900), entitled Nietzsche as 

a Historian of Philosophy (published in 1998 as De la souffrance: etudes Nitzscheenne et 

islamique (On Suffering: Nietzscheaen and Islamic Studies)). Along with Fyodor 

Dostoyevsky (1821 ï1881), the Russian renowned literary figure, the two philosophers 

would become ñmy universal frame of reference.ò Despite his immersion in European 

philosophy, he still ñfelt lonely in Europe, facing racial discrimination, and all that. So I 

idealized Egypt. My body was in Europe, but my heart was over there. I wanted to go 

back ñhome.ò The young Ramadan went to al-Azhar university in Cairo in 1991, with 

Iman, his wife, a Swiss convert, and their kids, to profound his command of the Islamic 

sciences, mainly Islamic jurisprudence, in a one-on-one intensive training for a 

curriculum of five years, which he condensed in fourteen months, `I resigned both from 

my post as a dean and as president of the Helping Hand Cooperative [...]. I needed 

change and to return to the sources of my faith and spirituality.`
389

 The sojourn in Egypt 

empowered his comprehension of Islam and ñturned him into a convinced European.ò In 

his encounters with Iam Buruma, a renowned Dutch-American journalist and writer, he 

says, ñI felt I had been misledò and adds:  

The philosophical connection between the Islamic world and the West is much 

closer than I thought. Doubt did not begin with Descartes. We have this 

construction today that the West and Islam are entirely separate worlds. This is 

wrong. Everything I am doing now, speaking of connections, intersections, 

universal values we have in common, this was already there in history.
390

 

Ramadan followed his early life activism later in his academic life. ñI want to be 

an activist professor,ò he told Buruma in an interview. As an activist professor, since the 

early 1990s after his return from al-Azhar, Ramadan built strong networks with the 
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Muslim community in his country, but mainly in Lyon, the French city closest to him 

geographically, where he would lecture constantly, sometimes to spectators that 

numbered 1500, up to 3000, while holding lectureship at the University of Fribourg in 

Switzerland from 1996 to 2003. His work with The Union of Young Muslims and the 

Tawhid bookstore and publishing house in Lyon contributed to building his career as a 

brilliant communicator, sermon giver, lecturer and advisor of especially the young 

Muslims in France. Le Monde, Le Monde Diplomatique, and Polis magazine, besides 

Tawhid bookstore, would push his name into the public, with videocassettes, Islam, le 

face à face des civilizations: quel projet pour quelle modernité (1994), les Musulmans 

dans la laicité (1994), and other edited books. In 1995, France denied him entry, but 

petitions flooded, and the ministry of interior soon released an error statement.   

Ramadanôs work at the grassroots level alarmed mostly the French left-wing 

politicians, journalists, and intellectuals who have both contributed to his further 

engagement in the debate as well as to the controversy they have built around him: ´the 

double speak of Tariq Ramadan,´ as the journalist Caroline Fourest entitles her book on 

him, Brother Tariq: The Brother Speak of Tariq Ramadan (first published in French in 

2004; and translated in the US in 2008). This book seems to have dictated the beginning 

of any debate with Ramadan, which most journalists and scholars have to go through 

when reading about him. The book, in brief, is critical of Ramadan, and labels him as 

fundamentalist, anti-modernist, anti-secularist, and anti-feminist, a member of the 

Muslim Brothers, and an advocate of their agenda of Islamization of Europe. Ramadan, 

in a TV encounter with Fourest few years later told her that she had misquoted him about 

200 times.
391

 Sadri Khiari lately enters the debate and reverses the discourses against 

Fourest. His Sainte Caroline contre Tariq Ramadan: le livre qui met un point final à 

Caroline Fourest (2011) argues that Fourestôs couple of works on Ramadan, 
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immigration, and political Islam are narcissist, Eurocentrist, and feed the Huntinghtonian 

thesis of clash of civilizations.
392

  

Most of the published books on Ramadan are written by French journalists and 

public intellectuals, a reality which shows how tense the debate has been in France, 

mostly about certain points Ramadan raise or those that his detractors feel suspicious 

about him, without going into a real theological debate with him. Lionel Favrot would 

follow the same writing method of Fouest in Tariq Ramadan dévoilé: Enquête sur ce 

islamiste qui sévit dans les banlieues (2004). He goes through the family genealogy of 

Ramadan, the MB networks, the Islamization of the banlieu, the internationaloization of 

Islamism, RamadanËs ñintegristò and anti-modern preaching,
393

 anti-semitism,
394

 and his 

doublespeak.
395

 Favrot´s work is prefaced by Soheib Bencheick, the grand-mufti of 

Marseille, who says that Ramadan is ñby no means a moderate,ò and calls for the 

Republic to defend its values against ñintegrismò and ñcommunitarismò that islamists like 

Ramadan preach.
396

 In the prelude by Lyn Mag´ director in chief, Phillipe Brunet-

Lecomte says that Ramadan is a bomb that is exploding soon, if his ´ambiguous double 

speak´ is not revealed quick.
397

 Paul Landau would go so far as to argue in Le Sabre et le 

Coran: Tariq Ramadan et les Fr¯res musulmans ¨ la conqu°te de lòEurope (2005) that 

Ramadan fills in the Islamist line of Hassan al-Banna (d. 1949), founder of MB, Sayyed 

Qutb (d. 1965), the spiritual father of the militant MB, Ruhuallah Khomeini (1902-1989), 

the spiritual leader of the Iranian Revolution, and Youssef al-Qaradawi (b. 1926), head of 

the Muslim Scholars League and famous for Aljazeera TV programme asharia wa al-

ỠayǕt (Sharia and Life).
398

 The ideology of Ramadan, Landau adds, is not different from 
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that of Ben Laden, ´In fact, the aim pursued by Qaradawi and Ramadan is the same as 

that of Ben Laden: propagate political Islam on earth.´
399

 The conquest of Europe is 

among the Islamists aim of Ramadan, whose first name, Tariq, brings to mind the name 

of Tariq Ibn Ziyad, the first Muslim conqueror of Spain in 711 AD, and whose name is 

marked by Gibraltaer, Djebel Tariq in Arabic.
400

  Landau adopts this interpretation from 

Fourest.
401

 

With Aziz Zemmouri and Ian Hamel, Ramadan is not ´demonized,´ but merely 

subjected to critical questioning and suspicion, especially with Zemmouri. The latterôs 

work, Faut-il faire taire Tariq Ramadan? Suivi dòun entretien avec Tariq Ramadam 

(2005), introduces the controversies around the Swiss scholar, and then gives him a large 

space to reply in a long interview between the two. Ramadan takes the occasion to clarify 

his discourse over many issues, since he started his activism up to 2006. As to Hamel, he 

spends two years in an attempt to comprehensively study Ramadan, his family roots, 

networks, and discourse in La vérité sur Tariq Ramadan: Vers un lobby musulman en 

Europe? (2007). He finds out that Ramadan, as a skillful speaker, preacher, intellectual, 

politician,
402

  and ideologue  who rethinks European Islam,
403

 and who suits to be labled 

as ´the Arabo-Muslim Malcom X´
404

 does not hold a double speak.
405

 Instead of double 

speak, Hamel simply suggests ´Ramadanian messageË to describe Ramadanôs 

discourse.
406

 He also deculpabilicises Ramadan of anti-Semitism,
407

 anti-laïcisme,
408

 and 

frees him from the accusations of belonging to MB. For Hamel, Ramadan does not only 
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have no links with the MB, but his discourse goes even in its contrary direction.
409

 

Nevertheless, Hamel says that the Ramadanian message still poses questions and raises 

problems.
410

 The main point that Ramadan seems to embody is that which makes of him 

look like the axis that builds the ñfirst Muslim European lobbyò that does not antagonize 

with the West and secularism, but works within it to influence this same West, in turn, 

that has influenced its making.
411

  

The media has also contributed substantially to bringing Ramadan into more light. 

Ramadanôs TV shows with French public intellectuals, journalists, and politicians fueled 

the debate in France around him, against him when it comes to his detractors, and for him 

when it comes to the audience he has behind him. His debate with Nicolas Sarkozy, 

Minister of Interior at the time, in 2003 still resonates in the ear of many. When pushed 

out of the subject of debate by Sarkozy to denounce the hudud sanctions in Islam, 

Ramadan, did not reply promptly by denouncing these hudud but reiterated his proposal 

of the moratorium, and tried to explain instead of answering directly, which was taken 

against him. Later, in the long interview with Zemmouri, he explains his points, and 

reveals the TV Channel complicity when it comes to time that was allowed to him. That 

may be the most widespread and controversial debate Ramadan has ever had, and may 

ever have. 

On Octobre 3
rd

, 2003 Ramadan wrote an article entitled, Les (nouveaux) 

intellectuels communautaires, which French newspapers Le Monde and Le Figaro 

refused to publish. Oumma.com did publish it. In the article he criticizes a number of 

French Jewish intellectuals and figures such as Alexandre Adler, Alain Finkielkraut, 

Bernard-Henri Lévy, André Glucksmann and Bernard Kouchner ï and erroneously 

included Pierre-André Taguieff who is not Jewish - for allegedly abandoning universal 

human rights, and giving special status to the defence of Israel. Ramadan was accused, in 
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return, of having used inflammatory language that is publicly anti-semitic and 

communitarist.
412

  

Beyond the borders of France, Ramadan seems welcome politically and 

intellectually, with critics ¨ la franṃaise in the scene as well. His activism would first 

lead him to The Islamic Foundation in Leicester, where he studied to write in 1996ï97 

his Muslims in France booklet, but more importantly his book To Be a European Muslim, 

in 1999, and Islam, the West, and the Challenges of Modernity in 2001, reprinted in 2004 

and 2009. It is within these books than the first phases of Ramadanôs work can be found, 

along with his first work, Musulmans dans la laicité. In October 2005, he began teaching 

at St Antonyôs College at the University of Oxford on a Visiting Fellowship.
 
In 

September 2009, Ramadan was appointed to His Highness Hamad Bin Khalifa al-Thani 

Chair in Contemporary Islamic Studies at Oxford University where he is still based. 

Politically, in September 2005, he was invited to join a task force by the government of 

the United Kingdom during Tony Blairôs premiership.  Ramadan was also an advisor to 

the EU on religious issues and was sought for advice by the EU on a commission on 

ñIslam and Secularismò in 2008. Among the Muslim community he is the current 

president of the European think tank: European Muslim Network (EMN) in Brussels.  

The Dutch context welcomed Ramadan, too. Leiden University, distinguished for 

Islamic studies, welcomed him but he declined the offer for professional reasons. He 

accepted the professorship of Identity and Citizenship at Erasmus University in 

Rotterdam, till August 2009 when the City of Rotterdam and Erasmus University 

dismissed him from his positions as "integration adviser" and professor, stating that the 

program he chairs on Iranôs Press TV, Islam & Life, was "irreconcilable" with his duties 

in Rotterdam. Ramadan described this move as Islamophobic and he charged them. He 

defended himself in ñOpen Letter to My Detractors in the Netherlands.ò
413

 He again 
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received international support from academia against the decision of Rotterdam 

University and Municipality.  

In Italy, Ramadan is present, too, even though the Muslim community second 

generation there is still taking shape. Islam does not seem to be a priority in the media 

and public debate, but this has not made it immune from criticism. The legacy of Oriana 

Fallaci (1929 - 2006) and her islamophobic writings had their audience. In recent years, 

Giuliano Ferrara, director of the newspaper ñIl Foglioò and known as a ñneo-conò and 

defender of the Judaeo-Christian roots of Europe, along with the vice-director of the 

ñCorriere della Sera,ò Magdi Allam, were among the main public critics of Ramadan, 

who they accused of ñanti-Semitism and collusion to terrorism.ò Lately, Ferrara seems to 

have changed his mind on Ramadan and moderate Islam. He invited Ramadan to appear 

on his television programme, and he warmly welcomed the letter which 138 Muslim 

ñsagesò wrote to Benedict XVI after GermanyËs speech in 2006 in which he referred to 

Islam as a religion that widespread by the sword. The book of Nina zu F¿rstenberg Chi 

ha paura di Tariq Ramadan? lòEuropa di fronte al riformismo islamico (2007) [Who is 

Afraid of Tariq Ramadan? Europe in the face of Islamic Reform]  is an objective account 

of the ideas of Ramadan, written in the form of interview between the writer and the 

scholar. Among its merits is that it raises the issue of ´hidden discourse of Ramadan´ and 

answers it by saying that if the discourse takes a different non-reformist path, there is no 

need of exaggerated fear since the democratic voices will rise up then to face him! In a 

seminar on the book, Lilli Gruber, a Euro ex-MP and journalist, says that ñTariq 

Ramadan is a real motor of change, who knows everything about us, whereas we know 

nothing about him.ò 
414

  

In North America, Ramadan has a favourable status as well, though detractors à 

la Fourest are present, too. In February 2004, he accepted the position of Professor of 

Religion, Conflict and Peace Building at the Joan B. Kroc Institute for International 

Peace Studies, at the University of Notre Dame in Notre Dame, Indiana, in the United 

States, but he faced visa problems from the US State Department under the ñPatriotic 
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Actò for Ëideological reason,Ë which were dissolved later. He was charged of having 

donated some money to ñterrorist organizationsò in Palestine. It was only under Obama 

administration in September 2010 that he was allowed entrance to the US. This incident 

also brought wide academic support for him. Prof. R. Scott Appleby, the man who did his 

best to bring Ramadan to Notre Dame, was fascinated by the engagement of Ramadan as 

a scholar. He told Ian Buruma that it is the likes of Ramadan that the world needs to 

bridge gaps between the West and the Islamic world for more understanding:  

Heôs doing something extraordinarily difficult if not impossible, but it needs to be 

done. He is accused of being Janus-faced. Well, of course he presents different 

faces to different audiences. He is trying to bridge a divide and bring together 

people of diverse backgrounds and worldviews. He considers the opening he finds 

in his audience. Ramadan is in that sense a politician. He cultivates various 

publics in the Muslim world on a variety of issues; he wants to provide leadership 

and inspiration. The reason we wanted him is precisely because heôs got his ear to 

the ground of the Muslim world.
415

 

The Canadian Gregory Baum sees in Ramadan a Muslim reformist, and not a 

radical, in The Theology of Tariq Ramadan: A Catholic Perspective (2006).
416

 Charles 

Taylor (b. 1931) also does not see security problems in Ramadanôs work. In 2007, the 

New York Time Magazine features him among the most 100 innovators of the 21st 

century. In 2009 and in 2010 an online poll provided by the American Foreign Policy 

magazine placed Ramadan on the 49th spot in a list of the worldôs top 100 contemporary 

intellectuals. Ian Buruma wrote a long profile for The New York Time Magazine, entitled 

ñTariq Ramadan Has an Identity Issue.ò
417

 He speaks favorably of him. Stephanie Gery 

did the same when asked to review Ramadanôs In the Footsteps of the Prophet 

Muhammad (translation of The Messenger in the USA), and considered the book to be of 

help in reconciling the Muslim world with the Western liberal societies. This popularity 

has its exceptions.  
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Paul Berman, who supported the invasion of Iraq in 2003, is the American version 

of Caroline Fourest. In his book, The Flight of the Intellectuals (2010), that contains not a 

single footnote or endnote, he considers Ramadan a reformist in disguise, not himself an 

extremist, but his discourse can nurture extremism especially among the youth, ñeven 

some of the most attractive of thinkers tend, if they have come under an Islamist 

influence, to have a soft spot for suicide terrorismò and ña soft spot for anti-Semitism.ò
418

 

Ayan Hirsi Ali, the Somali-Dutch ex-Muslim Islamophobe, is his favourite. Dwight 

Garner describes the book as ñdevastating in its content.ò
419

 For Anthony Julius, Berman 

ñregards Ramadan as a sinister figure with a sinister agenda.ò When Breman says that  

there is ña dark smudge of ambiguityò which ñruns across everything he [Ramadan] 

writes on the topic of terror and violence,ò he means that ñRamadan cannot be trusted to 

know his own mind, and therefore cannot be trusted when he claims to speak it,ò  

continues Julius. For the latter, it is not Ramadanôs admiration which he receives that is 

misplaced, but it is the reading of Breman that is so.
420

 Andrew March in his review of 

Bremanôs work echoes what a number of critics say of Ramadan in France in particular, 

ñA reader of Berman will get no sense of Ramadanôs overall intellectual project or 

objectives.ò Bermanôs ñbig mistake,ò according to March, is the link he makes between 

Ramadanôs family genealogy and Muslim Brotherhood, and his criticism of Ramadan for 

not denouncing the ideas of Hassan al-Banna and Islamic penal code publicly and 

directly: 

In Bermanôs view, Ramadan was not only born into a kind of original sin but has 

never atoned for it. [é] Bermanôs big mistake is to suggest that Ramadan invites 

an "esoteric" reading that shows his failure to break decisively with the Muslim 

Brotherhood. By a decisive break, Berman means an open, bold declaration. But 

the real break is right under his nose. [é] According to Berman, we must tell 

Muslims, ñEither you are pro-Enlightenment or you are soft on stoning.ò
 421
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 March means that the content of Ramadanôs work is the indirect break from traditional 

Islamic thought, without a denunciation that Breman and his alikes need to hear to trust 

Ramadan, or at least to listen to him without defaming him and his discourse that they do 

not approach seriously.  

 As an engaged academic, Ramadan has contributed substantially to the debate on 

contemporary Islamic thought and its revival, especially in Europe. He is active both at 

the academic and grassroots levels lecturing extensively throughout the world on 

theology, Islamic law and jurisprudence, applied ethics, social justice, economy, politics, 

inter-faith and intracommunity dialogue. His words summarize his engagement:  

I mean to build bridges between two universes of reference, between two (highly 

debatable) constructions termed Western and Islamic ñcivilizationsò (as if those 

were closed, monolithic entities), and between citizens within Western societies 

themselves. My aim is to show, in theory and in practice, that one can be both 

fully Muslim and Western and that beyond our different affiliations we share 

many common principles and values through which it is possible to ñlive 

togetherò within contemporary pluralistic, multicultural societies where various 

religions coexist.
422

  

Ramadan´s engagement has always had a political touch. In Europe, and the West in 

general, he has been very critical of certain governmental policies, like the banning of the 

veil in France, the banning of Minarets in Switzerland, and has also attempted to 

attenuate the tension of the debate during the Cartoon crises all around Europe in 2006, 

and also around Charia Hebdo issue in France in 2011.  

In the regional and international level, he is critical of the US and EU stance 

towards the Israeli-Palestinian issue, their late intervention in Bosnia war, and their 

damaging Afghanistan and Iraq wars, Gaza War of 2008, up to their recent biased 

treatment of Arab Spring differently, quick intervention in Libya and slow negotiations 

with Syria and Yemen. His political criticism of the old regimes in the Arab world was 
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behind banning him from entering Egypt, Tunisia, Syria, Libya, and Saudi Arabia. He has 

good relations with research institutes mainly in Morocco and Doha. He is a Visiting 

Professor in Qatar (Faculty of Islamic Studies), where he inaugurated on 15 January 2012 

the Research Center for Islamic Legislation and Ethics based on his work Radical 

Reform; he is also a visiting lecturer and professor at Mundiapolis University in Morocco. 

His frequent opinion articles are commentaries on the socio-economic, political, cultural, 

and religious implications of the events concerned. His very recent work, L´Islam et le 

réveil arabe (Islam and the Arab Awakening, 2011) is part of his engagement in the 

changes taking place in the Arab world. In Asia, he is Senior Research Fellow at 

Doshisha University in Kyoto, Japan.  

This biographical sketch on the concerned scholar does not claim to have 

exhausted the controversy around him everywhere nor does it claim to have referred to all 

his activities. I have generally referred to the books that deal with his figure and family 

background more than with his ideas. Hundreds of short articles are also written on him, 

but I do not refer to every small piece on that, for the books above bring up the general 

points small pieces invoke about him. Rather, this biographical sketch explains my 

interest in the study of his discourse in a more serious form, beyond the journalistic 

debate that remains superficial, and in most cases biographical. The above biographical 

sketch as well as the coming condensing of his project and its development will be 

compared to that of Tibi and with other selected Islamic reformist approaches to see 

where Ramadan holds tradition, ambiguity, and newness.  

1. Renewing the Islamic Sources of Law: From Adaptation to Transformation 

The coming sections introduce Ramadan the traditionalist, or ñearly Ramadan one,ò 

and the reformist, or ñlate Ramadan.ò I do not mean he has held a ñdouble speakò; I 

mean, as will be explained gradually, that his reading of the Islamic tradition moves from 

a stage to another; namely, it develops. In the first section of this part I introduce 

Ramadanôs early criticism of modernity in the face of the Islamic worldview of Tawheed, 

the Oneness of God. Then I refer to his reading of the Prophetic tradition, and its 

humanist, and universalist teachings. The first section ends with reference to the latest 
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development in the scholarôs thought, summarized in what I refer to as ñRamadan reform 

agenda.ò The latter is his testimony that reform has reached limits in Islamic thought, 

which has been trapped in ñadaptationò instead of moving to ñtransformation reformò 

whereby Islamic thought becomes a contributor to world change, and not a mere 

consumer and adaptor. ñRadical reform,ò or ñtransformation reform,ò questions both 

Islamic classical jurisprudence and formalistic formalism as well as modernity and its 

limitations, and ósoulless liberation.ò 

a. In the Beginning: Islam, Modernity, and the West 

The fundamental question Ramadan raises here is this: ñCan The Muslim world 

accede to modernity without denying some of the fundamentals of the Islamic 

religion?ò
423

 Islam, the West, and the Challenges of Modernity is chiefly a study of the 

current ñface to faceò encounter between the ñWestò and ñIslam,ò and what makes the 

difference between the two very clear: the modern, or modernity. I my reading, I present 

this book as the most critical of modernity and the West in Ramadanôs thought. Critique 

of the Muslim world and Islamic traditional thought comes later.   

Initially, RamadanËs take on Islam is not that of a ñpureò political scientist, 

sociologist, or anthropologist who fears the critique of neutrality or subjectivity. Both as 

a believer, and a scholar in what he believes in, Ramadan makes Islam present in every 

aspect of life he tackles: personal, social, cultural, economic, political, or philosophic. He 

is a theologian. Though his scholarly training trajectory is not traditional in the way 

Muslim theologians in the Muslim lands are, he still manages to mix his modern training 

with philosophy and literature. He is a new genre of theologians, one would say the first 

one of a renowned stature in the European soil. Briefly, Islam and the universe are 

indivisible, and inseparable, ñThe universe of creation is a universe of signs whose 

elements are sacred because they are reminders of the presence of the Creator.ò
424

  In the 

same book, Ramadan narrates and interprets the traditional link between man (and of 

course woman as well), God/Allah, and the universe, in chapters entitled ñAt the Shores 
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of Transcendence: Between God and Man,ò and ñThe Horizons of Islam: Between Man 

and the Community.ò ñMan is born innocent,ò
425

 and his gerency, al-khilafatu fi al-ard, 

on earth is originally marked by permission in action (al-ibaha al-asliyya), except for 

what is marked as limits, rights of God, huddud Allah. With the general limits of God 

known in Quran, man is then free to act for or against this gerency on earth. For the 

concerned believer, the relation with God is permanent, and its manifestation is man 

himself and the universe in which he lives and acts. Ramadan says: 

Man lives in a universe whose entire elements are signs wherever he remembers 

God. The elements are sacred as soon as the memory of faith is invoked. They 

become profane by forgetfulness and negligence. This shows how great is man`s 

responsibility. In addition to the trust of faith, he should give account of his 

management of the world.
426

  

To make his life and freedom a daily witness of this responsibility, and thus a 

daily expression of his belief, the believer acknowledges the divine limits and plays in the 

premises of agency in which he has more freedom, but responsibly. The feeling of 

responsibility comes from the submission to God and acceptance of liberty with its limits, 

and these limits become the framework of reference and agency of man. The idea that 

ñthe whole of Creation is sacredò
427

 is at the heart of belief in Islam. This is what makes 

the creed of tawhid:  

The central notion of tawhid and the daily expression of the rabbaniyya have 

consequences on the concept of life which renders the world of Islam necessarily 

and irremediably resistant to the evolution and influence of Western culture. Faith 

and reference to God, the idea that the sacred is not uniquely in rituals, but rather 

in any act that preserves alive in oneôs conscience remembrance of the Creator, all 

these nourish the daily existence of women and men and give strength and 

meaning to their spirituality.
428

 [my emphasis] 

Tawhid then shapes all relations of man: man to man, man to God, and man and the 

universe, more closely, man and nature. This is what seems to stand in the way of the 

modern in its European definition of what can be termed the ñMuslim mind,ò which 
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(ñEuropean modernityò) Ramadan challenges, and leads him to consider ñIslamic 

modernityò as an alternative, at least at this stage of thought. 

 This broad line of relations enshrined in the creed of tawhid falls within the name 

of Sharia, the Way, in Ramadanôs synonymous definition of Sharia, and not mere legal 

prescriptions of social relations. The objectives of Sharia, maqǕἨid asharia, are what are 

supposed to frame the premises of these relations for the good of man, and that is what he 

calls ñsocial Islam,ò in contrast with the ñfaçade of Islamò of penal codes.
429

 Because 

these objectives are both temporal and spacial, they need constant change and constant 

interpretation. That is the role of ijtihad and human agency that Ramadan says is needed 

to reform Islamic thought. To arrive at these points, each in some detail, a path has to be 

walked in, which I try to trace below, always following the signs of Ramadan in this part. 

At this stage, I satisfy myself with this to introduce Ramadanôs attitude towards 

modernity, seeing that reform in Islam is commonly said to be driving to adopt or be 

compatible with the principles of modernity to facilitate Islamôs accommodation of world 

changes first, and second to be a modern lived religion in secular and liberal European 

societies.  

 Being European by birth and philosophical training, Ramadan is aware of the 

challenges of modernity to the ñMuslim mindò and to the traditional Muslim societies in 

Muslim majority countries as well as to the Muslim communities and minorities 

elsewhere, especially in Europe, the land where modernity first saw inception. So, the 

work he conducts does not seem to just answer the requirements of adapting Islam to 

modern societies, but tries to revise the fundamentals in his religion. He is not attempting 

reform to please the moderns; he is critical of this same modern which he does not see as 

the last model of thought to stop at. In his own terms, he opens the debate, the critique of 

Islam, as well as the critique of modernity. Without doing that, one would miss his 

emphasis on ethics and spirituality later on. He establishes the conditions of the debate on 

equal terms in the following:  
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A dialogue without prevarication must establish itself, and perhaps it should 

centre around the question of modernity. This notion has become the banner 

which is held by all overt progressists, and seems to attract to its ranks only a few 

Muslims who want to remain loyal to their religion and their culture.
430

 

ñThe right path, at the heart of Modernityò is ñour spirituality, in our heartò in this age of 

modernity.
431

  

 The critique Ramadan launches on modernity and the West in this stage stems 

from the fact that Islam and its message is not represented, and only stereotypical 

depictions are what one comes across when Islam is invoked:   

For some years now, one has noticed the daily coverage of Islam by the Western 

media: fundamentalism, the situation of women, freedom of speech and human 

rights being the subjects that are almost exclusively dealt with. Of Islam as such 

nothing of substance is known. Orientalists have given way to political scientists 

and ósocial researchersò who, through an almost legitimate lack of 

professionalism, confuse the essence of the Quranic Message with the 

contingencies of its manifestations that are, often, its most spectacular ones. [é] 

The world of Islam appears to us through the most repelling events and, hence, 

one cannot help believing that it is, fundamentally, an enemy of the West. 

Anything that confirms this conclusion is ñtrueò; and anything that disturbs the 

superficiality of this analysis is ósuspect.ò
432

  

 

This one-sided vision of Islam in the Western mind, according to Ramadan, is most 

importantly rooted in academia and research, which he sees not to have studied the other 

side of Islam: 

Western intellectuals and researchers may well be able to develop the most 

scientific analyses, display the greatest logic and the most experimental local 

approach. But they will give only a partial account of the Islamic phenomenon if 

they do not tackle the special rapport that Muslims, whether practicing or not, 

have with the Quranic message -and with the religious and sacred in general. 

There is, therein, something specific which is not reducible to the understanding 

of the ñreligiousò in the universe of Euro-American culture. It is high time this 

fact was realized [é].
433

 Nothing, or almost nothing, is said about these aspects of 
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Islamic culture because there is a difficulty in thinking that something positive 

can come forth from a universe that is presented through images of ñbearded 

menò and ñveiled women.ò
434

  

At some point of his description of the specificity of the Islamic worldview, based on 

tawhid and perception of God in every act and view of the universe, Ramadan uses the 

term ñIslamic Culture.ò
435

 By the term he means the core that makes the religion of 

Islam, and not the behavior of its believers studied by anthropologists and social 

scientists. The Islamic Culture is what he sees unstudied, or understudied. His enterprise 

is to give this ñCultureò of tawhid a new interpretation, to be studied in the coming stage 

of his thought. Before going into that in the next sections, his understanding of modernity 

and its difference from ñIslamic Cultureò broadly outlined above follows now.  

Ramadan makes a difference between modernity and modernism. Modernity is 

that óspiritò of change that occurred in Europe over the centuries since the fifteenth 

century, passing by the Renaissance, Reformation, and reaching the age of 

Enlightenment, and the French Revolution. It was an economic, political, religious and 

social movement in Europe against the European Middle Ages (approximately from the 

5
th
 to 15

th
 century) practices and understandings. (Islamic Middle Ages, from the 7

th
 to 

the 14
th
 century, are the prosperous times of the civilization.)  Modernity is equated with 

modernization as a way of liberation in process, and he uses the terms interchangeably:   

Modernization is a liberation, the breaking of the chains of all intangible dogmas, 

stilted traditions and evolving societies. It represents accession to progress. 

Within this, reason, science and technology are set in motion. Finally, it is also 

man brought back to his humanity, with the duty of facing up to change, to 

accepting it and mastering it. [é] These principles are its opposition to any 

tradition, any established order, against any sacredness or inquisitive clergy, 

against any revelation or imposed values; it is the affirmation of man as an 

individual, the claim of freedom, the defense of reason and, by extension, an 

appeal to science and progress.
436
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This era in Europe, the birth of modernity, ñwas in itself a revolution,ò Ramadan writes in 

agreement with Alain Tourain (b. 1925).
437

  This revolution ñhas given everything to man 

in the West: from liberty to knowledge, from science to technology. In short, it restored 

him to his humanity and to his responsibilities.ò
438

 Reason has become the engine that 

man uses to understand the world, and man has thus become the one who establishes 

limits for himself, beyond any other (religious and divine) authority,  ñWithout any other 

authority, except its spirit, and without any other norm except the real, it was apt to 

establish values and fix limits for the good of humanity.ò
439

   

The problem is not with modernity, but with modernism. Ramadan states that ñAs 

with all revolutions, this one [i.e. modernity] has not escaped excesses. [é] Rationality 

has become the truth and progress the meaning and value; with the advent of our century 

was born a new ideology: modernism.ò
440

 Modernity gave the European man ñhis 

humanity and responsibility.ò However, there are now qualities that are being denied him 

by modernism that is void of meaning, limits, and is thus turning less pluralist. As the last 

words of the following statement read, Ramadan believes that the modern man who 

assumed his subjectivity at a certain period of time is now a mere object of what he has 

produced without limits: 

The rationalization which is elevated to the rank of an infallible doctrine 

marks its own limits, and man, who was supposed at the beginning to 

become the master of the game, is outrun by the logic which he set in 

motion. The forces of attraction combined with efficiency, productivity, 

growth, investment and consumption have dispossessed man of his 

humanity. Without reference, in search of new values (ethic), he is 

subjected to the meaning of progress and the march towards the future, 

more than he decides them.
441

  

 

Otherwise put, modernity has reached an ñabyssò (his term). Ramadan tries to find an 

explanation behind this modern drift to irreligiosity, conflict with God, and tension inside 

the modern Western mind. In a section entitled ñPrometheus and Abrahamò in Islam, the 

West, and the Challenges of Modernity, Ramadan argues that the tragedy of Prometheus 
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has substantially shaped Greco-Roman, Christian, and modern European thought, and 

contributed to severing the relation man has with God. When Prometheus tries to deceive 

Zeus, conflict between man and god begins; when he steals fire from heaven and gives it 

to mortals, he is punished, condemned to have his liver devoured by the eagle. 

ñPrometheus sacrificed himself for me by defying the gods.ò
442

 Though he at times was 

given heroic portrayals, ñPrometheus is responsible for the present decade,ò Ramadan 

quotes Hesiod
443

 (Greek  poet, lived between 750 and 650 BC). Socratic dialectic, 

Aristotelian syllogism and their political, rational, and metaphysical reflections, for 

Ramadan, are ñcolouredò by the Promethean challenge.  

Ramadan believes there is a kind of similarity that can be built here between this 

act and the Judeo-Christian perception of the act of pride that led to disobedience of God 

and then the commitment of the original sin, and the feeling of tension that brings about 

lifelong. Relativity of Morality in the realm of politics in the fifteenth century as 

portrayed by Niccolo Machiavelli (1469 ï 1527) goes in the same line of bashing the 

divine from politics, and the assertion of freedom and innocence in place of the original 

sin, rejection, and Salvation. This tension for freedom from the divine finds its way to the 

ñmodern Prometheus,ò Zarathustra of Nietzsche, poetry of Arthur Rimbaud (1854 ï 

1891), Gerard Nerval (1808-1855), Paul Verlaine (1844 ï1896), Johann Goethe (1749 ï 

22 March 1832) , Charles Baudelaire (1821 ï 1867), Baruch Spinoza (1632 - 1677), 

David Hume (1711 ï1776), and Emmanuel Kant (1724 ï 1804), though differently and 

conciliatory, etc. up to the age of the existentialists Soren Kierkegaard (1813 ï 1855), 

John Paul Sartre (1905-1980), Albert Camus (1913 - 1960), and other skeptics, and 

revisionists of the modern. ñMetaphysical rebellion,ò
444

 ñexistential malaise,ò
445

 and 

ñexistential doubtò are ñomnipresent either to consecrate faith or to reproduce God. 

Western history since the Renaissance, and after the re-reading of the Greco-Roman 

legacy [in light of the Promethean tension], has been nourished by the culture of criticism 

and doubt.ò
446

 Ramadan concludes that ñThe Greco-Roma and Judeo-Christian traditions 
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are marked by this concept of inaccessible harmony. To believe and to assert oneself, in 

the same breath, seems clearly impossible.ò
447

 ñThe modern Western world is a godless 

world.ò
448

 

What is left for religion after this ñmetaphysical rebellionò is the private space. 

The latter is where ñModern faithò is expressed, and with time hardly expressed, for it 

vanishes because the individual is not given much choice between religiosity and non-

religiosity. Through biased politics, institutions, especially the school, the modern 

individual, always according to Ramadan, is not given the orientation nor is s/he given 

the chance to live in public and ñwitnessò religion and the divine. This makes the 

moderns ñforgetò religion, and with time see it as the abnormal. He writes: 

The modern Western world is a godless world. [é] ñModern Faithò has no need 

any longer for witnessing, very often we believe in private, alone, and at a 

distance from public space whose objectives seems to be making us ñforget.ò [é] 

Under the pretext of ñneutrality of public space,ò religious education has 

disappeared or been reduced to one or two hours a week. The ensuing result is an 

ignorance, increasing in importance every year, of religious history and its main 

figures. Freedom and ignorance have been confused with one another, whereas in 

ignorance there is no longer real freedom. Public space, and particularly school, 

instead of being neutral, expresses from now on a real bias. This consists of 

evacuating the question of the Divine and meaning, making it an auxiliary and 

secondary problem. The youth of today, the adults of tomorrow, will at best 

doubt; more naturally, they will neglect anything that is of a ñreligiousò character. 

[é] Skepticism is the rule nowadays.
449

  

 

The ñModern Faithò that is tolerated mostly when invisible speaks of the rupture 

that the meanings of the divine instill in the minds of the believers, whose number 

decreases gradually because they are ñlostò in their search, under ñintense psychological 

and inward torture,ò for a system that gives them meaning. Ramadan brings back the 

story of Prometheus and the eagle in the following way:  

Everything leads one to believe, in front of this sense of modernity, that we have 

reached, at the end of the twentieth century, the culmination of the Promethean 

experience [é]. The eagleôs torment seems to be consuming the inwards of an 

important number, increasing daily, of men and women who want to know what 
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sins they have committed that inflict on them such an intense psychological and 

inward torture. They did not make a choice, but they are assured that they are 

free.
450

 

 

For Ramadan, there is a lack of pluralism in the ideology of modernity, i.e. modernism, 

and this is mostly remarked, according to him, in its encounter with the Islamic 

worldview and the Muslims in the West. This will be dealt with again later on, but just to 

build links here I quote this passage: 

The West is used to dealing with sources possessing a restrained, traditional 

culture such as the Indians of North America and the Aborigines of Australia. 

These ethnicities do not endanger the supremacy of rationalist and modernist 

points of reference. For the first time in two centuries, and in a more 

ñconfrontationalò manner, that even the Chinese and Japanese horizon could not 

pose, the Islamic world contests the universality of Western values either by 

relativizing or questioning them.
451

 

 

The awareness that modernism has turned Europe and the West into a global hegemony 

that tries to colonize the minds
452

 of the rest through various means is what he refers to as 

ñOccidentalizationò and ñWesternization.ò
453

  

Ramadan claims that ñour epoch is one of tortureò and óspirituality is a trial.ò
454

 

Ramadan cites a number of contemporary Western intellectuals and poet-philosophers 

who have spoken of this crisis and are critical of modernity in its ideological version. 

Frederick Nietzsche, Arthur Rimbaud, Serge Latouche (b. 1940), Alain Touraine (b. 

1925), Roger Garaudy (b. 1913), and Edgar Moran (b. 1921) are some of them. The 

malaise of the West Ramadan refers to has to do with two aspects: social morals and the 

ethics of productions that he sees unlimited, which have widened the gaps between the 

rich and the poor, the developed North and the developing South. On social behavior and 

morality, Ramadan sees an excessive liberty that has broken ties with the transcendent 

and moral compass. Family break-ups, single-family parents, women liberation which is 

marketed as a body, sexual liberty, youth delinquency, drugs, AIDS, unprecedented 
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consumption, and related issues are the results of the modern model. These are symptoms 

of ñalienationò and ñlimitsò of the Western understanding of the modern: ósuch a 

liberation is a deception and the Western model certainly carries within it alienations 

which leave little to be envied, this despite real progress in the matter of rights.ò
455

 He, 

however, acknowledges that ñThe West is not reducible to this picture, but it would, 

however, be hypocritical not to admit that we are living under the reign of new cults of 

money, sex, and pleasure in general.ò
456

  

The ñmega-machineò of the West, for Ramadan, is harder on Muslims whose 

value system is different, and whose societies are still going through socio-cultural, 

political, and economic changes and challenges. In the Muslim majority countries, he is 

very critical of the Westernization domineering presence on cultural, political and 

economic levels. He is especially concerned with the ethical aspect that guides these 

influences and presence in communities that have a different conception of man, nature, 

and God.  

Ramadan is equally critical of both Muslim and Western intellectuals who speak 

of modernity without being critical,
457

 for mere projections do not help in understanding 

of the real problems of both modernity and of Muslims societies as well as Muslim 

minorities in the West, or anywhere else. The way the Western model is exported and 

publicized, chiefly through the media, is among what makes Ramadan very critical: 

When one encounters Western culture through publicity, broadcasting, films or a 

short stay, then it is impossible to measure the human and psychological 

consequences of this modernity. A fortiori everything, in the discourses and 

achievements through which the West presents itself, is destined to put ahead the 

modern, progressist, in vogue and liberated character of this culture. The Western 

style feeds itself by and through seduction in order to awaken manôs most natural 

and primary instincts and desires: social success will-power, freedom, sexual 

desire, etc. the recent evolution of the morals ïas also the principles- of the liberal 
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economy, which are little linked to moral considerations, has led to the situation 

that we know today with an inflation of violence, money and sex.
458

 

These aspects, in the words of Roger Garaudy which Ramadan quotes, picture a world of 

ñdecadenceò void of meaning and happiness that man expected from progress.
459

 ñThe 

principle of human rights, the notion of democracy and the ideal of freedom are, in 

practice, emptied of their content.ò
460

 He also quotes Latouche a couple of 

times.
461

Latouche considers the current stage of the post-industrial society in the West a 

dead stage. He goes so far as to say that ñthe historical failure of the West,ò due to its 

market and mechanical values, seems a necessity to re-question the current model of the 

good that has renounced the ideals of Enlightenment. He says: ñThe historical failure of 

the West, and therefore of its values which carry progress, is the only possibility in order 

that the question of ñgoodò  be re-posited within human societies [é].ò
462

  This salvific 

attitude of Latouche is not endorsed fully by Ramadan, at least in his wording. He is 

certainly as critical of progress and modernity as Latouche is, but he does not go so far as 

to suggest the ósalvific failureò and óself-destructionò of the West. Ramadan does not 

want the Muslim societies and communities to adopt the modern rupture with the 

transcendence, for that has dire repercussions that he is critical of in the West now, i.e. 

irresponsible rationality and liberty, and they all revolve around values and meanings in 

relation with the transcendent, the divine.    

 To regain meaning and pluralism in the modern world, Ramadan calls for ñcritical 

consciousness,ò ñresistance,ò and ña small intellectual revolutionò which ñentails ceasing 

to suppose that the USA and Europe are culturally advanced and others are trailing.ò
463
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He warns that such criticism and resistance ñis not, once again, tantamount to being anti-

Western,ò for ñit is an opposition not to its [Western] being but rather to its manner of 

being.ò
464

 This ósmall intellectual revolution,ò for its success, has to take part both in the 

minds of the Westerners and in the minds of the Muslims, be they in the Muslim majority 

countries or in the West as a minor community.
465

  

This description and critique of modernity in its later ideological version does not 

stand without a counter proposal from an Islamic perspective. As a Muslim intellectual 

and reformist who is developing a line of rethinking the Islamic tradition, at this stage he 

proposes an ñIslamic modernityò that is, for him, not similar to the current ñWestern 

modelò though it shares with it certain basic values, away from the current practices that 

he critiques, as seen above. This presupposition has its start in a passage that I see 

accommodative of the ideals of European modernity:  

To accept the principles of liberty, autonomy of reason or the primacy of the 

individual is something, but it is something else to identify these solely with 

Western history which has seen their accession to the social field being done after 

a conflict whose extent and consequences on mentalities is still unappreciated. 

The West has given us a particular form of modernity, it partakes of its history 

and points of reference. Another civilization can, from within, fix and determine 

the stakes in a different fashion. This is the case of Islam at the end of this 

twentieth century.
466

 [My emphasis] 

The first underlined principles of modernity that Ramadan cherishes in Western 

modernity are defended here briefly and more thoroughly in his later works that are going 

to be discussed as we proceed. At this stage, it is the general proposal he makes of 

ñIslamic modernityò that is of interest. By that he brings the Islamic presence to the 

forefront of modernity and its challenges as well as changes that go with it.  

 Ramadan asserts that ñThe experience of Faith in Islam is not, up until now and 

even with Muslims living in Western capitals, of a similar nature,ò
467

 i.e. is not the way 

faith is lived in the West, as ñModern Faith,ò reserved only for the private sphere and not 
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very much present in schools for example. Faced with his idea that ñThe Western horizon 

does not seem to propose, in the facts, great projects of meaning, value, and hopeò
468

 

especially for Muslims, he proposes ñIslamic modernity.ò From the outset, he is critical 

of the slogan ñIslam is the solution.ò For him, that too, needs rigorous analysis, and an 

intellectual revolution.
469

 Details apart, his assertion of the Islamic faith at the heart of his 

discourse makes modernism ñby essence, incompatible with the cult of the means that has 

today become the ruleò in the West.
470

 In some passages he clearly rejects modernity in 

its latest forms: ñIf there is no other modernity except that of the model of actual 

Westernization - which is questionable and without doubt erroneous ï then one must 

reject modernity.ò
471

 The model that evaluates the Western one is the Prophetic model, 

ñMuslim culture, by reference to the Prophet (peace be upon him), is based on the 

concept of the model, or moral comportment, of sociability.ò
472

 More clearly, the social 

aspect of Islamic model opposes the current modern model in behavior and sociability, 

ñThe Islamic concept of man, love and sexuality prevents the Muslim world from 

following the track of this model of Westernization.ò
473

 This does not mean the Muslim 

societies are ideal and need no reform, ñWe do not deny that todayôs Muslim societies are 

not models of balance and wellbeing.ò
474

 Muslim societies, too, are going through 

feelings of ñmalaise,ò bitterness,ò ñcomplex structural and moral crises.ò
475

 My emphasis 

on Ramadanôs biography of the Prophet, to be referred to a section below, falls within the 

scheme of bringing the Islamic reference as a model for ethical human behavior.  

 Reiterated somewhat differently, Ramadan sees in the ñawakening of Islamò an 

opportunity to revisit certain models in both the West and Islamic lands to give back 

meaning to a world that seems to lack them. (There is no surprise that ten years later 

Ramadan writes The Quest for Meaning, 2010, just to raise the same issue in a 

universalist way. Again, I will be back to this in due space). The West is searching for 
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meaning.
476

 After it has achieved unprecedented progress on all levels, ñlaïc moralityò is 

ñunable now to cope withò this very same ñprogress revolution.ò
477

 And because the two 

worlds of the West and Islam are merging by means of globalization and immigration, 

ñmutual enrichment,ò based on awareness and critical analysis, has to be seen as part of 

this rapprochement:  

The awakening of Islam may bring a contribution, hitherto unsuspected, to a real 

renaissance of the spirituality of the women and men of our world. Again one 

should avoid presenting the encounter between Islam and the West under the 

terms of conflict, but see it instead in the perspective of mutual enrichment.
478

 

[Emphasis added] 

Ramadan is here giving Islam a historical role to play again, after centuries of absence. 

ñIslam should continue to bring a consequent contribution to the transformation of the 

world.ò 
479

 He even compares the current revival of Islam to that of the 7
th
 century, the 

time of its inception, ñThe world of Islam is vibrating in this end of the twentieth century 

as it was vibrating at the beginning of the seventh.ò
480

 What is expected of this 

awakening, he adds, is that Islam must evolve the same way the Western model evolved. 

There is an expectation of a ñcultural revolutionò or ñaggiornamento of Islam.ò
481

 At this 

stage, Ramadan is very much against this view, especially for the Muslim majority 

societies, because that would simply mean severing faith from daily life, which he thinks 

Islam cannot bear, for faith in Islam is a daily witness and remembrance, through the 

creed of Tawhid, as shown above.  

 Islamic modernity is based on ñfinalities,ò
482

 ñdecency,ò ñdignityò of man and 

woman,
483

 and ñharmonyò with nature. ñIslamic modernity can avoid the crisis that the 

West is today going through and whose process of modernization ended up by 
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instrumentalizing everything.ò
484

 As long as the religious is not put aside, nothing in 

Islam opposes modernity: 

Nothing in Islam is opposed to Modernity and we can firmly state that the Muslim 

thinkers and úlama  ́(savants) who are opposed to this notion and to the idea of 

change and evolution that it covers often confuse it with the model which is 

current in the West. Clearly, they confuse modernity with Westernization.  Thus, 

they justify an attitude versed in traditionalism and forms which are sometimes 

somber and rigorist, and which presents Islam as opposed, by essence, to any 

social or scientific progress. Hiding behind the ´drifts´ of the West, they deduce 

that faithfulness to the Message is achieved by an ´absolute´ and definitive 

interpretation of the sources.
485

 [First emphasis added] 

This then is the form Islamic modernity takes in the work of Ramadan: it is founded on 

faith practiced in public, and broadly open to the principles of modernity: liberty, 

individual autonomy, and rationality. The West in itself is not an enemy, but its 

perception of modernity in its ideological format, modernism, is what makes it open to 

especially religious critique based on finalities. What are the theological references 

Ramadan stands on in his theses? How is his perception of an Islamic modernity able to 

answer the details secular and liberal societies force on the Muslim practices?  Does 

Islam in modernity lived in Muslim majority countries differ from the one lived in 

Western societies or it is the same? These questions and others are attempted in the other 

works of Ramadan that I refer to in the coming sections.   

b. Reading the Past: Integrating the Beautiful in the Tradition    

The Prophetôs Biography: an Ethical Model  

The above outline of the creed of Islam summarized in Tawhid makes the first 

part of the first pillar in the Islamic worldview. Its details come along. The second part of 

the first pillar is the belief that Muhammad is God´s Messenger, and the last one in the 

line of monolithic religions (Pillar1, 1a: There is No God but God (Tawhid), and 1b: 

Muhammad is His Messenger). In his project, Ramadan centralizes the personality of the 

Messenger and Prophet of Islam in In the Footsteps of the Prophet: Lessons from the Life 
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of Muhammad, and makes it among the sources of law to be always considered and learnt 

from.
486

  

In his introduction to the biographical work on the Prophet, Ramadan admits that 

he does not aim to provide a thick scholarly work because ñcountless biographies of the 

Prophet Muhammad already exist.ò He says the work is for both Muslim and non-Muslim 

readers, and it is based mainly on the authoritative biography of Ibn Hicham (based on 

the accounts of Ibn Ishaq), as-sirah an-nabawiyyab of the 8
th
-9

th
 centuries. Though the 

ñMuslims do not consider the Messenger of Islam a mediator between God and people,ò 

for ñeach individual is invited to address God directly,ò MuhammadËs life aids in 

understanding the message of God and its interpretation in new contexts. When Aisha, 

the wife of the Prophet, was once questioned about the Prophetôs personality, she 

answered: "His character [the ethics underlying his behavior] was the Quran.
487

 Two 

main ideas are behind writing on the Prophet: first, drawing out the Prophetôs ñtimeless 

spiritual teachings,ò ñThe Messengerôs biography points to primary and eternal 

existential questions, and in this sense, his life is an initiation;ò second, drawing out ñthe 

historical events that filled the Prophetôs life.ò
488

 What I do below is that I select just 

some of the features that correspond to these two main reasons that have stimulated 

Ramadan to write a lucid, eloquent, and easy to read biography.  

 Spiritually, the Prophet is first depicted to have accepted revelation with quietude 

and without doubts. Though some fear at the very first moment of contact with the divine 

through the Angel Gabriel stirred him, because the burden weighed heavily on him, he 

soon shared the message with his first wife Khadija and his close friend Abu Bakr and 

they assured him that what he had experienced must be true and they believed him 

without doubt. He was known as the ñcandidò before his prophecy. The quietness with 

which he receives the divine message has its roots in his early life style before revelation. 
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This makes the picture of a man, an ordinary human being with human qualities of higher 

caliber.  

 The Prophet´s welcome of the message of God is quiet, because it is preceded by 

years of contemplation in solitude, in communion with the infinite portrayed in the desert 

as signs of His Greatness: 

The  desert  is  often  the  locus  of  prophecies  because  it  naturally  offers  to  

the  human  gaze  the horizons  of  the  infinite. [é] The universe  is  pregnant  

with  signs  that  recall  the  presence  of  the  Creator,  and the  desert,  more  than  

anything  else,  opens  the  human  mind  to observation,  meditation,  and  

initiation  into  meaning.
489

 

Sings of the infinite reflected the Infinite, one of the names of God, in the mind of the 

young Muhammad, and taught him, among other lessons, how to tame his ego, and how 

to soften his heart for the spiritual.  

Certitude in the Oneness of God and His message is accepted, and there is no 

sense of ñoriginal sinò to live with on earth: 

All  the messengers have,  like Abraham and Muhammad, experienced the trial of  

faith and  all  have  been,  in  the  same  manner,  protected  from  themselves  and 

their own doubts by God,  H is  signs,  and  His  word.  Their suffering does not 

mean they made mistakes,  nor does it  reveal  any  tragic dimension  of existence:  

it  is,  more  simply,  an  initiation  into  humility,  understood  as  a necessary 

stage  in  the experience  of faith.  [é] From his  birth  to  his death, the  

Messengerôs  experience - devoid  of  any  human  tragic  dimension - allies the 

call of faith,  trial among people, humility,  and the quest for peace with  the 

One.
490

 

The encounter with God in Islam is serene, unlike its version in Christianity and the way 

it has evolved in Western thought, as Ramadan argues. Ramadan builds on the story of 

Abraham and Isaac in the Jewish and Christian traditions and its counterpart in Islam, 

with Abraham and Ismail: 

Indeed, the prophetsò stories, and in particular Abrahamôs, are recounted in an 

apparently similar manner in the Jewish, Christian, and Muslim traditions.  Yet a 
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closer study reveals  that  the  accounts  are different and  do not  always tell the  

same  facts  nor teach  the  same  lessons.
491

 

I referred earlier to the Promethean idea Ramadan is critical of, and I do not see a need to 

reiterate it here, though he does refer to it in this biography of the Prophet as well, in 

sections like ñThe Trial of Faith:  Doubt and Trust,ò and ñA Tragic Experience?ò
492

 

Briefly, for Ramadan, the encounter with God in Islam answers the primary existential 

questions and builds the first tries with revelation without doubt.  

 The connection with the divine is based on active spirituality, where the religious 

rituals have to be taken into account to make belief enacted physically, to give it 

meaning. The Prophetic lived experience exemplifies mediation not between God and 

man but between the divine and the human. There is no ijtihad with the creed of Islam, 

composed of the five pillars: Shahada (testimony of the Unity of God and Prophethood of 

Muhammad), aἨalǕt (the prayer five times a day), as-siyam (fasting the month of 

Ramadan one month a year), azzakǕt (social tax paid annually), and al-haj (pilgrimage to 

Mecca once in life for those who can afford it financially and physically).  The rituals 

ñrequire that believers should accept their form as well as their substance.ò
493

 

The obligation of the daily prayer, aἨalǕt, as the second pillar of Islam elevates to 

being the first pillar of faith as a spiritual practice. Its importance stems from the fact that 

it is the only pillar that was prescribed during the ascendance of Muhammad to meet God 

in Miraj Journey from Jerusalem to Heaven, after having prayed with all the previous 

Prophets in Jerusalem in Isra  ́part of the Journey. In Miraj, Muhammed meets and talks 

from behind a curtain to God who prescribes to him the duty of prayers. Muhammad´s 

ascendance to Heaven is both physical and spiritual, and the command of daily prayers 
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marks this event this way as a manner of remembrance of God through spiritual belief 

and spiritual exercise which takes place physically. Ramadan words it this way: 

 Unlike the field  of social affairs  (al-muamalat),  which  calls  for  the  creative  

mediation of peopleôs  intellect and intelligence, human rationality here  submits, 

in  the  name  of  faith  and  as  an  act  of humility,  to  the  order imposed  by 

Revelation:  God  has  prescribed  requirements  and  norms  that  the  mind must  

hear and implement and  the  heart  must love.  Raised to receive  the injunction  

of  ritual  prayer,  the  Prophet  and  his  experience  reveal  what prayer  must  in  

essence  be:  a  reminder  of  and  an  elevation  toward  the Most  High,  five  

times  a  day,  in  order  to  detach  from  oneself,  from  the world,  and  from  

illusions.  The  miraj  (the  elevation  during  the  Night Journey)  is  thus  more  

than  simply  an  archetype  of  the  spiritual  experience;  it is  pregnant with  the  

deep  significance  of prayer,  which,  through the  Eternal Word,  enables  us  to 

liberate our consciousness  from  the contingencies  of space  and  time,  and  

fully  comprehend the  meaning  of life and  of Life.
494

 

The prayer then is a reminder of the fact that Muhammad is the seal of all Prophets; he 

leads the prayer with them in Jerusalem. The Muslims first prayed towards Jerusalem as 

their qibla (prayer orientation), but the Prophet changes it later towards Mecca, believed 

to be the first and oldest sacred shrine, to differentiate Islam from Judaism and 

Christianity. It is also a physical reminder of the link that binds the believer and God at 

least five times a day.  That gives meaning and order to the life of the believer.
495

  

The daily life of the Prophet makes part of the spiritual for believers. As a teacher 

to his Companions, his behavior counts as a model to be followed, unless he indicates 

himself that such a behavior is exceptionally for him and not allowed to be replicated. 

Socially, though he is born into Banu Hashem distinguished family that is respected in 

the tribe of Quraysh in Mecca, he still grows as an orphan child whose father dies before 

he is born, and loses his mother, then his grandfather, his protector. He does not use his 

family lineage to reach some social status. He interacts with people; excels in commerce, 

and builds a name for himself by his ethical demeanor. He becomes to be known as the 

sadiq, and amin, the ñtruthfulò and ñtrust-worthy.ò In tribal disagreements or personal 

disputes, he would be summoned to give his judgments, for the tribe believed he would 
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not be biased. He never worships gods of the pagan tribe, nor drinks; he never gambles 

nor goes after women from his early age. 

Muhammadôs generosity is unrivalled, before being a Prophet and much more 

when he becomes so. At times he would have nothing to eat at home because he has 

given everything to the poor. In a hadith he says ñTrue wealth is the wealth of the 

soul.ò
496

 His respect for the elderly, and women is emphasized. Though he never shakes 

hands with them, women would either go ask him for help or consultation in the mosque 

or in his house or in public. Though he married many wives, he never beats any of them, 

and his wives testify to his generosity, and equal treatment among them. At home, he 

plays with his kids, and helps his wives in the household, a behavior which was not 

common among the Arabs at the time. With the orphans, he is generous; he gives them 

time and plays with them. His adopted son, Zayd ibn Thabit, who was his assistant, 

speaks high of his treatment. For the slaves that were common to have at the time, he 

buys none for himself, and treats the others equally, without regard to race, colour, or 

tribal affiliation. His humane relations would touch also the environment, animals and 

birds, for they are all sings of Creation, and they teach divinity and not respecting them 

equals not respecting the divine.  

 Like earlier Prophets before him, when he starts at the age of forty to spread the 

revealed message of Islam, most of his tribe rejects him, menaces him, calls him names, 

and belies the message of Islam and its divinity. He refuses the wealth the prestige the 

tribes of Quraysh give him to renounce his faith. His solitude grows, his love for God 

solidifies, and his patience and mercy over those who hurt him becomes his solace. 

Prayers, fasting, and contemplation in solitude are lifelong aspects of his life to interact 

with the divine more closely, but in tough times of sadness, death of a relative, or a feared 

attack from the ñinfidelsò over his small community of believers in its early stage they 

become his consolation. At a certain point, he prefers exile to the Medina for his early 

companions, as a way of resistance and patience, to avoid a confrontation with the 

Meccans.  
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 Historically, the Prophet acted both as a human being and as a Prophet. In this 

aspect, I select three main aspects that characterize his life as lessons for Muslims and 

human behavior, among others that Ramadan refers to. These three aspects are related to 

1) jihad, 2) polygamy, and 3) his ñthree mistakesò that the Quran admonishes him for 

having committed. For the concept of jihad, Ramadan goes back to its first appearance in 

the Quran and finds that it means ñmaking an effortò and ñresistingò oppression and 

persecution with recourse to the Quran: ñTherefore do not obey the negators, but strive  

against them  [Jahidhum]  with  the Quran with  the  Utmost  resistance  [Jihadan  

kabira]ò (Quran, 25: 52). God here is demanding of Muhammad to resist the ill-

treatment, insults, and assaults of the Qureyshi opponents of the message of message of 

Islam by referring himself to the Quran, the miracle and the word of God, which has 

some answers for them and their inquiries about the truth of the message. For Ramada, 

the first use of the concept of jihad is óspiritual and intellectual.ò Jihad here stands for 

persevering in the protection of the new message that holds a new worldview, based on 

social justice, where this life and its worldly pleasures of wealth and power are just a 

passage, a test, towards the After Life, and divine just judgment.
497

   

 Persecution and assaults on the early small community of the Muslims would rise 

and the believers would ask Muhammad constantly of a way out, of possible fight back, 

but he had to be patient, and wait for divine ordainments. The process of waiting for 

Ramadan is part of ñpatience, resistance, painò and the manifestation of ñjihad fi sabili 

Allah.ò It was part of the teachings of the new religion: to resist the status of the world 

with tight belief in a new ñrevolutionaryò message for the community and the world, ñBy 

calling for recognition of the One God, for the rejection of former idols, for Life after 

life, for ethics and justice, Muhammad initiated an outright revolution in mentalities as 

much as in society.ò
498

 Muhammad refused the offers given to him by the elders of the 

tribes that opposed his message; he refused being crowned a king, and refused their 

wealthy offers, at the expense of dropping the idea of spreading Islam.    
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 Revelation would command that the small community of believers emigrate first 

to Abyssinia, which was ruled by a just Christian king (who converted later to Islam), for 

protection, and from then to Mecca where Muhammad would establish the first city for 

the Muslims, with a clear document (the Document of Medina) that protects the rights of 

minorities and the roles of the non-Muslim allies, pagan, Jews, and Christians. The latter 

two formed what is called dhimmis since they are People of the Book, ahl al-kitab: for 

community protection and non-participation in the war, they had to pay the al-jizya tax. 

For the first time Muslims of Mecca (Muhajirun) and of Medina (Ansar) would know 

pacts of brotherhood as taught by the Prophet, and respect of personal beliefs would 

manifest in the ideals of the Prophet who speaks of Islam but forces no one to convert, as 

a number of stories illustrate. He lived the idea of ñLet there be no compulsion in 

religionò (Quran 2:256).
499

   

 In Medina, the Muslim community made allies and grew in number and order, 

and the Quraysh watched from afar, made allies, and started to attack the allying tribes of 

Muhammad. Here, revelation descends to allow jihad for defense: ñPermission  [to  fight]  

is  given  to  those  against  whom  war  is  being wrongfully waged - and verily,  God  

has  the  power  to  succor  them - those who have been driven from their homelands 

unjustly for  no other reason except that  they  say:  "Our Lord is God!ò(Quran, 22:39-

40).
500

 Ramadan considers this armed version of jihad as another form of resistance: 

To the jihad of spirituality and  intelligence, which  had  consisted  either in 

resisting the darkest  attractions of  the  ego-centric,  greedy,  or  violent  self  or  

in  answering  the  pagan contradictorsò arguments  through  the  Quran,  a  new  

possible  form  of jihad  was  now added:  al-qital,  necessary  armed  resistance  

in  the  face  of  armed  aggression, self-defense against  oppressors. All the forms 

of jihad are, as can be seen, linked to the notion of resistance. On the  level  of  

qital,  armed  fighting,  it  is  so  as  well.
501

  

With this permission to go into war for defense went a number of conditions, that revolve 

around justice and remembrance of God, ñlet  not  the  hatred  of  others  to you  make  
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you  depart  from  justice.  Be just:  that is next to pietyò (Quran, 5:8).
502

 I collect here the 

main conditions of jihad as a defensive war in the Prophetic period, for they appear 

throughout the biography and not in one setting. One, contracts have to be respected with 

the allying tribes, and have to be annulled only if they are made invalid by the very same 

allying tribe. Two, peaceful resolutions to confrontation have to be advanced, before 

going to war, ñBut  if  they  incline  toward  peace,  do  you  [also]  incline  toward peace, 

and  trust in  God,ò (Quran: 8:61).
503

 Three, for the ethics of the war, the elders, women, 

and children have to be spared. Captives, war prisoners, have to be respected and well-

treated. Mutilation is not allowed. Animals and the environment have to be respected, and 

vandalism is not allowed. A Prophetic teaching, re-iterated by his Companion, the first 

Caliph, Abu Bakr, reads as follows:   

Do not kill women, children, and old people.  [é] Do not commit treacherous 

actions. Do not stray from the right path.  Never mutilate.  Do  not destroy  palm 

trees,  do  not burn  houses and  cornfields, do not cut down fruit  trees, and do  

not kill  livestock  except  when  you  are  compelled  to  eat  them [é]. As you  

move  on,  you  will  meet hermits  who  live  in  monasteries  and  serve God in  

seclusion.  Leave them alone; do not kill them and do not destroy their 

monasteries.
504

 

 As to the idea of proselytization, da´wa, through jihad, this does not occur during 

the life of Muhammad; he never waged a war to convert its people by force. Rather, 

Muhammad sends letters of testimony to some main kings and emperors of the time (to 

Negus , king of Abyssinia, Chosroes,  the  king  of  Persia;  to  Heraclius,  the  Byzantine  

emperor;  to Muqawqis,  the  ruler of  Egypt, etc.) to invite them to Islam, and to hold 

them responsible before God of their choice if they refused it.
505

  

 As to the question of the polygamous life of the Prophet, Ramadan does not go 

into a legalist discussion in this biography. He does that in other works. Rather, he 

considers the case of the Prophet an exception, knowing that he married nine to eleven 

women, depending on situations and for different reasons (some of his wives were 
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widows, divorced, or converts). First, Ramadan says that polygamy was common and 

unrestricted in Arabia at the time, and the Quran came to restrict it to four  ñwith  strict  

conditions  to  be  respected  when  marrying  a  second,  third,  or fourth  wife.ò Second, 

ñthe Prophetôs situation was the exception, since he had remained monogamous for 

twenty-five years,ò
506

 [i.e. from the time he married Khadija at the age of twenty-five 

before his prophethood life, till she died when he was about fifty]. Among the reasons of 

the ósingularityò of the private life of Muhammad lies in the following: ñhis  wives  were  

reminded that  they  were  ñnot  like  any  of  the  other  womenò (Quran, 33:32). 

Henceforth,  they were  to cover  their  faces  and  speak  to  men  from  behind a screen  

(hijjab), and  they  were  informed  that  they  could  not  marry  again  after  the 

Prophetôs  death.ò
507

  

 This prophetic and historical singularity apart, Ramadan draws attention to the 

ethical behavior of the Prophet with his wives, which remains the basis for man and 

woman, husband and wife relationship. It was based on love, respect, and understanding 

of the role of Muhammad as a husband and as a Messenger. In an incident, the wives 

would feel jealous of each other or a new wife, but they would soon understand the 

prophetic reasons. In a case of doubt that was a rumored about his wife Aisha, 

Muhammad felt hurt but soon revelation edited his innocent wife. These were examples 

of ordinary feelings in a household, but what was not ordinary was the spiritual ethical 

patience that overcame them. He was just among them, and never beat any of them. At 

home, he would help them in the household, play with them and the kids. His always 

spoke in a calm voice. In public, he integrated them in the social, political, economic, and 

military sphere.
508

 One of his wives narrates that they used to compete in race in the 

desert and she would defeat him in that. Aisha, one of his wives, reports that 

MuhammadËs ethics were the ones prescribed in the Quran, ñHis ethics were the Quran.ò  
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 The other example I select, which Ramadan refers to in different chronological 

orders in the biography, is threefold. It concerns errors of judgment or behavior of the 

Prophet, and about which he receives divine reproach, which in turn becomes, for 

Ramadan, lessons for believers and humankind. One, when he started to reveal the 

message in public, the Prophet faced sarcasm and disbelief from the elders of Quraysh. 

The latter would go to rabbis in Yemen to ask them of ways to test the prophecy of 

Muhammad, seeing that rabbis were familiar with the prophethood of Moses, about 

which Muhammad himself spoke to the Qureyshi. The latter posed their questions
509

 to 

the Prophet, and feeling sure God would help him in this, he instantly answered: ñI shall 

answer your questions tomorrow!ò Two weeks passed, and the Prophet felt God had left 

him; he was embarrassed, in immense fear of his deed; the Qureyshi mocked him and 

confirmed their claim that he was not a Prophet. After the second week, revelation 

descended to answer the Prophetic test questions, and reprimanded him to be more 

thoughtful and mindful of the knowledge of God and his presence. That was the story of 

the saying Insha Allah, If God wills it. In his interpretation, Ramadan reads it this way: 

Insha  Allah,  "If  God  so  wills":  it  expresses  the  awareness  of  limits,  the 

feeling  of  humility of one who acts  while  knowing  that  beyond what he or she  

can  do or  say,  God  alone  has  the  power  to  make  things  happen. This is  by 

no  means a fatalistic message:  it implies  not that one should not act  but,  on  the  

contrary,  that  one  should  never  stop  acting  while  always being aware in 

oneôs mind and heart of the real limits of human power.
510

  

The rationale behind the story then is to remember God in whatever decision or action 

one makes, for that teaches humility in action and modesty of knowledge that humankind 

has no perfect control of.
511

  

 The second ñerrorò for which the divine reprimands the Prophet concerns his 

ñpolite but inacceptableò neglect for an old blind man. In its early years, the small 

Muslim community received harassment that escalated to torture and murder. The 

Prophet was approaching the chief of a tribe to ask him to protect his community by 
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forbidding the tribe from assaulting the Muslims. In this meeting, an old blind man (who 

had converted to Islam earlier) asked the Prophet to recite to him some of the Quran to 

ease his passion for Islam. The Prophet ignored him politely. The old man insisted, and 

the Prophet got irritated in that instance. The chief of the tribe ignored them all. 

Revelation descends and reproaches the Prophet for his behavior with the old man, 

though that behavior was aiming at protecting the whole community.
512

  This becomes a 

lesson as well, in Ramadan´s explanation: 

 Seeking  the  protection of a  person of distinction,  socially  and  politically 

useful,  Muhammad  had  neglected  a  poor man, apparently  of  no  significance  

to  his  cause,  who  was  asking  for spiritual  solace;  this  mistake,  this moral  

slip,  is  recorded  in  the  Quran,  which  through  this  story  teaches Muslims  

never  to  neglect  a  human  being,  never  to  turn  away  from  the poor and 

needy,  but rather to serve and love  them. The  Prophet was  never to  forget  this  

teaching,  and  he  repeatedly  invoked  God, saying:  ñO God, we  implore  You  

to  grant  us  piety,  dignity,  [spiritual} wealth,  and  love  of the poor.ò
513

 

The third example in the Prophetic trilogy of errors concerns the war ransoms. In 

the early years of their making, when they were allowed to defend themselves in Jihad, 

the Muslims won their first majour encounter with their opponents in Badr expedition 

(Ghazwat Badr). Among seventy captives of the war, Muhammad and his close 

Companions decided to spare them free, except for two notable men of high status for 

whom the Prophet intended to ask high ransom. Revelation later admonished the Prophet 

for this decision that aimed at profit for the community, ñIt is not for a prophet to have 

captives [of war]ò (Quran 8:67).
514

 Disputes among Muslim soldiers would happen at 

times about war loot especially when the Prophet is not with them, but the revelation 

above would be remembered in later expeditions and wars, and would affect his decisions 

later.
515
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In between these Prophetic spiritual and historical lessons stands another type of 

Prophetic lessons in which the spiritual and the historical intertwine. I refer to the 

experience of exile (hijra), the Companions agency, and the story of Muad ibn Jabal as 

agency´s remarkable example. One, the event of exile (hijra) to Medina - [the first hijra 

was to Abyssinia] ï was both historical and spiritual. For Ramadan, it stands for the 

historical rejection and hardships Muhammad and the first Muslim community went 

through, as happened to previous Prophetic messages like Abraham, Moses and Jesus. 

The hijra was a historical rupture from oppression, injustice, and ñthe exile of the 

conscience and of the heart from false gods, from alienation of all sorts, from evil and 

sins,ò
516

 towards the liberation of the soul. Through that historical event, the Muslims 

would learn to make a fundamental distinction between the fundamentals of Islam and 

the Meccan cultural customs that were connected to it:  

The  community of faith,  following  the  Prophet´s  example,  had  to  distinguish  

between  what belonged  to  Islamic  principles and  what  was  more  particularly  

related  to Meccan culture. They were to remain faithful to the first while  

learning to adopt  a  flexible  and  critical  approach  to  their  original  culture.  

They even had to try to reform some of their attitudes, which were more cultural 

than Islamic.
517

 

That means that the Muslims had to learn the spiritual fundamentals of their faith, and 

would understand that faith is neither temporal nor spacial in limits. That goes to the core 

of existence and meaning faith brings guidance to: 

 The experience  of spiritual  exile [é] brings  the  individual  back  to  him - or 

herself  and  frees him  or her  from  the illusions of  self and of the world. Exile 

for the sake of God is in essence a series of questions that God asks each 

individual being:  who are you?  What is the meaning of your life?  Where are you 

going?  Accepting  the  risk  of  such  an  exile,  trusting  the  One,  is  to answer:  

Through  You [God],  I return  to  myself and I am free.
518

  

Exile for the sake of God, in God´s vast space, was an assessment of spiritual patience, 

resistance, and ability to remain the same in faith despite time and space differentials. It 
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was an opportunity also to ñreformò the understanding of the universal aspect of faith in a 

more pluralist society like Medina.
519

 For instance, when the Prophet heard that the Ansar 

Muslims, the people of the Medina, were having a wedding ceremony, the Prophet asked 

that two singers be sent to them because the people of the Medina were more used to this 

kind of entertainment and the Prophet respected their customs that did not trespass the 

core limits of faith.
520

  

Two, the Prophet, through his agreements and encouragements, allowed 

responsible agency and independent intelligence in the Muslim community. That was the 

case with women and men equally. For women, he encouraged their social and political 

engagement as nurses, merchants, learners, and warriors. For men, he welcomed their 

suggestions as consultants. He allowed the Companions to take part in discussions over 

the issues of the community, and they could make a difference between revelation that 

was not questioned and his ideas as a human being. His suggestions were sometimes 

contrasted, and he welcomed them.
521

 The call for prayers, al-azan, is an example here. 

As seen earlier, the prayer was prescribed in Heaven, and some of its other details like the 

number of kneeling and ablution were part of the Prophet´s prescriptions. For the al-azan, 

he was still considering what shape it could take, something like bells or horn, and 

Abdullah Ibn Zayd suggested it the way it is now, and Muhammad approved it, and asked 

Bilal, a black liberated slave, the first muezzin to call for it.
522

   

Three, it is the dialogue that took place between the Prophet and his Companion, a 

young judge that was heading to Yemen for his job, that is most exemplary for Muslims 

beyond time and space. The story goes as such: 

The  Prophet asked: Muadh  ibn Jabal,  whom  he  had  named  as a  judge in  the  

new  environment  of  Yemen,  ñThrough  what  will  you  judge?ò Muadh 
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replied:  ñThrough the Book of God.ò  Muhammad then asked, ññAnd if you find 

nothing in the Book of God?" Muadh went on: ñI shall judge according to the 

tradition [Sunna] of Godôs Messenger.ò Muhammad further asked, ñAnd if you 

find nothing in the Messengerôs tradition?ò  Muadh  answered  confidently:  ñI  

shall  not  fail  to  make  an effort  [ajtahidu]  to  reach  an  opinion.ò  This  

answer  satisfied  the  Prophet, who concluded: ñPraise be to God, who has guided  

His Messengerôs  messenger to  what  satisfies  Godôs  Messenger.ò 

Ramadan`s commentary on the story above is his interpretation of it as well as his broad 

message behind writing a biography of the Prophet: sticking to the fundamentals, 

intelligently, and reading them according to time and space. The creed and the ethics that 

go with it are not changeable, but the social affairs that accompany them are open to 

human agency and interpretation, as long as they are founded on unbroken communion 

with God:  

The gradation  in  Muadh  ibn Jabalôs  answers  contained  the  essence  of  the  

Prophetôs  teaching  and offered  the means for  the community  to  follow  him 

and  to  remain  faithful  to  him  through  the  ages:  the  Book  of  God - the  

Quran - and  the whole body of traditions  (ahadith) of  the  Prophet (collectively 

referred to as  as-sunnah)  were  the  two  fundamental  references,  and  when  

faced  with new  situations,  the  keepers  of those  teachings  were  to  make  use 

of their critical  intelligence,  their common  sense, and  their legal  creativity  to 

find new  answers  that  remained  faithful  to  Islamic  principles  but  fit  the  

new context. The fundamentals  of Islamôs  creed  (al-aqidah) and ritual  practice 

(al-óibadat) were  not subject  to change,  nor were  the essential  principles  of 

ethics,  but  the  implementation  of  those  ethical  principles  and  the response to  

new  situations  about  which  scriptural  sources  had  remained vague or  silent 

required answers adapted  to particular circumstances.
523

  

Ramadan takes MuhammadËs life as a model for spiritual initiation, ñFor myself, 

this book  has  been  an  initiation.ò
524

 In his spiritual reflections and memories collected 

in Quelques lettres du coeur (Some Letters from the Heart, 2008), Entre l´homme et son 

Coeur (Between Man and His Heart, 2009), Ramadan invokes the Prophetic example and 

his teachings on love, compassion, solidarity, self-understanding, and activation of 

spirituality at the age of modernity.
525

 Muhammad is pictured never to have resorted to 
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spirituality as an escape,
526

 but as an engagement in the world for ñinterior liberationò
527

 

and world justice.
528

  The Prophet´s model, for Ramadan, is a means to access the 

spiritual world of Islam, ñpragmaticò and ñactive,ò in the face of the challenges of 

modernity and its instrumentalized liberty and humanity that knows no limits.
529

  

Development of Early Islamic Politics and Sciences: Overview   

Revelation, which formed the Islamic world view based on Tawhid, and the 

Prophet´s life in its different stages in Mecca and Medina became the two main sources 

that guided the first community of believers after Muhammad´s death. The four 

Righteous Caliphs (al-khulafa´ ar-Rashidun, 632-661 CE) that followed as rulers of the 

Muslim Community based on shȊrǕ (consultation) would follow the Prophetic model. But 

it was at the period of the third Caliph (Ali) that division and turbulence started to take 

place amidst the Muslim community, and would lead later to the establishment of the 

Sunni and Shiite division. In his account, Ramadan says that the early Companions based 

their decisions on Revelation memorized by heart by believers, as well as the hadiths, 

words and deeds, of the Prophet. Yet, there was a tendency to stick to the literal meaning 

of Revelation especially during the second Caliph´s reign, Umar.
 
With conflicts later on, 

which resulted in the death of a number of Revelation memorizers (hufaz), the fourth 

Caliph ordered the writing of Revelation, which was until then mostly memorized by 

heart, into one copy upon which there was agreement, [but not total consensus]; that copy 

became the Quran as known today, compiled in MusỠaf.
530

   

Moreover, the coming of the first dynasty, the Umayyad (661-750) to ruling, 

some major changes took place in the political management of the Community affairs, 

influenced by tribal customs, Persian, Byzantine, and Indian cultures. For instance, the 

office of Caliph was converted into a hereditary kingship, and the Treasury (Bayt al-Mal) 

was turned into the dynasty´s property. The religious scholars considered this against the 

rulings of the shȊrǕ, consultation and social participation, and habits of the earlier Guided 
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Caliphs.  As a result, some of the revelation learners left the capital Damascus either 

willingly or in disagreement with the new authorities, and that made the hufaz, 

memorizers of revelation as well as hadith, get dispersed. That left space for the risk of 

fabrication and mis-narration of the tradition. This made the writing of hadith equally 

necessary, as was the writing down of Revelation into one version. With these collections 

being made, some would reserve themselves to strictly studying the Quran and the Sunna, 

as was the case with Ibn Umar in Media; they were known as Ahl al-hadith [People of the 

Hadith]. In Kufa, Ibn Masud and his adherents used reasoning and analogy in interpreting 

case studies, in light of the two main sources, the Quran and Sunna. They were known as 

Ahl al-Ra´y,
531

 [People of Opinion]. 

If the Ummayad challenged the Muslim community with new questions and 

situations, it were the Abbasid that would pave a solid ground for the age of flourishing 

and consolidation for the Islamic sciences (750-1258). With Caliphs themselves scholars 

or interested in scholarship (like Harun ar-Rashid, al-Mansur), development of the 

Quranic and Sunna into various sciences led to the emergence of influential schools 

(madhahib), and the birth of Islamic theology, óilm al-kalam or simply kalam. That was 

very much aided by learning from especially Greek philosophy and Christian theology.
532

 

Following a Prophetic conversation with the angel Gabriel, a division in faith was 

established (Islam, Iman, Ihsan),
533

 and that broadly influenced, according to Ramadan, 
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Allah, to perform the prayers, to pay the Zakat, 
 
to fast in Ramadan, and to make the pilgrimage Mecca if 

one is able to do so. Iman is to believe in Allah, His angels, His books, His messengers, the Last Day, and 

to believe in divine destiny, both the good and the evil thereof. This level is more theoretical than the first 

level of Islam, and is also higher in the perception of faith. Ihsan is the highest of the three levels of faith 

and the closest to God. It is to worship Allah as if you are seeing Him. While you do not see Him, He truly 

sees you. Then, Ihsan means that a Muhsen is sure that Allah is seeing him/her in everything he/she says or 

does. Therefore, a Muhsen does his/her best to say and do only what pleases God and conforms to His 
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the development of corresponding sciences: 1) The science of worship, al-ôibǕdǕt; 2) the 

science of creed, al-aqida; and 3) the science of ethics and Sufism, attaἨawuf, though 

more derivative branches generated from each.
534

  Otherwise said, the worship would 

develop into uἨȊl al-fiqh, the principles of jurisprudence, which determine the 

methodology of deduction and induction of laws from the two main sources, the Quran, 

and the Sunna, followed by the practice of ijtihad, ijma´, qiyǕs, etc. This branch 

developed into worship rituals studies, ´ibadat, and social affairs studies, mu´amalat. 

Events case by case, as well as the study of methods of communicating and transmitting 

Islam to others were also branches that developed out of the principles of jurisprudence, 

named fiqh al-waqió and fiqh al-awlawiyat, Jurisprudence of the Context, and 

Jurisprudence of Priorities, respectively. As to the science of creed, though in the early 

formative years of the Muslim community was not debated, it was brought into study 

later on, and developed into óilm al-kalam, theology, based on reasoning. The science of 

ethics, on the other hand, concerns the individual and his/her and interaction in family 

and society; within the same science grew Sufism in which the individual is most 

concerned to understand God and march towards Him.
535

 It is the search for al-al-Ỡaqǭqa, 

Truth.
536

  

Ramadan goes through the main aspects that characterize especially the four 

dominant Sunni jurisprudence schools (madhahib), the differences and similarities, and 

their ijtihad methodologies. He also explains the conditions of practicing ijtihad, the 

various terminology of each school in making analogy before reaching a fatwa, the 

various types of fatwa, and numerous numerations of the developments of these 

jurisprudential practices ï which I do not mean to go through here.
537

 In the main, 

                                                                                                                                                                             
commands. This is the level of righteousness, the level of perfection, the level of doing and saying the 

ultimate good, the level of Ihsan.  
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Ramadan affirms that ñThe sciences of Islam [...] since the 7
th
 century [é] have had only 

one purpose: how to maintain a vivid Faith and yet remain faithful to the Quranic and 

Prophetic teachings in new historical, social and political situations?ò
538

 At least for five 

centuries (750 -1258 CE), these sciences were not formalistic and purely legalist; rather, 

they took time and space into account. The four main scholars of the main madhahib 

were mostly based in different locations, and little time differential between them, and 

that still allowed them to reason each according to his context, and his criteria, which 

were rigorous, but also flexible. The ijtihad they practiced took space and time into 

account. They equally took the common good (maἨlaỠa) into high consideration in their 

jurisprudential rulings. The common good / maἨlaỠa (pl. maἨaliỠ) were initiated into 

legal debates by the Maliki school, enshrined in the maqǕid (objectives) of Sharia 

initiated by lmâm al-Haramayn al-Juwaynî (d. 478/1085) and developed by Abu HǕmed 

al-GhazzǕlǭ (1058ï1111). The common good (maἨlaỠa) raised a debate among scholars 

at the time because some, for instance, used it to allow interest in bank dealing (ribǕ) 

which a clear (qat´i) text of the Quran forbids. This led al-Gazali to formulate five main 

objectives (maqǕid) of the Sharia: 

What we mean by maslaha is the preservation of the objective [maqǕid] of the 

Law [shar], which consists in five things: the protection of religion, life, intellect, 

lineage, and property. Whatever ensures the protection of these five principles 

                                                                                                                                                                             
ruling on the matter concerned, without this matter being abiding for everyone and everywhere, because the 

scholar builds on his own references, and his opinion, fatwa, remains a reference, but not abiding for 

everyone. About five categories of ijtihad were known in the classical period: ijtihad qiyǕssi: done on 

analogical reasoning which takes into account the effective cause, ´ila, of a ruling extracted from the 

sources; ijtihad zanni: practiced in the case when it is impossible to refer to a known effective casue; ijtihad 

istislahi: it is based on mala a, interest, and aims at deducing a ruling in light of the general purpose of 

Sharia; ijtihad mytlaq, absolute ijtihad, in which the mujtahid scholar depends on his own formulations in 

studing the sources; ijtihad muqayyad, limited ijtihad, is madhabi, i.e. confined to a particular school and 

ijtihad has to be practiced following the school´s methodology. Among the conditions of racticing ijtihad 

are the following: high knowledge of Aarbic, the Quran, the ahadith, the circumstances of revelation and 

ahadith, the objectives of Sharia (summarized by Al-Ghazali in five as alkuliyat or ad-daruriyat al-khams: 

Life, intellect, religion, lineage and wealth ) the differences among the main schools, knowledge of the 

socio-political context during the interpretation, and righteousness and  piety of the scholar. The ruling of 

the mujtahid gives a legal opinion, called fatwa, and it is generally of two types: one based on the two main 

sources and thus works as a reminder to the believer(s), and the second is based on the ijtihad of the scholar 

for a particular case in particular context (time and place), and thus it cannot be transferrable the way it is; 

it cannot be binding, but remains an opinion that others can refer toThe difference between these types of 

fatwa makes the difference between a mujtahid (the scholar who exercises ijtihad) and the mufti (the 

scholar who gives legal opinions, fatawa). See, Ibid., 82-99, and 108, n. 89. 
538
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[u Ȋl] is maslaha; whatever goes against their protection is mafsada, and to avoid 

it is maslaha.
539

 

These five objectives (maqǕid) led to other categorizations of the common good 

(maἨaliỠ), and scholars have debated that differently.
540

 Ramadan develops more 

objectives from these five objectives and categorizes them differently. I refer to that when 

dealing with Radical Reform.  

 The early intellectual dynamism of the Muslim scholars did not restrict itself to 

the Islamic sciences of the Quran and the Hadith, but equally integrated the humanities 

and the hard or exact sciences. This aspect is not separately and clearly dealt with in To 

Be a European Muslim, but finds some space in Western Muslims and the Future of 

Islam, in a section entitled ñFaith, Science, and Ethics.ò Here, Ramadan recalls ñthe 

extraordinary contribution Muslims have made historically to scientific development and 

progressò and adds the ñfact that they ïmore than any other civilization- have advanced 

the sciences to a higher level,ò and ñdeeply influencedò [é] ñEuropean Renaissance, 

humanism, and the Reformation.ò
541

 He asserts that the classification of religious studies 

into various branches, as broadly depicted above, impacted all the sciences related to man 

(i.e. mankind) for ñat least three reasonsò:  

First, because the Qurôan and the traditions invited the human spirit to study and 

understand the world; second, because the religious sciences themselves very 

often referred to scientiýc discoveries (in medicine or astronomy, for example) to 

work out an aspect of practice; and third, because the framework of reference was 

so nourished by religion that the connection between ethics and science was 

immediate and natural and necessarily less at risk at that time because few 

situations were recognized as delimited.
542

 

This Islamic worldview is based on the concept of Tawhid that touches all aspects of life 

and human interaction with man and the universe. Despite such a strong link between 

different disciplines established by Tawhid, each discipline developed its independence 
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methodologically. Accordingly, two major lessons can be withdrawn from the classical 

period:  

1. The unity of the Source (God as revealed in the Texts), which is where ethics 

ýnds its coherent foundation, never implies a similarity of approaches or a 

uniformity of methodologies. 

2. Varieties of methodologies are constructed rationally, taking as the starting 

point the object of study, not the relation to the Transcendent or to a system of 

knowledge that He has preordained.
543

 

Methodology apart, it was consistency in the ethical and moral attitudes that the sciences 

followed that made them Islamic, and not the scientific studies/methodologies themselves 

which are ñin themselves morally neutral.ò
544

  

However, this dynamism in Islamic sciences would stagnate for internal and 

external reasons. For the internal reason that is the focus for revival, Ramadan believes 

stagnation is due to the fact that Sharia was, by time, summarized into and dominated by 

jurisprudence, instead of it being comprehensive of all the Islamic sciences, as well as the 

exact sciences that developed along with them. Though there were attempts in 13
th
 and 

14
th
 centuries by Ibn Taymiya (d. 1328), his disciple Ibn al-Qayyim al-Jawwziyah (d. 

1350), and al-Shatibi (d. 1388) 
545

 to revive the spirit of early scholars, they  failed, either 

because the criteria of being a scholar and thus to practice ijtihad were high and thus 

hardly no one could  produce some colossal work again, or because the scholars 

themselves or their political rulers did not see a need for that; they depended on the 

existing schools, and solved the new legal cases basing their solutions on the premises of 

the four main schools which they did not try to reinvigorate or go beyond.
546

 It was no 

longer the spirit of ijtihad, but of taqlid. Though the Quran contains just 250 verses that 
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specify certain legalist rulings, in a sum of 6632 verses,
547

 the legalists have managed for 

centuries to make law the only manifestation and meaning of Islam and more particularly 

of Sharia. The latter lost its inclusive definition, ña way leading to the source,ò which 

embraces all aspects of Islam: aqida [creed], fiqh [jurisprudence], and tasawwuf [Sufism]. 

548
 In a critical summary of the Islamic sciences, Ramadan says: 

These sciences and their typology should have been a foundation, a vivid source 

for further studies. Unfortunately, it [i.e. the early Islamic framework of research] 

has, however, very often been like the walls of an intellectual prison preventing 

the ´ulema from providing or imagining original, but still faithful, Islamic 

solutions to contemporary problems [é]. Muslims have followed the path of 

blind imitation (taqlid) without being able to find again the genuine and dynamic 

Message contained in the Quran and the Sunna.
549

 

ñBlind imitationò went on until contact with the modern West took place in the 19
th
 

century, the time when the Ottoman Empire would start to lose its power as a guardian of 

the Islamic Caliphate. The re-assertion of ijtihad and reform had to wait until the 1870s to 

take place in the Islamic main lands, at the hands of the pioneers of the Arab Renaissance 

(Arab naỠỈa).
550

  

 In the Footsteps of Islamic Reformists  

It is especially in Aux sources de renouveau musulman: D´al-Afghani à Hassan 

al-Banna - un siècle de reformisme islamique (The Sources of Muslim Revival: From al-

Afghani to al-Banna ï A Century of Islamic Reformism, 1998) that Ramadan articulates 

the first symptoms of where he stands in the modern and contemporary Islamic thought. 

However, the main rationale behind the book is actually to situate the legacy of Hassan 

al-Banna in its reformist but non-violent tradition. al-Banna culminates a number of 

figures that preceded his socio-political activism and involvement from a religious 

perspective into the political scene of the liberating Arab-Islamic societies. The figures 

Ramadan studies in the text are among the main ones in the Arab-Islamic reformist 
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movement of the naỠỈa, without this being the only list common in reading the naỠỈa 

legacy: Jamal Eddine al-Afghani (1838 - 1897), Muhammad Abduh (1849 ï 1905), 

Rashid Rida (1865 - 1935), Said an-Nursi (1878
 
ï 1960), Abd al-Hamid Ibn Badis (1889 

- 1940), Muhammad Iqbal (1877 ï 1938), and Hassan al-Banna (1906 - 1949). I prefer to 

leave Ramadanôs evaluation of these reformists to the coming section where I also refer 

to his evaluation and criticism of the literalists and the liberals. Here I content myself 

with condensing his reading of al-Bannaôs legacy as a reformist and advocate of ósocial 

Islamò (for social justice, and not for socialism). 

Ramadanôs reading of al-Banna´s published and unpublished works lead him to 

the conclusion that his grandfather belongs to the ñfundamentalist reformistò school 

which al-Afghani and Abduh initiated.
551

 ñFundamentalistò here means that the scholar 

relates his research and approach to the fundamental sources of religion, i.e. Quran and 

Sunna. In a radio interview in French, Ramadan identified himself as ósalafist and 

fundamentalist.ò This was used against him, because it was understood in its current 

political context as radically violent.
552

 In the book (a volume of 479 pages), Ramadan 

argue for a historical reading of al-Bannaôs heritage. The rereading of al-Banna comes at 

the time when studies of political Islam and extremism refer to Muslim Brotherhood and 

its founder al-Banna without distinguishing between the ósocial Islamò of the movement 

under the leadership of its founder, and its recourse to violence under the Nasserist 

oppression when Sayyed Qutb became the spiritual leader of the movment, after the death 

of al-Banna; the two men never met and Qutb moved from literature to religious activism 

after his visit to the US and experience of the Western life, his disappointment by its 

hegemony and ñjahiliyyaò (ethical decadence and ignorance). Worst was his 

imprisonment for ten years in Egypt.
553

  

According to Ramadan, the two leaders (al-Banna and Qutb afterwards) framed 

two separate religious and political orientations for the Muslim Brotherhood. One, from 

1928 to 1949, the movement was engaged in socio-political change peacefully, through 
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resistance to colonial powers especially in Palestine, and through education and social 

services in Egypt. The target was the grassroots level, and there was no idea of 

establishing an Islamic state.
554

 The aim was to ñrealizeò an ñIslamic societyò that knows 

well its tradition and the message of its religion, and not the seizure of power ñfrom 

below,ò while the Iranian revolution opted for seizing it ñfrom topò as Gilles Kepel 

argues in La revanche de dieu (The Revenge of God, 1991).
555

  

Two, after the assassination of al-Banna by the Nasserist regimes that suspected 

the work of the Muslim Brothers, oppression of the movement started. From the 1960s 

and 70s, the leadership in the movement would change its social priorities and target the 

state level, violently, and call for the ñreversal of the regimeò into an ñIslamic state.ò
556

 

For Ramadan, this was a ñgrave and naive political blunder.ò
557

 Such a fundamental 

distinction in leadership and orientation does not appear in the Western literature on the 

movement and al-Banna. More than that, al-Banna is not studied as a social reformist that 

is influenced, as he himself says, by al-Afghani and Abduh.
558

 Ramadan affirms this: 

ñThe thought of Hassan al-Banna is badly known in the West, though his name is 

commonly invoked,ò
559

 ñIt is necessary to render justice to the thought of al-Banna, and 

with him, to all the reformist tradition: al-Banna is not the father of ñcontemporary 

Islamism,ò the manifestations of which are violent or take reductionist and shallow anti-

Western positions.ò
560

  

After this clarification, Ramadan makes it clear that he does not deny his lineage 

to al-Banna. Rather, seeing that al-Bannaôs ósocial Islam,ò and the reformersò revival 

enterprises before him, all attempt a kind of reform, which Ramadan acknowledges as 
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substantial in its time, but is now part of what he calls ñadaptation reformò in Radical 

Reform as will be seen.  Without a big rupture with this tradition, he moves to propose 

ñtransformation reform.ò  

c. Radical Reform: from Adaptation to Transformation 

What I have tried to do until now is that I have presented the three stages of 

reading the tradition in the Ramadanian texts in my own way. First, I have broadly 

presented the way he introduces the basics of Islam, particularly the comprehensive 

notion of Tawhid, the biography of the Prophet and its lessons. Second, I have given his 

broad view of the Islamic sciences and their dynamism, though my presentation of that is 

very sketchy and does injustice to his work, but it is not my intention to delve into the 

details but in his mere methodology as well as my methodology of reading him, 

gradually, to reach his reformist ideas. Third, I also sketchily introduced Ramadan´s 

reading of the Arab-Islamic Renaissance pioneers, including his grandfather al-Banna. 

These readings of the tradition cannot be isolated from the idea of reform Ramadan has in 

the background in this stage of his work. I underline this idea here before I enter into the 

next section that speaks of his ñradical reformò to anticipate my later analysis that argues 

that Ramadan´s project is gradual and not abrupt or unexpected.  

Already in the early texts that introduce the Islamic sciences and the situation of 

Muslims in the European and Western context, Ramadan frequently states that the 

message of Islam is universalist, humanist, and pluralist, and thus applicable to any space 

and time particularities as long as reading it in light of new circumstances is done 

seriously and from within the same tradition. For instance, his very early work Les 

musulmans dans la laicïté is an attempt to study the Islamic presence in the laïc France. 

In the book, he finds that the problems are not always related to rights, which the 

Muslims enjoy, but of discrimination and radical interpretation of laic laws of 1905. In To 

Be a European Muslim, Part II of the work is about European Muslims and how they 

should consider their religion in Europe. Here he, for example, already engages in 

expanding the meaning of Sharia to mean the Way, proposes the concept of ñThe Abode 

of Testimonyò (dǕr ash-Shahada) instead of ñThe Abode of Warò (dǕr al Ỡarb), and 
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suggests priorities for social engagement in Europe as European Muslim citizens. In this 

same work a call for ñradical changeò is already present (before it is deepened in his 

Radical Reform):  

A radical change in our state of mind is needed if we want to face, as we must, the 

world around us. To be a consistent and balanced Muslim today is difficult 

because the world around us and the parameters, in the Islamic or in the Western 

space, are no longer coherent.
561

  

In Western Muslims and the Future of Islam, the first part of which is reproduced from 

To Be a European Muslim, Ramadan asserts that his approach is both conventional and 

new: ñthe approach I propose is anchored in the Islamic tradition and amplified from 

within it;ò ñit is both classical and radically new.ò Yet, he admits that there has been a 

constant work on his project since his earlier work (i.e. Les musulmans dans la laicïté). 

Such a development, he says, was enriched by three dimensions: 1) ñdeepening reflection 

on the sources,ò 2) ñbringing them face to face with the realities on the ground,ò and 3) 

ñanalyzing the local dynamics in accordance with meetings and ex-changes with Muslim 

association groupsò in the West (Europe, North America, Mauritius, Reunion, 

Singapore).
562

  

The project Ramadan is working on in these early texts can lead to ña true 

ñintellectual revolutionòò à la Kant ñwhen he spoke of ñCopernican revolutionòò if more 

intellectual effort is exerted:  

Our sources help us in this if we can only try hard to reappropriate for ourselves 

the universality of the message of Islam, along with its vast horizon. This 

reappropriation should be of a depth that will enable it to produce a true 

ñintellectual revolutionò in the sense intended by Kant when he spoke of the 

ñCopernican revolution.ò
563

  

The last paragraph in his Introduction to Western Muslims is revealing, and confirms my 

methodological reading of him, i.e. his gradual reading of the tradition and work on 

reform:  
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This book is only one step more toward the building of the Muslim personality in 

the West and doubtless in the modern era, too. It will not be the last. Other works, 

insha Allah, must continue to trace the path back to the beginning. I have humbly 

tried to draw the theoretical and practical outlines of a vision for the future, full 

on. I want to engage with this in practice, and already, across all the countries of 

the West, this vision is being accomplished. The road is still long [é].
564

  

The main work that comes after this note, five years later, is Radical Reform, supported 

by The Quest for Meaning. This section introduces them and the advanced development 

they contain.   

 In his Introduction to Radical Reform Ramadan keeps stating that the work comes 

after ñlimits have been achievedò in the study of the classical and contemporary reform 

attempts in Islamic studies. The road towards this work has been ñlong and sometimes 

very difficult;ò ñwe are now at a lossò and the need to ñgo furtherò is the way:  

Becoming reconciled to that rich past is the best way of devising new paths 

toward the future. For years, in the course of my work on law and jurisprudence, I 

have been reading and analyzing reference works on the fundamentals of Islamic 

law (usûl al-fiqh) and their concrete and practical implementation in different 

historical periods (fiqh), with the aim, of course, of finding new answers to the 

new challenges faced by contemporary Muslimsðand, among them, Western 

Muslims. Many fields have been investigated by contemporary Muslim scholars, 

many proposals have been drawn up and the reform of reading and understanding 

as well as the exercise of ijtihâd have been a continuous practice. Today, 

however, we seem to have reached a limit, so that we shall have to ask ourselves 

precisely not only what meaning we give to the notion of reform [é] but also 

what its objectives must be. To put it clearly, what reform do we mean?
565

  

Based on his earlier works, Ramadan seems to have gone through the ordinary path of a 

scholar in Islamic studies. From reading the Quran and the Sunna, to the classical schools 

methodologies, and reaching the naỠỈa reforms and contemporary debates, Ramadan 

feels ñthis is not sufficient.ò
566

 The Copernican ñtrue intellectual revolutionò referred to 

in Western Muslims is developed here to face the ñgrowing complexity of the real.ò What 

further reform is needed and for what objectives are questions to be dealt with here. The 
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background for that will be re-stated briefly, initially, and case studies will be left for the 

next sections.   

  To present his ñradicalò step, Ramadan again goes through some main scholars of 

early Islam to present the dynamic ijtihad that culminated in the foundation of various 

legal schools. In his synthesis of the Prophet´s Companions period, and the flourishing 

legal schools that developed from the 9
th
 up to the 14

th
 century, which culminated in the 

school of objectives of al-Shatibi, fed by high knowledge of the sources, perfect 

knowledge of the sciences of the time as well as the socio-political context. So, their legal 

opinions went in parallel with societyôs evolution.
567

 High understanding of the 

objectives (maqǕ id) of the Sharia, and real proficiency of deduction and extraction 

methods were, following ah-Shatibi´s argument, the main pillars of  ijtihad. These 

objectives were/are generally summarized in the protection of human life, religion, the 

intellect, honour, and property, were guided by strong faith, dynamic and autonomous 

reason.
568

 The context was always taken into account, but was not centralized, as part of 

the fundamental sources of jurisprudece, uἨȊl al-fiqh.
569

  

 The naỠỈa period since 1870 tried to shake the stagnation of about five centuries. 

Ijtihad was revived to keep up with the rapid changes that had taken place after the 

encounter with the West.  Since naỠỈa, Ramadan recognizes three categories of scholars 

of religion that try either to progress or regress, by being protective. These three 

categories are 1) the reformists of the naỠỈa - as well as some contemporary reformists - 

a category to which he feels close to, 2) the literalists that he distances himself from, and 

3) the liberals whose methods of research he questions. These three categories are not 

referred to all in one text, but are found mainly in Aux sources du renouveau musulman 

and Radical Reform. I outline his views of the three in the following paragraphs. 

First, for the literalists, according to Ramadan, they have three failures to 

overcome. The first is the failure to distinguish between what is immutable (thabit), 

transhistorical, and what is changeable (mutaghayyir). Pillars of Islam and pillars of faith 
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are immutable. The Medina state model is historical and thus the state model for Muslims 

is changeable. Even the immutable can have different manifestations in their 

implementation. The second concerns the confusion between principles and models, 

between a rule and its form. For instance, decency in clothing is the prescription for both 

men and women, but its form is left open for personal choices according to the context. 

The Salafists who see the Arabian clothing style of the Prophetic era as the only suitable 

attire do mix the rule and the form. The third concerns the inability to distinguish 

between legal methodologies related to the creed (aqida) and worship (ibadat), and social 

affairs (mu´amalat). The basic principle in social affairs is permission (al-asl fil al-ashya´ 

al-ibaha), and not ñonly what is written can be done.ò
570

 These literalists fear reform, lest 

it 1) changes the message of religion, 2) loses its substance as has Christianity done, and 

3) loses its timeless teachings that, the literalists claim, are relevant for all times and 

places.
571

 

Second, for the ñfundamentalist reformists,ò or ñmujaddidun wa islahiyyunò of 

the naỠỈa, the Quran, the Sunna, and the ijtihad are their fundamental references of 

reform.
572

 These reformists, from al-Afgani to al-Banna, as studied in Aux sources 

renouveau du musulman, can be featured in three moments and characteristics. One, al-

Afghani and Abduh: they are the pivotal axis of the modern thinking in Islamic thought; 

profoundly, they have ñrenewed the intellectual dynamicò at the time of colonialism and 

fight for liberation. All those who come after them refer to their ñtheoreticalò 

contribution. For instance, al-Afghani refused to stick to the main Islamic legalist 

schools/madahib that developed in the formative years of Islam and fall into the mistake 

of formalism and taqlid; he preferred to go directly to the sources and practice al-ijtihad 

anew, though its gates for him were never closed.
573

 Though he searched for a way as a 

unifying force to uphold liberation from colonialism, and back up reforms, he still 

considered the umma as united spiritually and not simply politically.
574

 In science, he saw 

the revival and role of philosophy, ñthe mother of science,ò as that of guidance, 
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consciousness, and its revival as the revival of nations. Reason and faith for him go along 

and solidify each other for human liberation from material dependency.
575

 Abduh, the 

disciple of al-Afghani, known for some as a ósalafi rationalistò
576

 focused on education as 

a priority over politics; ñeducation is everything;ò he was very critical of al-Azhar 

educational system, and when he became a Mufti he implemented substantial reforms to 

revive the tradition of reasoning and opening up to the modern sciences. For him, the 

Quran was not a historical nor a scientific book, but a guiding book. Sharia for him was 

ñthe way.ò Socially, he saw a needed reconsideration of the situation of women, and was 

critical of the authority of man over women in certain hadiths. Economically he took the 

view of allowing interest banks.
577

   

Two, Rashid Rida, an-Nursi, Ibn Badis, Iqbal: this group expresses a ñreal 

reformist evolution,ò reflected in ósocial and political action.ò Rida, the disciple of 

Abduh, Ibn Badis, influenced by Rida, and an-Nursi were more into the social and 

political activism for liberation, and against the cultural European influence. Besides the 

exegeses and newspapers they wrote and disseminated, with frequent references to their 

predecessors al-Afghani and Abduh, they gave much attention to the language as well, 

Arabic, for its importance in reforming education, and impacting understanding of the 

Quran. From India-Pakistan, the poet-philosopher Iqbal called for the revival of the spirit 

of dynamic ijtihad as a way for a reconstruction of Islamic thought. The democracy he 

envisioned for Islamic countries was a óspiritual democracyò where an ñactive 

spiritualityò accompanies modernity, unlike the European model where the ethical has 

distanced itself from progress.
578

 Three, al-Banna stands as a figure that epitomizes 

ósocial Islamò which caters for the grassroots level aspirations, through social services 

and education, always based on the religious reference.
579

  

In synthesizing the reformists past references and practices, Ramadan outlines six 

features: 1) permanent reference to the Islamic sources in light of the sociopolitical  
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context; 2) liberation of reason to stimulate new answers through ijtihad; 3) the attempt to 

unite the Muslim societies despite the differences that characterize them and their 

religious school/madhab reference; 4) sensitization of people socially and politically; 5) 

respect of peoples´ choices in politics through the shȊrǕ principle of consultation; 6) 

refusal of submission to foreign powers politically, economically, socially, and 

culturally.
580

  

Third, for the liberals, Ramadan names some of them in Aux sources du 

renouveau musulman. They are also depicted as the ones that approach the West, use its 

civilization, culture, and values to reform Islam for a renaissance as that which the West 

went through; they expect an Islamic aggiornamento. For Ramadan, Qasem Amin (1863-

1908), Ali Abd ar-Razeq (1888-1966), Taha Hussein (1889-1973), Mohamed Arkoun 

(1928-2010), Abd Allah Laroui (b. 1933), Hassan Hanafi (b. 1935), and others, are 

examples of scholars that have tried to modernize Islam in light of Western history of 

ideas. ñThese scholars benefit from a favourable readership in Europe and the USò 

because they are the ones made and helped to be heard. ñThey use the same rational 

categories, the same terminology, the same rapport to the sciences and rigorous deduction 

and found their authority on applied rationalism, away from the manifestations of faith 

and the respect of the overall sacred.ò
581

 They claim to save Islam from fanaticism. They, 

too, like the Western literature on political Islam, use socio-political approaches, and not 

historical ones in understanding the intellectual history of modern and contemporary 

Islam.
582

  

 In Radical Reform, which comes ten years after Aux sources du renouveau 

musulman, Ramadan develops his criticism of the liberals, without mentioning names 

(maybe because he realizes that some of the scholars he earlier called ñliberalò are not 

very much so, and are not ñWesternizedò!). So, in his new critique he finds that the 

liberals are present in the debate over reforming Islam in three basic points. These points 

manifest their different conception of 1) the Quran, 2) the Sunna, and 3) the claim of 
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one´s ability to practice oneôs own ijtihad. The first point concerns the scriptural sources, 

the Quran and the Sunna, which Ramadan strongly sticks to. In this first point he first 

refutes the idea of reading the Quran as a human text, as some Muslim and non-Muslim 

scholars tend to do, mostly influenced by Protestant Reformation and Vatican II 

proceedings, to solve its legal issues in which it is wrongly summarized. Such scholars 

expect ña real aggiornamento, or update, of Islam.ò
583

 He also faces these claims by 

presenting the classical methodologies as a form of ñapplied hermeneuticsò that 

integrated the scholar, the context, as well as the divine text in the reading. For Ramadan, 

as for any concerned Muslim, it is one of the pillars of faith to believe that the Quran is 

the Word of God and the Last Revelation, and considering it as a human text betrays this 

teaching and pillar. As to the Sunna, the second note, he equally stresses its importance as 

a secondary source, besides the Quran, and disagrees with those who call for doing 

without it in reforming Islam.
584

 For the last note, which is the practice of free ijtihad, 

individually, with no methodological constraints, here, too, he disagrees, and defends the 

idea that ijtihad is not unrestricted.
585

 Below I try to elaborate on these three points: the 

Quran, Sunna, and ijtihad.  

For the first point, Ramadan stresses the idea that the real problem is not the 

Quran, and thus it is not in studying Quran as a human text that will solve the problem. 

He labels this intellectual enterprise as a ñdangerous shortcutò:  

People tend to believe that dogmatic or literalist approaches are caused by the 

nature of the Quranic text, and that ascribing a human origin to it would suffice to 

open the way to a historical and contextualized reading. However, this statement 

involves two dangerous shortcuts.
586

  

The first ñdangerous shortcutò in such a reading is the assumption that reading the text 

alone will determine the approach in interpretation. He believes that such free 

interpretation has historically brought about dogmatic ideologies and in contemporary 

Islam this freedom of interpretation has led fundamentalists to read the text in a way far 
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from its objectives. His fear is that the interpreter will take the text to where he wants by 

projecting his own ideas on it: 

The first [dangerous shortcut] is in assuming that the status of the text alone 

determines its readersò mode of interpretation, although this is far from obvious 

or inevitable. The history of religions and ideologies is filled with examples of 

texts produced by guides or thinkers, texts that have been, and still are, read in a 

dogmatic way by their adepts or followers. The status of the text can indeed 

influence the modalities of reading, but in the end, it is the mind and psyche of the 

reader interpreting it that project its categories and the modalities of its 

interpretation onto the book.
587

 

The way out of this first risk is to take a number of elements into account: the attitude of 

interpretation, psychology, and the frame work of interpretation the interpreter has in 

mind: ñWhat must be assessed and questioned is often the outlook, the psychology, and 

frame of reference of interpreting scholars, and the debate over the status of the text falls 

far short of resolving the issue of historical and contextualized interpretation.ò
588

  

 The second ñdangerous shortcutò concerns the projection of the Christian 

theological development on the Islamic one which is different. Unlike its Christian 

counterpart, which integrated the human source early in its scriptural production, the 

Islamic revelation developed its own methodology of being read in context, though it is a 

divine text. That is to say, the Word of God remains untouchable, while the interpretation 

was understood according to the context in which it descended, and later on according to 

the various methodologies of interpretation which remain human. More clearly, the 

divine and the human remain separate though interdependent. This long passage clarifies 

it in Ramadan´s wording: 

The other shortcut is methodologically more serious and its consequences are far 

more harmful. It consists in importing the experience of Catholic theology into 

the Islamic tradition: because the historicocritical approach was only possible in 

the Christian tradition, after the human source of the New Testament had been 

acknowledged, it is assumed to be the sameðby natural inductionðfor the 

Islamic legal tradition. However, this exogenous imported viewpoint fails to do 
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justice to the great legal tradition of Islam that has never, since the beginning, 

linked the status of the Quran (as the ñeternal word of Godò) to the impossibility 

of historical and contextualized interpretation. Indeed, quite the contrary has 

occurred: from the outset, the Prophetôs Companions (as-sahâba), the following 

generation (at-t©biò¾n), then the scholars, the leading figures of the various 

sciences and schools of law, kept referring to the context, causes (asbâb), and 

chronology of revealed verses. The sciences and commentaries of the Quran 

(ñul¾m al-Qurò©n and at-tafâsîr), the study of the Prophetôs life (as-sîra), and the 

classification of Prophetic traditions (ñul¾m al-hadîth) are areas of study that 

were set up while taking into account the historicality of the revealed Word as 

well as of the Prophetôs speech and action.
589

 

What is said above, besides the clear cut distinction between the divine and human, is 

that ñHuman intelligence alone, then, can determine the contents of the timeless principle 

drawn from the text, while necessarily taking into account its relation to the social and 

historical context of its enunciation.ò
590

 In more contemporary scholarly terms, the 

human interpreter of the divine is an old practice in the Islamic tradition, and is a form of 

ñapplied hermeneutics.ò
591

 What went wrong with time is not this very approach, which 

takes the context into account, but ñthe norms and limits of such contextualizing.ò
592

 

(Integrating the context again falls within Ramadan´s reform.  This will be explained 

after these preliminary notes.)  

 As to the Sunna, the second point, some liberals want to do without it in reading 

the tradition and fundamentals of fiqh. For Ramadan, the Sunna ñremains an essential 

source to determining Islamic norms and practicesò and disqualifying it will simply be 

rejected by most Muslims, because the Prophetic tradition explains a lot of the divine 

messages. The prayer pillar, for example, is not explained in detail in the Quran and only 

the Sunna does.  For Ramadan, these two main sources ñare by no means obstacles to a 

historical, contextualized, and critical reading.ò What is important to be done ñis to 

determine categories and norms that must make it possible to remain both faithful to the 

creed as such and coherent as to the questions raised by intelligence when faced with the 
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evolution of sciences and of societies.ò
593

 But these norms of intelligence and faith to be 

developed do not have to go unrestrained, through an ijtihad that ignores rigorous 

methods that stem from faith and does not deviate from it. This makes the third point, 

which Ramadan rejects from the liberals.  

 Ijtihad as an intellectual process for the interpretation of the scriptures has always 

been practiced following óstrict, and indeed legitimate, conditionsò from the outset of 

Islamic sciences.  It could ñonly be carried out in the light of knowledge of the general 

message, of its various levels of enunciation, of the categories of the sciences (ñulûm) and 

methodologies, and of the rules (qaw©òid) applied to scriptural texts, grammar (nahw), 

semantics (maòn©), and morphology (sarf).ò Thus, it ñhas never been considered a free 

interpretation of texts, open to the critical elaboration of individuals with no knowledge 

of Islamic sciences nor of the conventions and norms that text specialists and their 

procedures are bound to follow.ò
594

 Ijtihad has always been based on two fundamental 

bases, as the earlier story of Muad Ibn Jabal and the Prophet for example illustrates: 1) it 

could be practiced only if the scriptures do not have clear answers and are silent about 

certain issues; 2) reasoned and reasonable ijtihad has always been founded on the idea of 

remaining faithful to the message of religion, despite time and space differentials in 

which it is practiced. Its other conditions, related to the scholar and methodology as well 

as mastery of various sciences, all revolve around these two fundamentals.
595

  

 In contemporary debate on reform, three tendencies about ijtihad could be 

outlined. One tends proclaims that ijtihad is part of faith and should be practiced 

constantly. The other tends to forbid it for fear of deviating from the scriptures, and as a 

way of admiration for the early guiding schools. The third tends to deny its legitimacy 

since it is seen as a kind of rigid literary reading. The majority falls within the first 

tendency which sees ijtihad as ñindispensableò to face contemporary challenges. 

Ramadan also belongs to this category. He is for constant ijtihad practice for reform, 

ñnecessary ñrenewalò and constant ñreformò thus lie at the very heart of the requirement 
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of faith and faithfulness that accompanies the believing conscience through life and 

through history.ò
596

 

 Ramadan argues against the literalists and equally against the ñprogressistsò in 

their perception of ijtihad.
597

 Ramadan cautions against making of ijtihad an easy process 

in the hand of every ordinary reader who has not followed training in Islamic sciences. 

He puts their claim in the following: ñthe ñreform of Islamò will only be possible when 

every Muslim (whatever his or her degree of knowledge in the matter) has the right to 

exercise their own ijtih©d [é].ò He then comments, warningly: ñThe laudable intention 

to ñdemocratizeò Islamic thought here takes on a dangerous aspect of downward leveling 

that disqualifies the basic conditions associated with the legal understanding of a text and 

the elaboration of its possible interpretationsò [Emphasis added].
598

 Ramadan believes 

that more ñopen,ò ñprogressive,ò and ñmodernò readings, ñoneôs own ijtihad,ò can be 

misleading, and dangerous. Some current violent extremism in interpretation are an 

example.
599

  

 The critique Ramadan launches on both the literalists and liberals, and softly on 

the reformists, is rooted in tradition. The concepts of reform and islah (innovation), and 

basically their moral meanings, are referred to in Quran and the Sunna. They were 

revived during the naỠỈa as tajdid (revival, innovation) and islah (renovation). This 

double critique does not aim at dissociating Muslims from their past, ñNeglecting such a 

fundamental [i.e. ijtihad] would be not only disrespectful but also, above all, a sort of 

guilty madness, cutting off Muslims from their heritage under the pretext of having them 

ñmove forwardò toward the ñmodernò [é] in the name of an illusory progress removed 
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from its roots.ò
600

 He reaches with his critique the idea of modernity that he critiqued in 

earlier books: 

If modernity, progress in any era, means ñbreaking away from tradition,ò then 

such modernity may very well be the euphemistic expression of a state of being 

that has no landmarks, no history, no principles, no vision. A modernity that 

rejoices in its situation without really knowing what it is. That is madness, 

alienation.
601

 

It is by dints of remaining faithful to this tradition that ñthe best way of devising new 

paths toward the futureò becomes unavoidable.
602

  ñRadical reformò tries to build on this 

tradition but still goes beyond what the reformists have been calling for since the 1870s. 

ñWe have reached limits.ò
603

 ñI am not, therefore, speaking about the same reform.ò
604

 I 

below go on exploring what I call Ramadanôs ñradical reform agenda.ò 

ñRadical Reform Agendaò 

ñRadical reform agendaò contains three basic propositions. One, the Muslim 

world, including the dispersed minorities, has to recognize the modalities of reform, and 

differentiate between ñadaptive reformò and ñtransformation reformò: the first entails 

religious, legal and philosophic reform to adapt to the scientific evolutions of the world; 

the last entails spiritual and scientific reform to ñact on the real, to master all fields of 

knowledge, and to anticipate the complexity of social, political, philosophic, and ethical 

challenges.ò Two, the geography of the sources of uἨȊl al-fiqh have to be reconsidered; 

this means that scholars of the context (ulama´ al-waqi´), of various sciences have to be 

integrated in the reading of the sources, along with the scholars of the text (ulama´ 

anusus), to establish together the ethical grounds of Islam´s message in the world. Three, 

which is the outcome of the first two propositions, means that scholarly authority that 

studies the maqǕ id and their ethical message have to be shared by the two types of 
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scholars; this shifts ñthe center of gravity of authorityò from the text scholars to the 

center, where it is shared by both types of scholars.
605

  

From ñAdaptation Reformò to ñRadical Reformò 

In light of the three categories that receive criticism from Ramadan, I could infer 

that the reformists, to whose line of thought he says he belongs, are softly criticized, and 

that the move ahead has to be envisioned. I then believe that when he speaks of 

ñadaptation reformistsò he speaks of the reformists. For him, the reformists have 

attempted to revive the objectives of the Sharia, by being close to the real, but that 

reformism reached limits, because it kept just adapting, in Ramadan´s view. That era of 

adaptive ijtihad has to be overcome: 

Centuries of referring to ijtihâd certainly did make things progress, but this 

remains highly inadequate because crises are still there and are even getting 

deeper, and Muslims seem to be at a loss for a vision and projects for the present 

and future. [é]
606

  

Why does recourse to ijtihâd, so long called for, fail to produce the expected 

renewal? Why has the innovative, bold, creative spirit of early times given way to 

timid approaches that only consider reform in terms of adapting to the world and 

no longer with the will and energy to change it? How can we explain this divide, 

this huge gap between the ñIslamic sciencesò (or ósacred sciencesò) and all the 

ñother sciences,ò defining distinct and well-secured fields of authority, but 

making it impossible to respond adequately to the challenges of our time? 
607

 

The inability of contemporary ijtihad and tajdid enterprises to reground the Islamic 

sciences and incapacitate them for contribution, instead of mere adaptation ñchallenge[s] 

us to go back to the roots of problems, [é] the fundamentals and sources of usûl al-

fiqh.ò
608

  

 For Ramadan, ñadaptation reformò is passive in coping with the world challenges. 

It has the capacity and attitude to keep abreast of reality changes, but it ññadaptsò to what 
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the world is becoming as if that were fated.ò So, adaptation scholars try ñto protect oneôs 

ethics in the face of an evolution one acknowledges without going so far as to dispute the 

very nature of that evolution.ò It does not raise fundamental questions about the changes 

it keeps up with, but merely responds passively to protect its ethical traits.  Its ñprotective 

postureò is limited in scope: ññAdaptation reformò is indeed imperative, but its scope is 

limited: it means observing the world, noting its changes then coming back to the texts to 

suggest new readings, alleviations, or exemptions in their implementation.ò
609

 With this 

attitude, scholars keep adjusting the limits of religion to the status quo of the world, by 

enlarging the formalistic permissions and prohibitions, al ỠalǕl wa al ỠarǕm: 

The ethical demand is trapped inside legal elaboration alone (with its formalism 

and technicality), and is reduced to the formulation of fiqh, and timid judgments 

(fatwâ), formally conservative and often marginal. The inspiration of the ethical 

demand that, moved by faithfulness to conscience, questions the worldôs order 

and human practices in the name of respect for nature and for men, in the name of 

justice and coherence, seems to have lost its energy or to have simply disappeared 

from a reformism that keeps adapting and eventually ends up acknowledging the 

very terms pointing to its own disqualification.
610

 

With adaptation reform, the dimensions of ethics and justice that the message of religion 

is about become lost in ñprotective posturesò because the world order status is taken for 

granted and its basics are not questioned to be changed. Adaptation means that ñIslam 

and Muslims are expected to adapt and not to contribute and propose their own 

answers.ò
611

 At the same time, Muslims themselves find themselves unable to contribute 

a ñdeep and constructive ñcriticism of modernity, or of ñpostmodernity,ò and in utmost 

cases they ñattempt to Islamize it,ò in case they donòt reject it.
612

 ñContemporary tajdîd 

looks for solutions to the problems raised, it follows, answers, and adapts, but it fails to 

anticipate and project into the future and it thus has neither the purpose nor the means of 

transforming reality.ò
613

 Adaptation reform ends in becoming an ñintellectual 
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assimilationò that surrenders its intelligence ñto the decrees of the prevailing order,ò 

headed by Western elites.
614

  

On the other side of adaptation, Ramadan suggests ñtransformation reformò which 

is more dynamic, more demanding, and contributive to the debate of world change based 

on ethical dimensions. Among its definitions goes this one: 

 ñTransformation reformò is more exacting, in that it adds a further step, and 

condition, to the whole process. It aims to change the order of things in the very 

name of the ethics it attempts to be faithful to, in other words, to add a further step 

going from the texts to the context to act on the context and improve it, without 

ever accepting its shortcomings and injustices as matters of fate (to which one 

would simply have to adapt).
615

 [Emphasis added] 

The fact that transformation reform aims at ñchanging the order of thingsò requires that it 

acquires high knowledge of the context, as well as human and exact sciences that are 

available. ñReconciling conscience with science is imperative.ò
616

 With such an opening, 

a ñnew reading of the textò becomes possible. Otherwise said, transformation reform 

touches the fundamentals: ñTransformation reform thus involves questioning not only the 

practice of fiqh but also, more essentially, the sources and fundamentals of that fiqh (usûl 

al-fiqh).ò
617

 When the text and the context ï or conscience based on faith, and science 

based on ethics - converge, ña reform aiming to change the worldò becomes feasible.
618

 

This reform will open up to the scholars of the context, instead of being based on the 

scholars of texts only, affect authority, and fundamentally trace new Islamic ethical 

objectives. These elements are discussed next. 
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ñNew Geography of the Sources of Law and Jurisprudenceò  

 Transformation reform is based on a ñnew geography of the sources of law and 

jurisprudence.ò This new geography has a mindscape impact on the understanding of the 

Way (Sharia) and its objectives (maqǕid). And since the authority of interpretation is 

still in the hands of classical ulema, scholars of the text, Ramadan starts from there in 

outlining his project. He proposes three prerequisites for transformational reform: 1) the 

integration of the Universe as a second Book of reference, 2) the integration of context 

expert scholar in the interpretation of the sources, 3) and the recognition of his/her 

specialization as equal to the text scholar in authority. I start with these prerequisites in 

reverse (3
rd

, then 2
nd

, then 1
st
) to structure them according to my reading, which will end 

up with the first prerequisite as the leading one in outlining further ethical objectives of 

Sharia.   

 For authority, and since transformation reform is supposed to be radical, 

hierarchical reading authority of the scriptures is no longer supposed to be monopolized 

by the classical ulema who are experts on the so-called ñIslamic sciencesò that focus on 

the Quran, the Sunna, and the other developed schools of law and methodologies of 

research. These scholars lack knowledge on the complexities of the new social and exact 

sciences:   

The new geography of the sources of law that I suggest clearly and deliberately 

entails shifting the center of gravity of religious and legal authority in 

contemporary Muslim societies and communities. We can no longer leave it to 

scholarly circles and text specialists to determine norms (about scientific, social, 

economic, or cultural issues) while they only have relative or superficial, second-

hand knowledge of complex, profound, and often interconnected issues.
619

 

Authority here will not move from one axis to another. It will be shared by at least text 

and context scholars. Ramadan does not limit this authority to Muslim scholars alone, or 

to the ósecularò or ñneutralò scholars alone. Because the idea is to be contributive to the 

world at large, non-Muslim experts are also welcomed to take part. More than that, the 
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ordinary Muslims themselves have to contribute by opening up to the new interpretations 

and use of dynamic intelligence.  

For the second prerequisite, which merges the third and the first, that text scholars 

(Ԁulam©ԁ an-nusûs) as well as context scholars (Ԁulam©ԁ al-w©qiԀ) are expected ñto 

participate on an equal footing in elaborating ethical norms in the different fields of 

knowledge.ò
620

 Text scholars have to go beyond classically defined objectives of the 

Sharia and work together to draw out and conceptualize new higher objectives that 

correspond to the complexity of sciences and broad knowledge which context scholars 

have to be expert in.  This means that both have to develop double specializations, each 

has to get to know more about the expertise of the other, so that they could understand the 

levels of the debate they are involved in.
621

 They have to devise ña dynamic fiqhò
622

 

through ñapplied ijtihad.ò
623

  

 As to the first and guiding prerequisite, it requires the inclusion of the Universe as 

a second complementary Book to the Book of Revelation. This is the case since the 

Universe imposes itself on the human intelligence as a book, with its rules, laws, 

principles, semantics, grammar, and signs,ò and thus it becomes imperative to include it 

on equal footing with the Book of Revelation, as a fundamental source of law.
624

 Clearly 

said, Ramadan says: 

The point is then to clearly place the two Books, the two Revelations, the text, and 

the Universe on the same levelðas sources of lawðand consequently, to 
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integrate the different universes of the sciences and their various areas of 

knowledge and specialties into the formulation of legal rulings about very specific 

scientific, social, or economic issues.
625

 

The inclusion of the Universe as a pillar, and not simply as complementary element, in a 

reformed comprehension of the Islamic Revelation and Sunna, is the main contribution in 

RamadanËs work. It is his ñCopernican Revolution.ò He targets revising the very 

fundamental tenets of the sources of law in Islam. Ramadan admits that early classical 

schools took the Universe as their guidance in interpreting the scriptures, but adds that 

their success in their interpretation was due to their mastery of the limited social and 

scientific complexities. This is no longer the case with the contemporary modern world 

which is beyond mastery of scholars of the texts alone. Social and exact sciences are vast 

in their horizons and understanding them needs new methodologies:  

The Universe, the social and human context, has never been considered as a self-

standing source of law and of its production. It is this status, this qualitative 

differentiation in authorityðbetween the text and the contextðthat to my mind is 

a problem today. Early scholars were intimately familiar with the environments in 

which and for which they made the laws, and this is why they were so confident, 

creative, and pragmatic. The world has grown more complex, local practices are 

connected to the global order, all the spheres of human action are interdependent 

and interconnected, and it is impossible for scholars today to grasp this 

complexity with the same confidence as early scholars.
626

 

 Ramadan goes back to the sources to solidify his project from within. ñWe should 

therefore go back to the beginning and ask ourselves what scriptural sources ultimately 

tell us about the role of the Universe, creation, and the human and social contexts in the 

elaboration of law and jurisprudence.ò
627

 He heavily uses Quranic verses and Prophetic 

hadiths to argue that the Islamic faith is based on a profound conversation with the 

universe. This conversation is called for through the contemplation of creation, nature, 

and humankind, and through the understanding of the idea of Tawhid, history of previous 
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nations and prophets, willed diversity among nations and cultures, and the need to 

understand them as His ósignsò (ayat) to understand Allah and his omnipresence: 

The Universe is a space that speaks to the mind and heart and reveals the meaning 

of Creation. [é] The Heavens and the Earth, night and day, space and time, 

testify to the presence and infinite generosity of the One who has laid out the 

Universe like an open book pervaded with ósignsò offered to peopleôs minds and 

hearts. The notion of ósignsò (âyât, sing. ayah) is essential and from the very 

beginning it establishes a correspondence between orders.
628

 [The order of the 

written Revelation and the Revelation of Universe] 

Though he stresses that ñThe written Revelation is a teaching,ò
629

 Ramadan 

simultaneously stresses that the fact that the universe is an open book that the written one 

complements ñis not, however, a teleological approach where the worldôs supposed goals 

would confirm, a posteriori, the existence of divine intents.ò Though it contains certain 

scientific and historical references, Ramadan denies that the written Revelation, the 

Quran, could be considered a book of science or history. It is a book of guidance. It 

ñneither stifles nor directs the mind, it liberates it at the heart of the Universe: the world 

speaks by itself, autonomously, and it is human intelligenceôs task to understand its 

language, its vocabulary, its semantics, its rules, its grammar, and its order.ò What the 

written Book strongly recommends is that ñit calls on the human mind to engage all its 

critical, analytical, and scientific potential in its quest for knowledge.ò
630

 The first word 

of revelation on the Prophet was ñiqraËò (read).  With this reading of the universe, 

Ramadan moves away from the orthodox idea of Islamic sciences that prove, a 

posteriori, what the written Revelation contains. This is a practice of adaptation reform; it 

goes from the scientific findings that the universe reveals with time, adopts them, and 

Islamizes them. He considers these readings ñinoperative,ò ñcounter-productive,ò 

ñdangerousò in the long run, and are a failure.
631

 What harmonizes the two orders and 

Books is the ethical reference.  
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The ñethical referenceò in Islam is based on the harmony of the same orders 

invoked above, the two Books. The ñethical consciousò reconciles the ñwhyò the ethical 

heart raises and the ñhowò the intelligent mind invokes.
632

 Ramadan admits certain 

possible confusion between orders and how to proceed, but proposes a way out. It ñof 

course establishes a priori causes, called postulates in philosophical terminology,ò but 

that does not mean it creates barriers to research; its postulates aim at preventing 

dangerous consequences and manipulation of its achievements (e.g., genetic 

manipulations).
633

 For clarity, Ramadan suggests methodological separation at work in 

various fields, but union in prospecting the outcome, which should be ethical:  

There are, properly speaking, no ñIslamic sciences,ò nor ñIslamic medicine,ò nor 

ñIslamic economics,ò but ñIslamic ethicsò assists in the treatment of texts, study 

of the human body, or in the conduct of commercial affairs. To avoid being 

misled by formulations that connect without harmonizing, it is imperative to 

distinguish ethical goals from scientific methods, not to divorce them but to 

uniteðto reuniteðthem as we should, in an approach that integrates higher 

objectives and scientific techniques while avoiding the dangerous and 

counterproductive confusion of the religious, ethical, and scientific orders.
634

  

The integration of the universe as ñan autonomous and complementary source of legal 

elaborationò
635

 has positive consequences on the list of the objectives the Sharia has to 

account for in its reform. 

 Ramadan is not satisfied with the five-six main objectives of the Sharia which 

first came into use by al-Juwayi, al-Ghazali, Imam Malik, and later by al-Shatibi, as 

referred to before. This dissatisfction was echoed already in the 13
th 

and 
14th

 century. For 

instance, The Maliki jurist, Shihab ad-Din al-Qarafi (1228ï1258) added a sixth to the list 

of the five objectives of Sharia, namely the protection of Ԁird (honor). Ibn Taymiyyah 

(1263ï1328) was probably the first scholar to depart from the notion of confining the 

maqǕid to a specific number. Ibn Ashur (d. 1973) has opened the scope of the maqǕid 

to include the preservation of the social order, promotion of the wellbeing and 
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righteousness (ἨalǕỠ) of the community, preservation of the family, etc. The renowned 

contemporary scholar Yusuf al-Qaradawi (b. 1926) has extended the list of the maqǕid 

to include human dignity, freedom, social welfare and human fraternity among the higher 

maqǕid of the Sharia. Ahmed Raysuni (b. 1953) develops others, and calls for ñethical 

necessitiesò (aỈarȊriyǕt al-akhlǕqiyya). Ramadan acknowledges these early and current 

developments.
636

 Still, for his project, he distinguishes between two axes of objectives: a 

vertical axis that distinguishes objectives according to their global or more specific 

character; and a horizontal axis that establishes a separate list of objectives for each level 

established on the vertical scale.
637

  

On the first level, ñthe most important purpose and objective of the Wayò is 

twofold: ñthe protection both of ad-dînðin the sense of a conception of life and death 

stemming from recognition of the One and of the Wayðand of al-maslahahðin the 

sense of the common good and interest of humankind and of the Universe.ò
638

 This, all in 

all, makes of the Way a holistic approach to life and death. On the second level, which 

makes the pillars of the first, it is composed of ñthree fundamental objectivesò: respecting 

and protecting Life (hayâh), Nature (khalq, tab´òah), and Peace (salâm).
639

 If the first 

two could be understood from the details provided above, the pillar of Peace is added to 

emphasize that without it neither dǭn/ religion nor the common good/ maslaha could be 

achieved. To establish peace, ethical jihad on all levels has to guide the path towards 

establishing peace, against oppression and injustice.
640

 On the third level, it is 

humankind´s being and action, as individual and as groups that are targeted. The list of 

objectives here could read as follows: ñpromoting and protecting Dignity (of humankind, 

living species, and Nature), Welfare, Knowledge, Creativity, Autonomy, Development, 

Equality, Freedom, Justice, Fraternity, Love, Solidarity, and Diversity.ò
641
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For the sub-levels, the individual is centralized. The objectives Ramadan 

enumerates involve ñpromoting and protecting Physical Integrity, Health, Subsistence, 

Intelligence, Progeny, Work, Belongings, Contracts, and our Neighborhoods.ò
642

 With 

regards the group, he says that the classical scholars did not pay attention to this category, 

and its growing importance now needs considerations and recognition. For the group, it is 

essential, within the Way objectives, ñto promote and protect the Rule of law, 

Independence (self-determination), Deliberation, Pluralism, Evolution, Cultures, 

Religions, and Memories (heritage).
643

 These objectives, on all levels and axes, are 

fundamentally encircled by ñethics of the heart.ò The Way nurtures ñethics of the heartò 

through ñEducation (of the heart and mind), Conscience (of being and responsibility), 

Sincerity, Contemplation, Balance (intimate and personal stability), and Humility.ò
644

 

The ethical reference is, for Ramadan, a sign of being faithful not only to the written 

Book but also to the open Book, the universe, which requires equal care and 

consideration; that is why it cares more about the scientific quality before its quantity.
645

  

From the classical five to six objectives he reaches forty one in his categorization. He by 

no means intends the list to be limited. His idea is that with specialization and 

involvement of scholars of the context, minute details could lead to elaborating other 

objectives. 

The ethical reference may seem like a limitation in Ramadan´s project, for it 

broadly questions modern achievements as well as classical legacy. Ramadan is aware of 

this challenge. He affirms that ñthe reform I call for is difficult.ò
646

 I refer to two notes 

here, among others: modernity, and shared responsibility/pluralism. For modernity, over 

and again, Ramadan says that the fact that the ethical is stressed upon is not a limitation 

to human progress and research, or an aspect of antagonism with modernity. Rather, it is 

a way of rendering the modern times more cognizant of humankind´s dignity, which has 

to be preserved. Ramadan is aware that he is read as a ñthreat to the Westò and as a 

reformist who adds nothing new to the debate apart from aiming at ñIslamizing 
                                                           
642

 Ibid., 142 
643

 Ibid. 
644

 Ibid., 141 
645

 Ibid., 148 
646

 Ibid., 152 



202 

 

modernityò in a ñreconquest agenda.ò Ramadan refutes these claims as superficial, 

political ñcaricatured relationship of otherness or, most often, of confrontation, distrust, 

and powerò
647

: 

More ethics in science, politics, and economics at the heart of the modern era does 

not mean refusing ñmodernityò but calling for the dignity of humankind in history 

[é]. I am far from wishing to ñIslamize modernityò [é]. It [his work] does not 

consist in refusing ñmodernityò nor in resisting the West (which is a construct that 

does not exist) but rather in striving to promote a global Islamic ethics aiming to 

regulate human action: such ethics can only be nurtured by the input of all the 

worldôs civilizations, and it must certainly contribute to an open and pluralistic 

reflection.
648

 

Ramadan disagrees with his detractors that see in any reformist effort an attempt either to 

Islamize modernity or to merely adopt modernity fully. For him,  

Not only is this double reduction (modernity is Western and only the West 

produces the universal) groundless philosophically, historically, and scientifically, 

its binary character (the ñWestò versus ñthe othersò; ñmodernityò versus 

ñtraditionò) is also deeply ideological, particularly arrogant, and, in the long run, 

dangerous.
649

  

The Western appropriation of the modern is also a way of saying that any attempt by a 

non-Western religion or civilization to find its own answers to contemporary challenges 

means refusing universals and resisting modernity.
650

 So, whether the project will end in 

traditionalism, modernity, or postmodernity, Ramadan says that it is based on ñmature 

thoughtò and can take from any of these what serves its dynamic ethical reference, 

without being purely a closed system (traditional), an imitating one (Western modernity), 

or a ñrootless/soullessò one (postmodernity).
651
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Ramadan´s project, based on the ethical reference, is also rooted in dialogue 

among civilizations, and shared responsibility. The project requires joint, pluralist, 

efforts.  Reform here does not wait a charismatic leader or a particular scholar; it is the 

responsibility of everyone, including non-Muslims.
652

 This means that reform requires 

readiness of the intellect. Three Intellectual dispositions are underlined here to pave the 

way for an acceptable and open reform: humility, and that means that the universals are 

not exclusive to a particular religion or civilization, and ñgood modernityò cannot be 

monopolized; respect, and that means taking equality of and among the others as 

fundamental; and coherence, based on ñconstant critical assessmentò of oneËs outlook of 

the world.
653

   ñGlobal Islamic ethicsò is founded on ñan open and pluralistic reflectionò 

which individuals as well as groups share: ññReforming Islamò is a meaningless formula; 

what matters is to know what Muslimsðreforming their understandingðcan contribute, 

without dogmatism and in collaboration with other traditions, to the ethical reform of the 

contemporary world.ò
654

 Ramadan´s pluralist view becomes clearer in The Quest for 

Meaning. 

The Quest for Meaning is pluralist in references and universalist in outlook. 

Broadly, it merges the religious with the philosophic and centralizes the human. No 

particular religious or philosophy is focalized. They are considered as one, because they 

all have to serve the individual in achieving an understanding of the self in the pluralist 

universe. It bridges gaps and seeks meaning of the self in the diverse universe. It raises 

existential questions in the modern area which experiences ñconflicts of perceptionsò and 

ñlack of meaning and confidence.ò Meaning, The Universal, Toleration and Respect, 

Fraternity and Equality, Faith and Reason, Ethics, Tradition and Modernity, Belonging 

and Civilizations, Emotion and Spirituality, Female and Male, Love, Forgiveness are the 

themes of The Quest´s fourteen chapters. The Quest for Meaning could be read as the 

highest stage in Ramadan´s thought. More particularly, it works consequently as an 

explanation of his work on the Islamic tradition which he tries to bring back to the 

universal, by always referring to it, and world religions and philosophies. In my reading 
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here, I focus on his idea of ñmeaningò as a way of rendering ñpeaceò back to the 

individual and thus to the world,  ñfor the quest for meaning is indeed a quest for 

peace.ò
655

 It should be remembered that he makes ñpeaceò stand third in the order of the 

objectives of Sharia, after the protection of ñlifeò and ñnature.ò 

Summarizingly for my purpose, I sketch the philosophy of the whole book 

through its opening and ending sections, where the ñoceanò and ñwindowò terms come to 

signify ñwideò and ñnarrowò perceptions of the world, respectively. The idea is to 

journey, to go out, sail, and fail, but to discover the self, the other, and with the discovery 

of the other, to discover the plurality of man and the pluralism of the world, far from any 

religious and philosophical basis and bias: ñWe have to set out, ask the essential 

questions and look for meaning. We have to travel towards ourselves and rediscover a 

taste for questions, constructive criticism and complexity.ò
656

  

Ramadan claims that, because of the lack of genuine ñprojectsò and a lack of 

ñconfidence [é] in ourselves, confidence in others, confidence in God and/or man, 

and/or the future [é.] fear, doubt and distrust are imperceptibly colonizing our hearts and 

minds.ò
657

 This fear builds false perceptions of others and of the unknown world around 

us, and starts ñprojectingò itself on to, instead of having projects with, other subjects or 

objects. A true beginning, Ramadam claims, is that of ñhumbly [é] admitting that we 

have nothing more than points of view, in the literal sense, and that they shape our ideas, 

our perceptions and our imagination.ò
658

 The ways out, then, are two: to keep the window 

perspective on the world, by describing it from where we are, the window, or to go out 

into that world, that subject or object, and plunge into it, know it, and know ourselves 

through it, and then look back to the window to find out how ignorant we were of the 

world ahead of us. This second view is ñoceanic,ò vast, and full of humanity, while the 

first ñwindowò view is individualist, reductionist, and exclusivist. The second way, which 

Ramadan takes, is to heal the ñconflict of perceptionsò that some cultures may have over 

others. As he writes, ñThis is what I call a philosophy of pluralism, which states that, by 
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immersion in the object per se, we will be able to meet human beings, or subjects, with 

their traditions, their religions, their philosophies, their aesthetics and/or their 

psychologies.ò
659

  

For Ramadan, the need for genuine pluralism requires a journey towards meaning, 

meaning that also finds its significance in pluralism itself. It is a circle of thoughts where 

pluralism and meaning are in a process of give and take, and where the dilution of one 

means the shallowness of the other. To set off for meaning, and thus for pluralism, one 

must not carry with oneself any religious or philosophic weight, for they imprison the 

journeyer in an established, presupposed set of mind, while the quest is for a ñnew we.ò 

In finding this ñnew we,ò one finds ña shared universal,ò ñthe universal can only be a 

universal that is shared.ò
660

 This means that exclusivism and self-standing as unique for 

particular human groups or civilizations does not make sense, and as individuals interact, 

so do civilizations, ñJust as there is no such thing as an exclusive or pure identity, there is 

no such thing as a uniform or homogeneous civilization.ò
661

 For such a realization ñWe 

all have to learn to bring about a real Copernican revolution within ourselves,ò based on 

ñhumility, coherence, the ability to listen, respect and love.ò
662

    

 What I have tried to do until now is that I have followed the development of 

Ramadan´s thought from his earlier works until the recent ones. I consider what I take 

from his books to be the gist of his work. What I do not stress in a book I leave to the 

next one because I see it stressed there, which is how and why I have structured my 

reading of him accordingly, moving from the specific, the Islamic, to the universal, from 

the legal to the ethical and humanist. All the work done until now is theoretical. The next 

part of the work is practical. It concerns case studies that involve Muslims in general, and 

European Muslims in particular, though in many books Ramadan speaks to both as if 

they were one category, for they both need to participate in the ñCopernican Revolutionò 

envisaged in transformation reform. This is the case since he considers that reform needs 

to touch all Muslims, be they a minority in the West or a majority elsewhere. Reference 
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in the practical cases is on issues that concern European Muslims, without being limited 

to them: secularism, citizenship, political participation, women rights, education, 

environment, economics, science, all stamped by the ethical reference.  

2. European Islam within Radical Reform   

 The reform Ramadan suggests touches all the ñconcerned Muslims,ò the ones who 

still believe in it be they practitioners of its five pillars of Islam or just believers of its six 

pillars of iman (faith), wherever they are. Yet, two main geopolitical areas seem to take 

priority over others, i.e. the countries that are composed of majority Muslims, or the West 

where they make a minority that has intensified the debate for the last thirty years or so, 

mainly in Europe. It is to the latter that I turn the focus to in this study.  

Based on the previous theoretical introduction, I argue that three main concepts in 

Ramadan´s project are essential in understanding his approach to the idea of Islam and 

Muslims in Europe. These concepts are 1) Sharia as the Way, 2) dǕr ash-Shahada, and 3) 

Ethics in face of formalistic jurisprudence. These concepts have been present in all his 

works from the early 1990s up to his recent works. The difference is in the degree of 

stress they receive in each book. Though there is a development in methodological 

considerations, the conceptualization of this development is not different throughout the 

texts he has written over the last twenty years or so. This means that the reader cannot 

feel a rupture or sudden break at a certain stage in his interpretation of practical issues in 

light of his theoretical framework. Yet, he underlines a note before tackling case studies: 

his reform agenda in its case studies is preliminary and needs expert scholars to be 

involved to push this work further, a note which saves his theoretical work from being a 

mere talk-show as case studies may be read. The three concepts influence the 

conceptualization of the practical issues to be referred to here: Muslim in Europe, in 

laïc/secular societies, citizenship, loyalty, human/woman rights, political participation, 

education, environment, science, arts, and ethics. Since the core of the content of 

Ramadan´s message is presented already in previous sections, here I will try to be brief, 

when I could, by making links between those general notions and the European context. 
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a. Sharia as the Way: beyond Formalistic Legalism 

In To be a European Muslim, where he goes through various scholastic 

interpretations of the Islamic jurisprudence on matters of Muslim minorities outside the 

land of Islam, Ramadan does clearly not do without the Islamic sciences. What he does is 

to call for reading them in the European context in light of the Islamic global vision. The 

passage below is long but it summarizes his vision of a possible European Islamic 

perspective: 

For Muslims living in Europe, it is of the greatest importance not only to know 

what these [Islamic] sciences actually are ïand how they are interconnected- but, 

more deeply, to be able to re-read the Islamic message with its original life force 

and acquire a global vision of the fields, studies and means at their disposal so 

that they can face their current situation. So that they cannot confuse one moment 

of their history with the essence of their Religion since, by means of the latter, the 

means are numerous and Islam´s global rulings offer a wide field of exploration 

and investigation. It is necessary to master these juridical instruments and, at the 

same time, know and understand the European context so that it is possible to 

answer the question, ever the same question: How to maintain a vivid Faith and 

be faithful to the Quran and prophetic teachings in Europe, in our new historical, 

social and political situation? In other words, how to be a European Muslim?
663

 

[Emphasis added] 

Ramadan is interested in developing independent Islamic sciences at the heart of a 

ñmaterialistic environmentò and without borrowing from the lands of origin, the lands 

from which the new European Muslims come from. He envisions an approach that goes 

beyond the science of minority fiqh which looks at Muslims as a ñdiaspora,ò minority 

jurisprudence (fiqh al-aqalliyat).
664

  

  Initially, it is the concept of Sharia that receives more focus especially in Europe. 

It is generally defined as Islamic law and jurisprudence, which is reductionist for 

Ramadan. ñIn the West, the idea of Sharia calls up all the darkest images of Islam: 

repression of women, physical punishments, stoning, and all other such things.ò
665

  In To 
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Be a European Muslim he presents it as ñthe way leading to the source,ò and that includes 

the branch of the creed (aqida), worship (ibadat), public affairs and personal laws 

(mu´amalat and hudud), and mysticism (tassawuf).
666

  In other words, if the Shahada 

(Testimony, first pillar in Islam) translates the idea of ñbeing Muslim,ò ñthe Shariôa 

shows us ñhow to be and remain Muslim.òò
667

 He clarifies this point this way: 

Being a Muslim means testifying that one believes in God in one´s heart and mind 

and that one recognizes the truthfulness of the Quranic revelation and of its 

Messenger.
668

  

How to be a Muslim covers all the dimensions of action which enable us to 

remain faithful to the testimony of faith, as well in the intimate sphere of spiritual 

and mystical approach and in that of law and jurisprudence at the individual and 

collective levels; it is the Shariôa, the way, the path to how to remain faithful to 

the source.
669

  

By ñbeing Muslimò one is already in the realm of Shariôa, and s/he tries to live it as far as 

s/he can, in daily life, and beyond the constraints of time and space. The ñhow to be 

Muslimò depends on the individual in his/her context, and that means that its 

implementation is ñflexible,ò ñregresses and progresses.ò
670

  

Being based on the three main sources (Quran, Sunna, and the Universe), 

distinguished as two books (written and open, text and context), the Sharia is 

ñuniversalist,ò based on ñrational investigationò and ñconstant dialectical movementò to 

match the real, the temporal, with the ideal, the divine: 
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Sustained by faith, strong in reasoning ability, and guided by ethical injunctions, a 

believing consciousness must live within his own time, at the heart of his society, 

among other human beings, and put his energy into this constant dialectical 

movement between the essential principles determined by Revelation and actual 

circumstances. In practice, the ñWay to faithfulnessò teaches us that Islam rests on 

three sources: the Qurôan, the Sunna, and the state of the world, or of our society 

(al-waqi).
671

 [Emphasis added] 

The Sharia as a dynamic notion based on reason aims at the preservation of the human 

ma la a, the common good, and the fact that ñit touches all the aspects of existenceò
672

 

makes of it universal (shumuliyat al-islam) and doable anytime, and anywhere, 

ñFaithfulness in time is possible only if human reason, using the instruments put at its 

disposal [ijtihad methods, etc.], is active and creative in putting forward original 

proposals in tune with the time and place.ò
673

 Shariás dynamic can lead to the 

ñCopernican revolutionò aspired to.
674

 Europe, as the abode of testimony (dǕr ash-

Shahada), makes no exception in this aspiration.  

b. The Abode of Testimony: beyond the Private Sphere   

 As a second complementary book, besides the written one, the universe is a space 

of testimony (dǕr ash-Shahada) to the Oneness of God. Europe is part of this universe 

and professing Shahada is witnessing that this world makes part of the Islamic world. 

ñThe whole land is a land of testimonyò
675

 since the Prophet taught us in a hadith that the 

ñthe whole world is a mosque.ò
676

 The universality of Islam, through the notion of 

Shahada makes of Europe a world of Islam, too. The abode of testimony comes as a 

result of Ramadan´s re-reading of Islamic minority fiqh which is known to have 

distinguished between the abode of Islam (dar al-Islam) and the abode of infidel or war 

(dar al-kufr or dǕr al Ỡarb) since its early development. The concept of war here does not 

necessarily mean a real state of war, but a definition to state that the land is not Islamic. 
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 Classically, the four main schools (madhahib) had very divergent views on a 

number of legal issues in minority jurisprudence, and no unanimity could be traced. 

Diversity marked this discipline. However, broadly, Muslim scholars, after the death of 

the Prophet, defined a land, or abode, according to four conditions. These are (1) the 

religion or culture of the population living in the land, (2) the ownership of the land, (3) 

the nature of the government, (4) the laws applied in the country. Henceforth, if the 

majority of the population is Muslim, the land was seen as part of the Islamic abode. If 

the majority of the land belongs to the Muslims, it is also Islamic. If the government is 

Islamic, at least the head of the state, and the Islamic reference in laws is present, the 

abode is again Islamic. Though the head of the state or the governing elite may be corrupt 

or unjust, the land can still be Islamic because the religious reference is not denied, but 

merely not respected.
677

 Focus on the main traits of the abode of Islam was made on the 

legal reference, whether it is based on the Islamic reference, and on security and peace, 

i.e. whether Muslims are in peace and live safely. This means that the opposing aspects of 

the abode of war are when the Islamic religious reference is absent and/or when security 

is not granted to the practicing Muslims.  

Ash-shafi´i (767 ï 820 CE) referred to the land of war as a land of treaty (dar al-

ahd), when Muslims have a treaty of peace with the non-Islamic lands.
678

 Faysal 

Mawlawi (b. 1941) preferred the concept of dar ad-da´wa, the abode of invitation to God 

and profession of Islam in public to remind people of God and spirituality.
679

  For 

Ramadan, the world now cannot be reduced to these binaries. The global movement of 

people as well as changes of Muslim as well as Western people makes this binary 

division of the world ósimplisticò and ñreductionist.ò
680

 The current world is no longer 

based on relations of ñabodesò but on relations of ñdifferent civilizations, religions, 

cultures and ethics, [é] and citizens.ò
681
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In the West, and particularly here in Europe, Muslims have to change their 

mindset and read their tradition differently. They have to live their faith in public. They 

can do that through shahada. That makes the European space an abode of shahada, of 

testimony. Shahada in RamadanËs conception stands first for the ñMuslim identity,ò or 

the ñMuslim personality,ò and for his/her responsibility before humankind as a believer: 

In light of the universal message and teachings of Islam (alamiyyat al-islam), we 

might fairly, I believe, consider the notion of shahada (testimony), insofar as it 

takes two important forms. The first goes back to the shahada that every Muslim, 

in order to be recognized as such, must pronounce before God and the whole of 

humankind, and by which he establishes his identity: ñthere is no god but God and 

Muhammad is His messenger.ò The second is connected with the responsibility of 

Muslims, according to the Qurôanic injunction, to ñbear witness [to their faith] 

before humankind.ò [Emphasis added]
682

  

This ñdouble function of shahadaò manifests itself on the impact it is supposed to have on 

the individual and his/her involvement in society, the universe s/he lives in. Its features 

make the ñMuslim personality.ò  

Features of the ñMuslim Personalityò in the Abode of Testimony  

Ramadan develops the seven principles about ñthe Muslim personalityò to show 

that the abode of Testimony/Shahada in Europe secures the Muslims the basic 

fundamentals to live their faith. Shahada first identities one as a Muslim who belongs to a 

community of faith (umma). Second, it prescribes to him to practice certain basic worship 

rituals. These first two make what he calls faith and spirituality fundamental principle 

[his italics]. Third, practice principle: once Shahada is professed, one is consciously free 

to practice it, and if not allowed, then freedom of conscience is denied him. Fourth, 

protection principle: in society, Shahada means to act in respect of God´s creation 

through respect of agreements and contracts with His creation; this means recognition of 

socio-political and economic rights of human dignity, and that makes part of the bond 

(amǕna) the Muslim has towards God and His people. Fifth, freedom principle: to be able 

to speak of God is also part of the idea of sharing the idea of God through shahada; it is 
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