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Recounting the Milestones-II 

Varieties of the Muslim Response: In the second chapter of his unpublished 

work, Recounting the Milestones: An Appraisal of Islam’s Encounter with 

Modernity, Basit Bilal Koshul identifies four types of Muslim response to 

modernity. The Isolationist Approach of conservative Ulama was based in the 

institutions of traditional Islamic scholarship, and was characterized by an 

absolute unwillingness to interact with the modern West. The Early Modernist 

Approach considered the modern West as a place of enlightenment, progress, 

and prosperity, and as the ideal to which the Muslims must aspire. The 

Revivalist Islam represents an attempt to reform Islam from within so that it is 

better able to respond to the Western challenge. Islam is defined as a Deen (as 

opposed to a “religion”) whose injunctions must be implemented in all aspects 

of the individual and collective life. Islam contains within it the resources to 

produce a modern society that is socially more moral, politically more just, and 

economically more equitable than any modern Western society. The 

Contemporary Modernist Approach is an attempt to annul those Islamic 

practices and obligations that are deemed incompatible with modern thought and 

institutions. The goal of all modernists is to construct various intellectual tools 

and methods that can be used to abrogate those practices and injunctions that are 

not compatible with modernity.  

 

Varieties of the Muslim Response 
Basit Bilal Koshul 

By the middle of the 19th century, it was clear to the Muslims that the 

West had surpassed them in all fields of human endeavor. In practical 

terms, this meant that the temporal glory of the Muslims had come to an 

end. But form their point of view this state of affairs created a 

paradoxical situation. There was no doubt that Islam is the true religion 

and Allah (SWT) has promised the believers that worldly glory would 

belong to them. Before their very eyes, however, Allah (SWT) had taken 

away their worldly dominion and handed it over to the infidel Europeans. 

The only way to resolve this paradox was to acknowledge the fact that a 

chasm had developed between the Muslims and Islam, and this 

acknowledgement has led to a variety of responses on the part of the 

Muslims. These responses can be roughly divided into four categories: 1) 

the conservative Ulama response; 2) the early modernist response; 3) the 

revivalist response, and 4) the modernist response.  

The responses of the conservative Ulama and of the early 

modernists represent the earliest reactions of Muslim thinkers to the 



challenge of modernity. The first response was purely defensive and 

limited to mere protection of Islamic beliefs and practices that were 

being threatened by modernity. This response was articulated and 

propagated by the traditional Ulama, a class that was based in the 

institutions of classical Islamic scholarship. The second response was an 

attempt at apologetic assimilation of Islamic beliefs and practices into 

modern thought and behavior. This latter response was voiced by 

members of a new class that emerged amongst the Muslims towards the 

later part of the 19th century, a class that was made up of individuals 

who had been exposed to a modern Western education. 

The Ashab Al-Kahf Approach 

Manazir Ahsan Gilani, a renowned Indian Muslim scholar of the 

20th century, has used Qur’anic symbolism to describe the purely 

defensive attempts of the traditional Ulama to counter the onslaught of 

modernity. The 18th Surah of the Qur’an narrates the story of a group of 

young believers (known in the West as the Seven Sleepers of Ephesus), 

who find it impossible to maintain their monotheistic beliefs in the 

dominant culture of pagan Rome. The pressure on them to renounce their 

beliefs is so intense that their very lives are threatened. Concerned about 

the integrity of their faith, the believers go into the mountains and hide in 

a cave. They take this drastic action after having come to the conclusion 

that it would be impossible for them to reconcile their faith with the 

dominant culture. 

The narrative of the Ashab Al-Kahf provides appropriate 

symbolism to describe the response of the traditional Ulama to the 

onslaught of the West in the 18th and 19th centuries. They saw the West 

as the home of corrupt religiosity (viz., Christianity) at the very least, if 

not outright disbelief and atheism. At the same time, they were fully 

cognizant of the fact that the Muslims were powerless to counter the 

political and military might of these infidels, because all such attempts 

had failed. Consequently, the only option available to them was total 

withdrawal from the mainstream in order to avoid contact with anything 

deemed Western. Contact with Western ideas, institutions, and 

individuals posed a direct threat to the integrity of one’s faith because all 

of these carried the virus of disbelief — a virus that easily infected 

anyone who came in close proximity. It mattered little to the proponents 

of this view that many Muslims, especially the educated elite, would 

deride and mock this radically isolationist attitude. For the Ulama, the 

preservation of one’s faith was to be the overriding concern. For them 

the choice was as clear as it was exclusive — one could either be a 



“Muslim” or a “modern,” but one could not be both at the same time. For 

the Ulama, there was no way to reconcile “Muslim” and “modern.” 

The proponents of this isolationist approach were based in the 

institutions of traditional Islamic scholarship. In the Indo-Pak 

Subcontinent, this variant of Islam’s response to the modern West found 

its most forceful expression in the Dar-ul-‘Uloom of Deoband. Even 

though it was established as late as 1866, this center of Islamic 

scholarship quickly developed a reputation that was second only to the 

thousand year old Al-Azhar University of Cairo as being the most 

prominent seat of Islamic scholarship in the Muslim world. The 

curriculum of the Indian school as well as its intellectual character shows 

the influence of the older Egyptian institution.  

For the traditional scholars at the Dar-ul-‘Uloom, the immediate 

and most pressing issue facing the Muslims was not the political and 

military ascendancy of the West but the fact that Islamic beliefs and 

practices had become polluted by myth, occultism, and superstition. This 

was largely due to the extensive interaction of Islam with the culturally 

dominant Hindu tradition. They argued that only after the Muslims 

purified their religion form these polluting sources could they hope for a 

change in their temporal fortunes. In the context of this analysis, the 

Western influx into the Muslim world was a threat because it became an 

additional source of foreign ideas that threatened to further obscure the 

teachings of Islam. In the campaign to purify Islam from foreign 

influences, the emphasis of the Deobandi school was uncompromising on 

the point that the Qur’an and Sunnah be the exclusive sources of Islamic 

belief and practice. Any article of faith or any religious practice that was 

not sanctioned by the Qur’an and the Sunnah had to be unconditionally 

repudiated by the Muslims. This uncompromising emphasis on religious 

puritanism became the defining characteristic of the Dar-ul-‘Uloom at 

Deoband.  

A glance at the foundational principles, drafted by Muhammad 

Qasim Nanotwi (1831-1879) and adopted by the founders of the Dar-ul-

‘Uloom, provides an enlightening insight into the inner logic that 

motivated them. The seventh principle deals with the financing of the 

institution’s activities: 

As long as there is no regular source of income for this 

School, up till that time, God-willing, this School will 

continue to function, solely due to the Grace of Allah. And if 

any regular source of income is found, such as an estate, 

factory, business, or a wealthy ruler’s patronage then it seems 

that the capital which is gained by directing all of one’s fears 



and hopes towards Allah — such capital will diminish and 

help from the Unseen will disappear. This will lead to friction 

among the workers. Consequently, a sense of uncertainty 

regarding the financing of this institution should be 

maintained. 

Principle No. 7: The involvement of the government and of 

wealthy individuals [in the functioning/financing of this 

School] also appears to be harmful.
1
 

The clear focus in these foundational principles is upon spiritual 

factors and very slight — one may even say a dismissive — concern for 

material factors. The Dar-ul-‘Uloom was not only able to survive but 

also flourish by adhering to this basic philosophy because it attracted 

individuals who firmly believed in these principles. Anwar Shah 

Kaashmiri (1875-1934), one of the leading Hadith scholars in the 

Subcontinent, taught at Deoband for many years without accepting any 

salary. While he was teaching at Deoband, he was offered a position at 

Dhaka University with a monthly salary of Rs. 1000 but he turned it 

down. Shaikh-ul-Hind Maulana Mahmood Hasan (1851-1920) taught at 

Deoband for nearly half a century on an income of only Rs. 75 per month 

— out of which he regularly donated Rs. 25 to the masjid.
2
 In an age that 

considered the material reality to be the only true reality, these hardy 

souls were proof positive that faith and spirituality had a real existence 

that had direct impact on the visible, material reality — an existence that 

was, nonetheless, independent of the visible world.  

Having affirmed the absolute authority of the Qur’an and Sunnah 

as being the exclusive legitimate sources of Islamic belief and practice, 

the Deobandi school used a rigidly scholastic approach rooted in the 

tradition of classical Islamic scholarship to interpret these sources. This 

scholasticism and link to classical Islam
3
 is best illustrated by the Dar-ul-

‘Uloom’s position on the issue of compulsory education for boys and 

girls. For the Deobandis, it was Islamically permissible to enact laws 

mandating compulsory primary education for boys. They, however, 

could find no Islamic sanction for Government enforced education of 

girls, and campaigned vigorously against it. The possibility that there 

might be an alternative “Islamic” position on a given issue different than 

that offered by the scholars of classical Islam was categorically ruled out. 

For them, questioning the categories, beliefs, and practices that had been 

labeled “Islamic” during the classical age of Islam was tantamount to a 

direct assault on Islam itself. They argued that any such re-evaluation 

would eventually open the floodgates of disbelief.  



The unwillingness of the traditional Ulama to modify their 

isolationist approach and constructively engage with modernity is best 

illustrated by the experiences of Muhammad Abduh (1849-1905) at Al-

Azhar in Cairo and of Shibli Nu‘mani (d. 1914) at Nadwat-ul-Ulama in 

Lucknow. Both of these individuals had been educated in the classical 

tradition of Islam but had been also exposed to the modern Western 

tradition. In principle, they agreed with the fundamental arguments of the 

proponents of the Ashab Al-Kahf approach. They recognized the fact that 

the beliefs and practices of the Muslims had to be cleansed of foreign 

influences, and that the Qur’an and Sunnah had to be considered the only 

sources of Islamic belief and practice. In addition, however, they also 

realized that the curriculum as well as the method of teaching in the 

Islamic educational institutions were antiquated and in need of reform. 

In the Subcontinent, Allama Shibli noted that the curriculum 

being used was more than 150 years old, and the texts were even older 

than the curriculum. During the middle of the 18th century Mulla 

Nizamuddin of Farangi Mahal (d.1747) had put together a course of 

study for students enrolled in Islamic educational institutions.
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 With the 

passage of time this curriculum, which came to be known as the Da-rs-i-

Nizami, was adopted in most of the major madaris (religious seminaries). 

Even though each madrasa made some slight modifications in the 

curriculum to reflect its own character, the major features of the 

curriculum survive even today. Among the texts that were a part of this 

curriculum in the days of Allama Shibli was a chapter from Ibn Sina’s 

Qanun titled “On Fevers” and twenty chapters from the works of Euclid. 

In addition to antiquated texts, the method of teaching 

emphasized rote learning and memorization at the expense of developing 

the ability of independent thought and analysis. The method of rote 

learning placed a great deal of emphasis on the text. Each subject 

consisted of studying a varying number of texts that dealt with the 

subject and a student was considered to have mastered the subject if he 

was able to pass an oral exam that tested how well he had memorized the 

texts. Because of this excessive focus on the text, the larger issues related 

to the subject under study were not given the attention that they 

deserved. 

Allama Shibli attempted to convince the faculty as well as the 

administration that both the curriculum and the method of teaching 

needed to be revised. As far as the curriculum was concerned the 

subjects dealing with science had to be updated because the science of 

the ancient Greeks and of classical Islam had been superceded by 

modern science. The theological subjects dealing with Islam also had to 



be strengthened by placing more emphasis on Arabic and Qur’anic 

sciences. As for the teaching method, rote memorization had to be 

replaced by a greater emphasis on cultivating an ability to think and 

analyze independently. Memorizing the texts of a given subject should 

not be considered equivalent to mastering the subject. In spite of his best 

efforts, however, Shibli was unable to implement his reforms due to the 

fierce opposition from some members of the faculty and administration.  

The reasons behind the opposition to Shibli’s reforms are best 

summed up by a retort received by Muhammad Abduh during his 

campaign to revise the curriculum and teaching method at Al-Azhar. 

Abduh tried to convince Muhammad Al-Anbabi, who was Shaikh Al-

Azhar at the time, to include the Muqaddima of Ibn Khaldun in the 

curriculum of the university. Al-Anbabi refused the request by stating 

that; “It would be against the tradition of teaching at Al-Azhar.”
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For the 

traditional Ulama, the tradition that they had inherited was practically 

inseparable from Islam itself. Anything that threatened this tradition was 

also a direct threat to Islam; consequently, the preservation of this 

tradition was synonymous with the preservation of Islam. Because of this 

link between Islam and tradition in the view of the Ulama, it is not 

surprising to find them adopting an extreme isolationist attitude in the 

face of hostile Western encroachment in the later part of the 19th 

century. 

The Early Modernists 

Rejecting the extreme isolation of the Ulama, an attempt was 

made to constructively interact with the modern West by the early 

modernists. Instead of Qur’anic symbolism we will turn to Muslim 

history to describe the defining characteristics of the approach of the 

early modernists. Towards the end of the first Christian millenium the 

vast bulk of classical Greek thought had been translated into Arabic, thus 

coming into contact with the Muslim intellectual tradition. Even though 

the classical Greek tradition was eventually absorbed and integrated by 

the classical Muslim thinkers, this was not a symmetrical process. 

Because numerous concepts and ideas of the ancient Greeks were not 

compatible with Islamic ideas and concepts, the confluence of classical 

Greek thought with the Islamic tradition often created a difficult 

predicament for the Muslims. When such a situation of incompatibility 

arose, one group of Muslims, who came to be known as the Ash‘arites, 

gave precedence to the Islamic idea/concept and rejected the Greek 

idea/concept. Another group, known as the Mu‘tazilites, chose to give 

precedence to the Greek idea/concept over the Islamic idea/concept. 

Because they could not explicitly reject the Islamic idea/concept, the 



Mu‘tazilites interpreted the Islamic idea/concept in such a way as to 

make it compatible with the Greek idea/concept. For the Mu‘tazilites, 

classical Greek thought, whether of the Platonic or the Aristotelean kind, 

provided the dominant conceptual framework with which Islamic 

thought had to conform. 

The early modernists can be considered latter day Mu‘tazilites. 

These individuals attempted to integrate Islamic thought and practice 

with modern Western notions on two levels — the social and the 

intellectual. On the intellectual level, a number of Muslim thinkers who 

had been exposed to a Western education, initiated an attempt towards 

the end of the 19th century to reconcile Islamic belief and practice with 

the dominant intellectual paradigm of the day, Newtonian physics. For 

these individuals, scientific rationality provided the dominant conceptual 

framework with which Islamic thought had to conform. Any Islamic 

belief or article of faith that fell outside the parameters of rational 

scientific thought was interpreted in such a way that it became 

compatible with the Newtonian paradigm. As far as these individuals 

were concerned, the very survival of Islam into the future depended upon 

the ability of the Muslims to make Islamic faith and belief compatible 

with modern science. On the social level, the early modernists attempted 

to reform Muslim society along the lines of Victorian England or 

Napoleonic France. European society was seen as the ideal of social 

organization that the Muslims had to imitate if they were to overcome 

their backwardness and poverty. Many of the social customs that were 

common among the Muslims, but which did not conform to European 

ideals, were labeled as being contrary to the “true” teachings Of Islam. 

The emergence of this response among the Muslims was 

predictable in light of the concerted efforts of Western missionaries and 

scholars to prove that Islam was a fanatical and backward phenomenon 

and therefore incompatible with rationality. Since the Muslims had 

already been defeated militarily and politically, there was great hope in 

these circles that they would also succumb culturally and intellectually. 

Portraying Islam as being hostile to rationality, civility, and progress, the 

Western missionaries and scholars sought to undermine the confidence 

of the Muslims in their faith. The early modernists recognized the 

intellectual challenge that was always implicit (and very often explicit) in 

the charge linking Islam with irrationality and backwardness, and also of 

the dangers that it posed to the faith of the Muslim community. 

Consequently, the main focus of their endeavors was to counter these 

charges within a framework that was acceptable to the detractors. 



The most outstanding example of this variant of the Islamic 

response to the encounter with the modern West is the person of Sayyid 

Ahmed Khan (1817-1898). Knighted by the British Crown in 1888, Sir 

Sayyid campaigned vigorously throughout his life for the betterment of 

Islam and Muslims in the Subcontinent. On the social plane, Victorian 

England was for him the model to which Muslim society should aspire. 

His first trip to England in 1869 had a lasting impact on him. During this 

trip he was able to personally contrast the level of sophistication that 

European culture had attained with the conditions prevailing in the 

decaying feudal Muslim society. Determined to make his co-religionists 

aware of their doleful state, he launched a periodical titled Tahzeeb-ul-

Akhlaq (Refinement of Ethics) immediately after returning from 

England. This journal became the leading voice for social reform among 

the Muslim community in India, and attracted a large audience almost 

immediately. He maintained that many social customs that were 

considered to be “Islamic” by the Muslims were the products of human 

history, not of Divine commands. In his articles he exhorted the Muslims 

to critically evaluate themselves and separate the historically accidental 

social customs from the Divinely enjoined, and to reform their society to 

bring it closer to the Islamic ideal. Sir Sayyid was convinced that a 

reformed Muslim society would be at least at par with Victorian England 

if not its superior. 

On the intellectual plane, Sir Sayyid argued that, since science is 

the “work of God” and the Qur’an is the “word of God,” any apparent 

contradictions between the two is only superficial — in reality there can 

be no contradiction between the two as a matter of principle. 

Consequently, he directed a great deal of his energies towards 

reconciling any apparent contradictions between science and the 

teachings of the Qur’an. The emphasis on proving that Islam is not 

opposed to science/rationality was a direct response to the Western 

allegation that Islam is an irrational religion whose fundamental tenants 

of faith contradict science. Sir Sayyid defined the nature of the 

intellectual challenge confronting the Muslims in these words; 

In our time...there is a dire need for a new 'ilm-e-kalam, in 

which either we prove that the fundamental propositions of 

the modern sciences are false or suspect, or else we prove that 

Islamic thought is compatible with them [e.g. modern 

sciences].
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Sir Sayyid chose the latter of the two options, attempting to 

prove that Islam does not oppose any scientific principles. He wrote a 

commentary on the Qur’an titled Tafseer-ul-Qur’an that represents his 



definitive attempt to produce an Ilm Al-Kalam in which the teachings of 

Islam are shown to be compatible with modern science. In this work, 

wherever there is an apparent incompatibility between a Qur’anic 

concept/idea and a scientific concept/ideas, it is the scientific position 

that usually receives precedence and the Qur’anic position is modified 

accordingly. 

This methodology led Sir Sayyid to deny the miracles, 

supernatural beings, and other-worldly space. He explained the miracle 

of Prophet Musa (AS) splitting the Red Sea by arguing that a “ford” 

developed when Musa (AS) reached the shore of the sea and eventually 

closed to engulf Pharaoh and his army. Regarding the miraculous birth of 

Prophet Isa (AS), Sir Sayyid argued that he was born of natural parents. 

He explained the “chasteness” of Maryam (SA) that is emphasized 

emphatically in the Qur’an as being her absolute fidelity to her husband. 

He also denied the existence of jinns and angels. He explained the 

Qur’anic assertion regarding the existence of jinns as being a reference to 

“uncivilized people” or to man’s propensity for evil. He explained away 

the existence of angels in a similar vein. As far as the existence of 

heaven and hell are concerned, Sir Sayyid argued that these are not 

actual geographical realities, but merely states of mind. A contemporary 

scholar has made the following observation about Sir Sayyid’s Tafseer-

ul-Qur’an; 

In this tafseer Sir Sayyid has explained all Qur’anic concepts 

in light of science and rationality. And wherever there is a 

clash between science and the Qur’anic concepts, like the 

Mu‘tazilites, he has offered a new interpretation of the 

Qur’anic ayaat in order to reconcile the clash.
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Sir Sayyid’s call for social reform and his attempts to reconcile 

Islam with science and rationality endeared him to a large segment of the 

Muslim population in British India and especially to the tiny but 

influential portion of Muslim society that had been exposed to a modern 

Western education. A number of them were attracted to the Aligarh 

University that he founded in order to propagate his vision of Islam and 

to cultivate modern education among the Muslims. These early 

modernists, as a group, have come to be known as the Aligarh School of 

thought, which represented the most concerted attempt on the part of the 

Muslims in the 19th century to reconcile Islam with modernity. 

Sayyid Amir Ali (1849-1909) was an ardent admirer of Sir 

Sayyid’s thought and accepted many of its basic principles. For example, 

his ideas regarding miracles, supernatural beings, and Havean/Hell 

parallel those of Sir Sayyid. However, because of his personal history 



and education, Sayyid Amir Ali articulated a response to the Western 

challenge that was, on one level, clearly distinct from Sir Sayyid’s 

assimilative apologetic. In Sir Sayyid’s thought, Islam emerges as a 

collection of negative attributes; Islam in not fanatical, it does not 

promote slavery, it does not oppress women, it does not oppose modern 

science, etc. In the works of Sayyid Amir Ali, on the other hand, Islamic 

beliefs and history are confidently presented as having positive values 

inherent in them, values that one finds expressed in modern European 

civilization today. 

Amir Ali was able to articulate a poised and confident account of 

Islam because of his command of both Muslim and Western history. 

Whereas other Muslims may have been more familiar with Muslim 

history than Arnir Ali, his knowledge of Western history, especially of 

its negative aspects, was unsurpassed by any other Muslim thinker of his 

day. In addition, he was also aware of the internal dynamics of Western 

society, having received his higher education in England. He was also 

the first Indian to serve on the British Privy Council, and was married to 

the sister-in-law of the British viceroy to India.
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Amir Ali’s personal 

history provided him with an “insider’s” perspective on the modern West 

that was beyond the reach of other Muslims. His major works on Islam, 

Islamic history, and Islamic law were written while he was residing in 

England and published in English first and then translated into other 

languages. 

Amir Ali brought all of his knowledge of Western/Christian 

society to the fore in his most famous work, The Spirit of Islam, first 

published in 1891. In this book, the author provided historical evidence 

that Western/Christian civilization is not as magnificent as the 

Westerners make it out to be. At the same time, historical evidence was 

presented to prove that Islamic civilization had reached splendid heights 

in the past — a fact that the Westerners were deliberately ignoring. If this 

was the case then it could be argued that Western/Christian thought is not 

inherently superior to Islamic thought, as the missionaries and Western 

scholars were insisting. Amir Ali noted that the periods of Islamic 

greatness coincided with Muslim society actively adhering to the 

teachings of Islam, and the periods of Muslim decline coincided with the 

Muslims’ disregard for their faith. The backwardness of Muslim society 

did not result from defects in the teachings of Islam but was the product 

of ignorance and poverty on the part of the Muslims. Amir Ali argued 

that just as one could not blame the backwardness of the lower strata of 

Western society on the teachings of Christianity, one could also not do 

the same with Islam. This work employed original apologetic arguments 



that were destined to become a major part of Muslim discourse in the 

20th century. 

The work of Amir Ali represented a new trend in Muslim thought 

not only because it employed original apologetic arguments but also 

because it was written in a scholarly style. The popularity and 

effectiveness of his work can be measured by the fact that a Muslim 

scholar writing in 1966 noted that The Spirit of Islam contains all the 

apologetic arguments that can be articulated in Islam’s favor, and that 

this work was the most quoted work in post-independence Egypt.
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 Amir 

Ali’s thought is a part of early Muslim modernism in that it takes the 

validity of the dominant Western paradigm for granted, and attempts to 

articulate a vision of Islam that is in accord with this paradigm. It is an 

improvement over the thought of Sir Sayyid in that it attempts to 

establish the validity of Islam as a vibrant and progressive system in its 

own right and in light of historical evidence. 

Revivalist Islam 

In the first quarter of the 20th century, an interpretation of Islam 

began to be articulated that was distinct from both the conservative Islam 

of the traditional Ulama and from the apologetic rationalism of the early 

modernists. This new interpretation made certain modifications in the 

earlier interpretations, merged elements from the two diverging 

interpretations, and made astute original contributions to give birth to a 

new intellectual trend in Muslim society. The revivalist trend in Islamic 

thought modified the concepts of religious puritanism as it was 

articulated by the traditional Ulama as well as the apologetic rationalism 

of the early modernists and fused the modified versions together. For the 

revivalists, religious puritanism meant that the Qur’an and Sunnah were 

to be the sole determinants of Islamic belief and practice, but they 

rejected the notion that the classical interpretations of these religious 

sources was binding upon the Muslims. The apologetic rationalism of the 

early modernists was modified in the sense that the revivalists did not 

attempt to prove that everything mentioned in the Qur’an could be 

accounted for by Newtonian physics. Instead, the focus of the revivalist 

apologetics concentrated on proving that, historically speaking, Islam 

had produced a far more just and equitable society than anything 

produced by the West, and that in modern times a society based on 

Islamic principles would be far superior to any existing Western society. 

In this regard the revivalists reflected the modernism of Sayyid Amir Ali 

and not that of Sir Sayyid Ahmed Khan. 



The original contribution made by the revivalists was 

characterizing Islam as a Deen (a complete way of life) and not just a 

religion (a collection of dogma and ritual limited to a person’s private 

life). The mere fact that such a characterization had to be formulated by 

the Muslims is in itself evidence that Islam had come into contact with 

modernity. The assertion that the public and private spheres are 

somehow independent of each other and can be subject to differing 

ethical criteria is a distinctly modern categorization. As has been 

discussed in the previous chapter, with the advent of modernity the role 

of religion had become limited to regulating the moral/ethical sphere of 

an individual’s life in the West, with no role to play in the collective 

affairs of society. A similar process of religion’s retreat from the public 

sphere was well underway in the Muslim world long before the arrival of 

the colonizers; indeed, the arrival of the Europeans had merely 

exacerbated the trend. The revivalist recognized this fact and it is to their 

credit that they made it a focal point of their efforts to reverse it. The 

revivalists emphatically insisted that Islam could not be limited to the 

merely “religious” realm but that it is an all-embracing, comprehensive 

system of life that also deals with politics, economics, and the collective 

social life — failure to recognize this fact meant that one had a truncated 

vision of Islam. 

Before we discuss the revivalist interpretation of Islam in detail, it 

must be mentioned that revivalist Islam emerged in a radically different 

socio-political environment than the one which their conservative and 

early modernist predecessors faced. The predecessors functioned in an 

environment where the Muslims were in no position to directly challenge 

the political domination of the West, a fact that the Muslims recognized 

reluctantly. The birth of revivalist Islam, on the other hand, coincided 

with the emergence of various independence movements in the Muslim 

world, thus signaling a newfound confidence on the part of the Muslims. 

The independence movements invariably appealed to religious 

sentiments of the people for sparking the feelings of nationalism. In the 

Islamic context it was inevitable that nationalism be closely identified 

with religious sentiment. The only other alternative, the tribal/ethnic 

approach, could not provide a wide enough base in many Muslim 

societies to effectively challenge Western domination. 

The birth of revivalist Islam also coincided with the emergence of 

a new social group in Muslim society, the urban middle class. It is from 

this social stratum that most of the leading exponents of revivalist Islam 

emerged and to which revivalist Islam most readily appealed. From its 

very beginning, revivalist Islam has not been able to move into the 



countryside and win the allegiance of the rural peasants, this segment’s 

loyalty rests with the traditional/conservative interpretation of Islam. At 

the same time, revivalist Islam has been shunned by the social and 

political elite of Muslim society — their interests have been most 

directly linked with the West. The elite has been openly hostile to 

revivalist Islam since it first emerged. The middle class provided the 

ground in which revivalist Islam first took root and, with the passage of 

time, this segment of the population has continued to be its primary 

source of strength. It is important to keep revivalist Islam’s links with the 

independence movements and the middle class in mind because this link 

reflects both its strengths and weaknesses.  

The revivalist discourse asserts that Islam is an all-embracing 

system of law and ethics that governs all aspects of human life. They 

make this assertion based on a more comprehensive definition of ibadah 

than that offered by the conservatives and early modernist. It had come 

to be almost unanimously accepted by the Muslims that as long as one 

prayed five times a day, fasted in Ramadan, paid the Zakah, and 

performed the Hajj that person had fulfilled all the obligations that Islam 

required of him/her — he or she had performed all the ibadah. This 

understanding of ibadah was promulgated, implicitly and explicitly, by 

both the conservatives and the early modernists. The revivalists argued 

that “Islam” could not be confined to merely the ritual religious practices 

that are obligatory on the Muslims; for them, the term ibadah goes 

beyond the religious obligations that are expressed in the five pillars of 

Islam. 

The revivalists take the meaning of ibadah to be more 

comprehensive and inclusive than their predecessors. They define this 

term in the following words: “Ibadah is to obey the Divine Law in one’s 

life, at all times and in all conditions. And to free oneself from obligation 

to any law which contradicts the Divine Law.”
10

 The implicit assumption 

in this definition is that the Divine Law is so comprehensive that it 

contains injunctions that cover all aspects of an individual’s life, “...at all 

times and in all conditions.” For the revivalists, religious obligations 

expressed in the five pillars of Islam are merely the initial steps that 

discipline the individual so that he or she is able to perform ibadah in the 

true sense of the word — to remain faithful to the Divine Law in all 

aspects of one’s life. The revivalists share the fundamental concepts of 

traditional Islam with conservative Ulama. However, for the revivalists, 

these fundamental concepts of tradition are to be interpreted in a manner 

that gives them new meaning — both in depth and in breadth — when 

compared with the interpretation of the same tradition by the Ulama. 



This “re-interpretation” of tradition by the revivalists is a direct response 

to Islam’s encounter with modernity. Referring to revivalist Islam as 

“Islamic resurgence,” a contemporary scholar on modern Muslim 

thought notes: 

One can see Islamic resurgence... as neo-traditional Islamism, 

which, in many ways, has felt the impact of the West and has 

been compelled to forge a kind of an intellectual and political 

synthesis in order to respond to the formidable challenge of 

the West. This is perhaps what differentiates it from other 

traditionalist and conservative tendencies in the modern 

[Muslim] world that did not take the Western threat seriously. 

In other words, Islamic resurgence is not a strident assertion 

of old values in a condensed and purified form, but is a 

reaction to an aggressive Western and capitalist modernity.
11

 

The revivalists’ definition of ibadah rejects a fundamental 

principle of modernist thought — the public/private or 

individual/collective dichotomy. This dichotomy is based on the 

proposition that it is not only possible but also desirable that the public 

affairs of the individual be governed by one set of (“secular”) ethics and 

principles and his private affairs are governed by another set of 

(“religious”) ethics and principles. The revivalists do not argue that there 

is no distinction between the public and the private sphere, but that both 

spheres have to be regulated according to a uniform ethical code. In light 

of the revivalists’ definition of ibadah, not only does the public/private 

dichotomy become irrelevant but the sacred/secular distinction also 

becomes nonsensical. It logically follows that the revivalists do not see 

any problem in insisting that Islamic (or “religious”) principles have to 

be the determining factors in the individual’s private life as well as the 

collective socioeconomic affairs of society at large. 

A by-product of this definition of ibadah is the one phenomenon 

that has become the hallmark of revivalists Islam, viz., political activism. 

In their political activism the revivalists break away from the political 

quietism of their conservative and early modernist predecessors. The 

political quietism of the predecessors was partially a result of their 

definition of Islam and ibadah as well as other facts on the ground. The 

early modernists quite consciously preached a doctrine of political 

quietism, arguing that any activism would not be viewed favorably by 

the Western powers and would therefore produce results detrimental to 

the interests of the Muslim community. The conservatives, for their part, 

had become accustomed to political quietism long before the encounter 

with the modern West and they were content to continue serving the 

specifically “religious” needs of the Muslims. Both of these groups also 



realized that the Muslims were in no position to challenge the political 

and military supremacy of the Western powers. The emergence of 

revivalist Islam coincided with the advent of factors that were conducive 

to political activism, and in some cases even demanded such activism. At 

the same time, the revivalists had articulated a vision of Islam and a 

definition of ibadah that made political activism a part of a believer’s 

life. 

In a state based on “secular” principles the believer is limited to 

observing the Divine dictates in his or her private affairs only and, as a 

result, his or her ibadah remain deficient. If the true meaning of ibadah 

is to obey the Divine Law in all conditions and at all times, it naturally 

follows that this can only be possible in a state that is committed to the 

implementation of the Divine Law. Consequently, it becomes imperative 

that the believers pool their resources and organize a party that is 

committed to bringing a political entity into existence that is the 

embodiment of Divine Law. According to the revivalists, striving for the 

establishment of a state based on Divine Law is the ultimate ibadah — 

all of the other religious obligations (expressed in the pillars of Islam) 

discipline and enables the believer to strive towards this goal. Speaking 

of the necessity to engage in a struggle for the establishment of such a 

state, Sayyid Abul A‘la Maududi notes, “...this is the fundamental 

obligation of Deen, and in my opinion this is the fundamental message of 

the Holy Book, and [engaging in this struggle] has been the way of all 

the Prophets.
”12

 Speaking on the same subject, Hasan Al-Banna says: 

“The vision of Islam to which the  Al-Ikhwan are committed considers 

politics to be a part of it. The Prophet has rated the concept of ‘Rule’ to 

be an integral component of Islam and in our books of fiqh, ‘Rule’ is 

declared to be a primary fundamental….”
13 

 

At this juncture, we must exercise some caution and not make the 

mistake of attributing the political activism of revivalist Islam solely to 

the socio-political circumstances in which it emerged. The emergence of 

this trend towards political activism also resulted from the evolution of 

the thought process of the individual revivalists who initially articulated 

this vision of Islam. It would be fitting to describe the development of 

this thought process in the revivalists’ own words. On the occasion of the 

founding of Jama‘at-e-Islami in August 1941, Sayyid Abul A‘la 

Maududi described the evolution of his personal thought in these words: 

In the beginning I was an adherent of traditional and 

conservative Islam. Then I studied Islam to understand it and 

came to believe in its teachings as a matter of faith. After that 

I embarked on a mission to express the teachings of Islam in 



the form of a mass movement. The whole purpose behind this 

enterprise was to ensure that Islam does not become relegated 

to merely our individual personal lives and that it is 

established so as to govern our collective public life also.
14

 

This self-understanding is explicitly aware of the fact that the 

revivalists’ conceptual framework expands on the traditional 

understanding of the conservative Ulama. Besides enunciating a 

comprehensive and all-embracing definition of ibadah and advocating 

political activism, revivalist Islam also advocated an end to religious 

sectarianism resulting from fiqhi disputes. The revivalists attempt to 

overcome this problem by arguing that only those religious practices that 

are enjoined by the Qur'an and Sunnah are obligatory on the Muslims, 

and that none of the various interpretations regarding their exact method 

of performance are binding in themselves. These different interpretations 

are the result of different methods that were adopted by the scholars of 

classical Islam to interpret the primary sources of Islam, the Qur’an and 

Sunnah. Because such interpretation had been worked out after the life of 

the Prophet Muhammad (SAW), differences in these interpretations are 

to be expected and accepted. Any insistence that these interpretations are 

also binding upon the Muslims — the viewpoint of the traditional Ulama 

— is unacceptable. The revivalists note that fiqhi differences of opinions 

existed among the Prophet’s Companions (RAA) as well as the 

generations immediately following them, and at no point did these 

differences become the cause of religious sectarianism. But the 

conservative Ulama placed such emphasis on varying fiqhi positions that 

difference of opinion regarding these had become a primary source of 

division among the Muslims. For the revivalists, this division could be 

easily overcome by acknowledging the fact that there is room for 

different fiqhi interpretations, and that none of these interpretations is 

absolutely binding. The hostility and antipathy of the traditional Ulama 

towards the revivalists is largely results from this stance of the revivalists 

on the issue of fiqh. 

The Contemporary Modernists 

This is a much more disparate group than the ones that we have 

discussed thus far. We may be open to criticism for putting individuals 

with such varying ideas, as are expressed by the representatives of this 

group, into one category. In spite of the difference in their thought, 

however, enough common ground exists in order to place them in one 

category, as discussed later. The modernists are individual Muslim 

thinkers who reject the revivalist interpretation of Islam because, in their 

view, it lacks sufficient intellectual sophistication. Two aspects of 

TABLE 2.3: The Islamic Revivalist Response to Modernity 

Jam’at-e-Islami   ..........................................................................................   India/Pakistan 

Ikhwan-ul-Muslimoon  ............................................................................................   Egypt 



modernist thought set it apart from revivalist Islam: a first hand, in-depth 

knowledge of the Western intellectual tradition, and an attempt to 

integrate Islamic thought with compatible elements from Western 

thought. Contemporary Islamic modernism is, in fact, based on the same 

premises as the early modernism of Sir Sayyid Ahmed Khan. These 

premises include: a) the ascendancy of the modern West is a result of its 

superior intellectual constructs, b) if the Muslims are to rejuvenate their 

society they have to integrate these constructs into their thought 

processes, and c) this much-needed integration is being hindered 

principally by a faulty definition of “Islam.” 

Although the basic premises of early modernist and 

contemporary modernist thought are the same, contemporary modernists 

thought is proving to be more effective because its approach is more 

sophisticated than that of its predecessor. The early attempts unfold as 

crude endeavors at apologetic assimilation of Islamic thought with 19th 

century Newtonian and Victorian concepts. The early modernists 

attempted to force existing Islamic concepts into existing Western 

categories, in order to make the Islamic concepts compatible with the 

latter, and in the process they did not hesitate from distorting the Islamic 

concepts beyond recognition. On the other hand, the apologetic aspect is 

absent in the works of the contemporary modernists, thus making their 

attempts appear much more credible. The focus of their attempts is to 

formulate various methods and procedures from within the Islamic 

tradition that will permit them to negate those Islamic concepts that are 

considered to be incompatible with modern thought. This approach 

negates the necessity of having to make each and every Islamic concept 

appear modern (which the early modernists attempted to do), because an 

“Islamic” justification can be produced for discarding such a concept all 

together. 

In order to fully appreciate the dynamics of modernist thought, 

we have to be aware of the varying positions of the conservatives, 

revivalists, and the modernists regarding the institution of ijtihad. The 

main points of contention between the revivalists and the conservatives 

are differing opinions regarding the definition of ibadah and differing 

opinions relating to the possibility of disagreement on fiqhi issues. The 

revivalists’ definition of ibadah is far more comprehensive than that of 

the conservatives, and the revivalists maintain that disagreement on fiqhi 

issues is permissible in Islam while the conservatives reject this 

possibility. In the conservative-revivalist debate the topic of ijtihad does 

not figure to be a prominent issue, but in the conservative-modernist 

debate it is the major issue. The conservatives categorically state that the 



possibility as well as the necessity of ijtihad no longer exists. The 

scholars of classical Islam have done all the ijtihad that was permissible 

and necessary, consequently no one is authorized to engage in its practice 

today. The modernists emphatically disagree. They trace the root cause 

of Muslim decline to this particular position of the conservatives 

regarding ijtihad. The various interpretations of Islamic law became 

codified about 900 years ago and due to a number of circumstances these 

interpretations came to be accepted as the final word on the issue. The 

modernists argue that it is precisely because Islamic law, and by 

association Islamic thought, is caught in this time warp that the Muslims 

cannot adequately confront the problems of modernity. For the 

modernists, not only is ijtihad permissible today, it is a most pressing 

need. 

What does ijtihad mean? The word is found in an authentic 

hadith narrated by Imam Bukhari (RA) and Imam Muslim (RA). The 

Prophet Muhammad (SAW) appointed Mu‘adh bin Jabal (RAA) to be a 

governor in Yemen. Before dispatching him to his destination, the 

Prophet (SAW) questioned Mu‘adh (RAA) regarding the source of his 

legal judgements. Mu‘adh (RAA) told the Prophet (SAW) that he would 

turn to Qur’anic dictates to decide legal matters. If he did not find an 

explicit ruling on the matter in the Qur’an he would refer to the Sunnah 

of the Prophet (SAW). If he failed to find an explicit ruling there also, 

then he would use his own mental effort — he would do ijtihad. The 

Prophet (SAW) approved this hierarchy of sources by stating: “What the 

messenger of Allah’s Messenger (SAW) has spoken has pleased the 

Messenger of Allah.”
15 

It is obvious that as one moves away in time and 

space from the Prophetic community in Madinah, one will be faced with 

novel situations and problems for which there are no explicit injunctions 

in the Qur’an or the Sunnah — thus making ijtihad imperative. In this 

context, ijtihad means the attempt to formulate a legal opinion regarding 

a situation which there is no explicit injunction in the Qur’an or Sunnah. 

Looking at the work of the contemporary modernists, however, it 

becomes clear that their definition of ijtihad is quite different. It is 

defined by one modernist as:  

...the effort to understand the meaning of a relevant text or 

precedent in the past, containing a rule, and to alter that rule 

by extending or restricting or otherwise modifying it in such a 

manner that a new situation can be subsumed under it by a 

new solution.
16

 

In the definition of ijtihad derived from the aforementioned hadith, it is 

implicit that no alteration of existing rules in the Qur’an and Sunnah is 



permissible. In other words, ijtihad is to be invoked only when these two 

sources do not contain an explicit injunction that relates to a novel 

situation that has emerged. But in the hands (more appropriately in the 

mind) of the modernists, ijtihad becomes a license to engage in 

wholesale enterprise to alter existing rules found in “...a relevant text” 

(i.e., the Qur’an) or “precedent in the past” (i.e., the Sunnah). The rule 

can be altered by “…extending or restricting or otherwise modifying” the 

existing rule in order that the “new situation can be subsumed under it.” 

For the modernist, ijtihad becomes an exercise in the “re-interpretation” 

of injunctions contained in the Qur’an and Sunnah. In this definition, the 

possibility that existing injunctions can be “reinterpreted” out of 

existence remains a distinct possibility. This is in stark contrast to the 

established definition of ijtihad which is limited to the “interpretation” of 

existing injunctions contained in the two primary sources in order to 

derive legal rulings regarding novel situations. This novel definition and 

application of the term ijtihad is the common point on which all 

modernist thought converges. Each individual thinker charts a different 

course to arrive at this point, which accounts for the diversity of 

modernist thought, but each eventually reaches the point mentioned 

above, thus providing the defining characteristic of contemporary Islamic 

modernism. It is worth repeating the observation regarding the evolution 

of Islamic modernism: whereas the early modernists attempted to change 

the basic concepts of Islamic thought in order to make it compatible with 

Western thought, the contemporary modernists attempt to do away with 

those concepts of Islamic thought that are deemed incompatible with 

modernity, thus making Islamic thought and modern thought compatible. 

We will look at the thought of a leading modernist, Fazlur Rahman 

(1919-1988), regarding the necessity of ijtihad and its goals in relation to 

revivalist and conservative thought. Fazlur Rahman agrees with the 

revivalists that Muslim society has been in a process of decline for many 

centuries, and is in dire need of rejuvenation. But he differs from them 

regarding the causes of this decline. The revivalists argue that the 

essential challenge facing the Muslim world is the process of 

secularization. They argue that the re-invigoration of Islamic societies 

can only take place when modern politics, economics, education, and 

social relations are re-infused with Islamic principles — in short, when 

the concepts of Deen and ibadah are understood and applied in their all-

embracing comprehensiveness. The main goal of the revivalists has been 

to arrest the process of secularization and de-Is1amization in Muslim 

societies. Their underlying assumption is that the same “Islam” that 

empowered the early Islamic community is capable of empowering 

modern Islamic societies. The failure to conceptualize and practice Islam 



as the early Muslims did is the primary cause of the backwardness of 

Muslim societies. 

In contrast to the prognosis and remedy offered by the revivalists 

for the malaise afflicting Muslim society, Fazlur Rahman argues that the 

cause of this malaise is rooted in the intellectual legacy of Islam. For 

him, the revival of modern Islamic societies requires far more than 

merely adopting various Islamic concepts, institutions, and behaviors and 

abandoning various Western concepts, institutions, and behaviors. He 

criticizes the position of the revivalists in the following words: 

To insist on a literal implementation of the Quran, shutting 

one’s eyes to the social change that has occurred and that is 

palpably occurring before our eyes, is tantamount to 

deliberately defeating its moral-social purposes and 

objective.
17

 

According to Fazlur Rahman, the very roots of Islamic methodology 

have to be re-examined in light of the present condition and historical 

experience. In essence, the method used by Muslims to determine what is 

“Islamic” and what is “un-Islamic” itself has to be scrutinized. He argues 

that the malaise afflicting modern Muslim societies is rooted in a faulty 

Islamic methodology, not in the process of secularization. He insists: 

If the Muslim’s [i.e., the. Revivalists’] loud and persistent talk 

about the viability of Islam as a system of doctrine and 

practice in the world of today is genuine... then it seems clear 

that they must once again start at the intellectual level. They 

must candidly and without inhibition discuss what Islam 

wants them to do today.
18 

Fazlur Rahman contends that the decline of the Muslim world 

did not begin with Western penetration in the 17th-18th centuries, but 

with the intellectual ossification that took place in the aftermath of the 

collapse of the Abbasid dynasty in the 13th century.
19

 This fact is 

obvious considering the quantity and quality of original scholarship 

produced by the Muslims after the collapse of the Abbasids. The ability 

of the Europeans to penetrate the Muslim world was the most dramatic 

evidence of internal decline of Muslim society, not its cause. After the 

fall of the Abbasids, one may even say a century or so before, the “…the 

preservation of the empire became the primary concern of Muslim 

institutions rather than the principles on which it was founded.” 

According to Fazlur Rahman, the Ulama played a critical role in 

the process of relegating the Islamic principles to this secondary status in 

favor of political expediency. They failed to articulate a comprehensive 



Islamic world-view, which in turn made Islamic principles vulnerable to 

the vagaries of power politics.
20

 The co-option of Islamic principles and 

institutions by the imperial state created an intellectual climate in which 

rationalism and ijtihad were superseded by the principles of social 

necessity and public interest in the formulation of Islamic law: 

While taking advantage of and appealing to the principles of 

“social necessity” and “public interest” that the Muslim jurists 

themselves had enunciated for the convenience of 

administration... Muslim rulers at the same time freely 

resorted to promulgating state made law that was neither 

Islamic nor yet secular.
21

 

This state of affairs inevitably led to intellectual ossification and the 

replacement of scholarship based on original thought by one based on 

commentaries and super-commentaries. As early as the 11th century, 

certain Ulama were already arguing for an end to ijtihad, and basing the 

Islamic method solely of taqleed (blind imitation of predecessors). By 

the beginning of the 14th century, the Islamic methodology had become 

firmly based on the principles of precedence and consensus, while 

rationalism and ijtihad were totally disregarded. Because culture and 

tradition were to be the deciding determinants in this new hierarchy, 

there was no need to turn to the Qur’an; consequently, the Qur’an 

became a holy book to be praised for its eloquent style and inimitable 

grammatical aspects. Fazlur Rahman notes: “And so it came to pass that 

a vibrant and revolutionary religious document like the Qur’an was 

buried under the debris of grammar and rhetoric.”
22

 And at this point a 

chasm developed between the Muslims and the elan of the Qur’an , a 

chasm that remains open even today. According to Fazlur Rahman, the 

process of decline in the Muslim world cannot be arrested until an 

Islamic methodology is developed that is able to bridge this gap between 

the Muslims and the Qur’an. 

Fazlur Rahman proposes a new methodology that strives to 

draw a clear distinction between “historical Islam” and “normative 

Islam.”
23

 This distinction has to be drawn both in regards to Islamic 

principles and Islamic institutions. He states that the phenomenon of 

Qur’anic revelation unfolded “...in, although not merely for, a given 

historical context.” Muslims must recognize the essential feature in the 

revelation that is meant not only for the specific context in which it was 

revealed but is intended by Allah to “…outflow through and beyond that 

given context of history.” This can be accomplished by undertaking a 

comprehensive study of the Qur’an to firmly establish the general 

principles and the required objectives elucidated therein. This 



comprehensive study would aim to recapture the elan of the Qur’an. 

Thereafter the Asbab Al-Nuzul (the historical circumstances surrounding 

a specific revelation) should be used to examine specific 

pronouncements, to ensure that the pronouncement is in keeping with the 

elan of the Qur’an. This will allow for the resurrection of the original 

thrust of the Islamic message, free from the accumulated debris of 

tradition, precedent, and culture of the past millenium. 

In addition to this, Muslims have to become aware of the 

historical transformation of important Islamic institutions. Only when 

they are able to determine the impact of various socio-political trends 

upon their legal, intellectual, and political institutions will they be able to 

distinguish the “historically accidental from the essentially Islamic”
24

 

manifestations of Islamic teachings. This comprehensive study of the 

Qur’an and various Islamic institutions would go a long way in clearing 

up the endemic confusion amongst the Muslims regarding differences 

between the general/universal Islamic principles and their 

specific/historical application in the past. According to Fazlur Rahman, 

the inability to distinguish between the two is at the root of the problems 

facing modern Islam. In too many cases the Muslims have failed to 

realize the specific/historical application of universal Islamic principles, 

and taken the application itself to be of binding import.  

Fazlur Rahman goes on to argue that stopping at this point would 

be useless; a detailed study of the problems afflicting the Muslim 

societies should be undertaken. Then the general principles garnered 

from the study of the Qur’an would be applied to the particular problems 

faced by modern Muslim societies in order to come up with a satisfactory 

solution. Fazlur Rahman summarizes his methodology in the following 

words: 

In building any genuine and viable Islamic set of laws and 

insitutions, there has to be a twofold movement: First, one 

must move from the concrete case treatments of the Qur’an — 

taking the necessary and relevant social conditions of that 

time into account — to the general principles upon which the 

entire teaching converges. Second, from this general level 

there must be a movement back to specific legislation, taking 

into account the necessary and relevant conditions now 

obtaining.
25

 

The implications of Fazlur Rahman’s proposed methodology are 

clear — the specific legal injunctions in the Qur’an that do not conform 

with the elan of the Qur’an were meant only for the historical period in 

which the Qur’an was revealed but are no longer binding in the modern 



setting. This principle of negating the validity of specific Qur’anic 

injunctions under the pretext of giving precedence to the elan of the 

Qur’an allows virtually unlimited freedom to do away with any specific 

Qur’anic injunction. The relationship between this freedom and making 

Islamic thought conform to modern thought becomes clear as well. A 

concrete example illustrates this point well. In the modern capitalist 

economy, the concept of interest is more sacred than the most sacred of 

cows. As the fore-going discussion on the role of capitalism as being one 

of the fundamental articles of faith of modernity showed, one cannot 

even imagine a modern capitalist economy in the absence of a banking 

system based on interest. At the same time the Qur’anic prohibition 

against interest is stated in absolute and blunt terms. Among all the sins 

that a human being can commit, the sin of engaging in a business 

transaction involving interest is the only one that invites a declaration of 

war from Allah (SWT) and His Prophet (SAW). This is illustrated by the 

following ayaat of the Qur’an (according to some traditions to be the last 

words revealed to the Prophet): 

O you who believe! Observe your duty to Allah, and give up 

what remains from riba [or interest] if you are true believers. 

And if you do not, then be warned of war [against you] from 

Allah and His messenger…. (Al-Baqarah 2:278-9) 

The absolute prohibition of interest in the Qur’an creates a great deal of 

problems and confusion for Muslim societies that are being integrated 

into the global market. In effect, the Qur’anic prohibition puts the 

Muslims at a distinct disadvantage in the global marketplace. Using 

Fazlur Rahman’s proposed methodology, however, the prohibition of 

interest can be easily nullified. It can be argued that the elan of the 

Qur’an aims to establish a just socio-economic order in society, and the 

prohibition of interest is a specific injunction that facilitated the attempts 

of the early Muslim community to move in this direction. The concept of 

interest was an obstacle to the establishment of a just socio-economic 

order in the specific historical circumstances in which the Qur’anic 

injunctions were revealed. But in the modern context, Fazlur Rahman 

would argue, interest is not an obstacle to the establishment of a just 

socio-economic order and its permissibility does not contradict the elan 

of the Qur’an. Consequently, invalidating the prohibition on interest is 

perfectly “Islamic.” (The assertion that interest is not an obstacle to a just 

socio-economic order is made by the propagandists of modern 

capitalism, the philosophical and historical validity of which is highly 

dubious.)  



In the context of the present discussion, it is not our aim to 

critique the intellectual sophistry of and the nihilism inherent in 

modernist Islamic thought. Itonly needs to be noted that the modernists 

attempt to formulate various theories and methodologies that will allow 

them to abrogate those aspects of Islamic law/thought which are not 

compatible with modern thought. Even though the approach of no two 

modernists is alike, the final results of their endeavor are virtually 

indistinguishable. This attempt to abrogate those aspects of Islamic 

thought that are incompatible with modernity is the most recent of the 

responses articulated by the Muslims in response to their encounter with 

the modern West. 

Summary 

Islam’s encounter with the modern West has produced a number 

of responses from the Muslims during the past 150 years. These 

responses have been articulated and expressed by a great variety of 

individuals and groups. When this great variety is analyzed from a bird’s 

eye view, four distinct categories emerge; the isolationist approach, the 

early modernist approach, revivalist Islam, and contemporary 

modernism. 

The Isolationist Approach: An absolute unwillingness to interact 

with the modern West. The modern West is considered to be the 

birthplace of atheism, anarchy, and disbelief. Any individual who is 

exposed to Western ideas, institutions, and even individuals risks being 

infected by the virus of disbelief. Based in the institutions of traditional 

Islamic scholarship, the proponents of this approach wielded immense 

influence during the initial period of Islam’s encounter with modernity. 

The Early Modernists: An attempt to positively interact with the 

modern West. The modern West is considered to be a place of 

enlightenment, progress and prosperity, it is the ideal to which the 

Muslims must aspire. The Muslims have to integrate modern ideas into 

their thought processes, and modern science into their educational 

programs if they are to overcome their backwardness. And this should 

not be difficult because there is nothing in Islam that contradicts modern 

ideas and science. This view emerged in the last quarter of the 19th 

century and the first quarter of the present century. 

Revivalist Islam: An attempt to reform Islam from within so that 

it is better able to respond to the Western challenge. Islam is defined as a 

Deen (as opposed to a “religion”) whose injunctions have to be 

implemented in all aspects of the individual and collective life. Islam 

contains within it the resources to produce a modern society that is 



socially more moral, politically more just, and economically more 

equitable than any modern Western society. Striving to establish such a 

society is the ultimate meaning of ibadah (and a must for all Muslims) 

— all other ibadaat prepare the believer to engage in this struggle. 

Contemporary Modernism: An attempt to annul those Islamic 

practices and obligations that are deemed incompatible with modern 

thought and institutions. The goal of all modernists is to construct 

various intellectual tools and methods that can be used to abrogate those 

practices and injunctions which are not compatible with modernity. 

Implicit in this approach is the view that there is a great deal of confusion 

regarding the normatively binding and the historically accidental 

teachings of Islam and that until this confusion is cleared up Muslims 

will not be able to engage with modernity constructively. 
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