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Abstract
The development of Islamic Studies during the twentieth century and beyond has found little favor with
Islam as a religious phenomenon. The field became dominated by rigid paradigms or concepts of
antagonism and hostility among the monotheistic or Abrahamic creeds. One can cite Edward Said’s
―Orientalism‖ (1978), Samuel Huntington’s ―Clash of Civilizations‖ (1993, 1996) or the Chicago
―Fundamentalism‖ Project (1991-1995). These Paradigms lacked an awareness of the diversity of Islam
and the complexity of interfaith encounters. The paper, providing a critical review of such paradigms,
aims to highlight the importance of having a historical perspective, and to examine more concrete
communal realities, by using sociological and cultural insights as well as comparative religion.
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Introduction
Islamic and Middle Eastern studies in the twentieth century and beyond have found little favor with Islam. It is true
that the body of knowledge on Islam has expanded. New genres of research – dealing with issues ranging from
urban studies and public space to holy landscapes, religious practices, social history, gender, and the documentation
and empowerment of groups that have traditionally been excluded (e.g., women, minorities, and slaves) – have
gained momentum. It seems, however, that this wealth of scholarship has mainly addressed Islam as a culture and a
civilization and has dealt to a much lesser extent with the evolution of Islamic thought and jurisprudence, especially
in the realms of religion and state; jihad, violence, and martyrdom; war and the treatment of captives and noncombatants; and international relations. Such issues were largely discussed within the confines of traditional
scholarship, which highlighted the importance of morality in Muslim public sphere guided by the imperative of
“forbidden wrong” (Sura 3: 110), for example, in the areas of entertainment and interactions between men and
women.1 This scholarship also tended to describe Islam‟s encounter with non-Muslim cultures in terms of
dissonance, rivalry, and friction. While such notions have been disputed and challenged by scholars who have
pointed to the diversity of Islamic thought and culture,2 they have continued to a large extent to guide researchers,
all the more so in the shadow of modern Islamic activism, culminating with brutal displays of violence by global
jihadist organizations such as al-Qaʿida and the Islamic State (ISIS).
The twentieth-century resurgence in all three monotheistic religions – Judaism, Christianity, and Islam –
has been characterized by sociologist José Casanova as the de-privatization of religion in contemporary life and its
contentious return to the public sphere.3 This development challenged the Enlightenment project, which sought to
place the keys to salvation and happiness in human hands and raised the banner of secularization, confining religion
to the private sphere or to places of worship. Yet far from providing a universal social and political foundation, the
Enlightenment failed to encompass major sectors of society. Churches, synagogues, and mosques remained open
and active, while religious institutes continued to train clerics. Religious beliefs, symbols, and personalities
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continued to be highly valued by myriad ethnic and social groups, whereas manifestations of atheism and heresy
remained marginalized.4 Modernity indeed constituted a significant challenge to the established faiths, but
nonetheless, these beliefs endured and continued to infuse the public culture with religious values and ideals of
personal behavior and tenets that were usually protected by state censorship. They also served as breeding grounds
for religious innovation and rejuvenation. In essence, modernization spawned new religious ideas, communities,
and religious movements. Some of these movements were not content with providing pastoral care to individual
souls but also questioned the prevailing “secular” order, seeking to reinforce public morality and, in some cases,
defying the dominant political elites.
This was most evident within the Islamic milieu. The emergence of a more zealous Islamic identity made
adherents resentful of local regimes for not implementing the shariʿa (Islamic law) and not renouncing the colonial
and hedonistic West. This led to negative and demonic perceptions of the “other,” aggravating sectarian strife and
ethnonational tensions around the world. The September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks were a watershed moment in the
rise of radical Islam as a global phenomenon; since then, the Islamic resurgence has been the subject of study by
anthropologists, sociologists, historians, social historians, and psychologists.

East vs. West
The return of Islam to the public sphere and its politicization often went hand-in-hand with assertiveness and
violence. This hindered intellectual and scholarly discourse, which became dominated by rigid conceptual
frameworks based on antagonism and hostility among the Abrahamic creeds, specifically, between Islam and the
Judeo-Christian cultures.
These frameworks lacked a comparative historical perspective and were marked by an unawareness of the
diversity of Islam and the complexity of interfaith encounters. One such concept, and even paradigm, nurtured in
this postcolonial climate was that put forth in Edward Said‟s influential book Orientalism, published in 1978. Said
denounced Western scholarship for harboring invented and demonic perceptions that depicted Islam and the East as
archaic, dangerous, and intolerant, in contrast to the rational and progressive West. Such perceptions of the “other,”
the oriental, whom he argued was defined as barbaric and savage, ascribed a superior hegemonic status to Western
culture and imbued it with the mission of “civilizing” Arab-Muslim societies. This Orientalist framework, pointed
out Said, was a major intellectual cornerstone of European imperialism.5
Orientalism has made a tremendous contribution to historical research in general, and to Islamic and
Middle Eastern studies in particular. It has significantly altered the way we think, write, and present the history of
the peoples of Islam and the East. It displays sensitivity and empathy towards them and heightens our awareness
that non-Western societies can develop their own strain of modernity without necessarily breaking away from
indigenous identities and cultures- what Shmuel Eisenstadt called “multiple modernities” and what Niklas Olsen
termed "history in the plural.”6 Yet, ironically, despite its constructive approach, Said‟s “Orientalism” narrative
sharpened the dissonance between East and West precisely because of its sweeping assertions; in fact, it gave
further impetus to the politics of identity. It portrayed a European and Western plot to uproot local indigenous
cultures, and it permeated not only Islamic protest movements, but also educational and academic institutions in the
Arab and Muslim world. One of Said‟s Arab critics, the Syrian writer Sadiq Jalal al-ʿAzm, shared Said‟s view that
Orientalism as an intellectual enterprise had close ties with colonial rule in the Middle East. Nonetheless, he
remarked sadly that Said‟s premise actually distanced the East from the West instead of promoting their
rapprochement.7
Academic works, influenced by the Orientalist paradigm of criticizing and revising Western perceptions of
Islam and the Arabs, largely failed to grasp the rise of the “culture of self-criticism” (thaqafa al-naqd al-dhati) that
pervaded Marxist-socialist and liberal circles following the traumatic Arab defeat of 1967.8 These circles, inspired
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by Western ideologies, debated Islamic injunctions and ethos in an attempt to foster an Arab enlightenment, be it
socialist-secular or liberal. Western scholarship did shed light on post-1967 Arab discourses that advocated civic
culture from within, that is, based on Arab historical experience and a scientific and rational reading of Islamic
texts. Such was the case of asala / turath (cultural authenticity), which promoted freedom of thought, the
emancipation of women, the separation of religion and state, and so forth, through the deconstruction of local
traditions and the broadening of their humanist values. The main point of reference for these “new partisans of the
heritage,” such as the Moroccan Mohammed Abed al-Jabri (d. 2010) and the Egyptian Hasan Hanafi (b. 1935), was
Islamic culture.9
Another post-1967 civic discourse centered on wasatiyya (centrism), a reformist Islamic philosophy that
emerged mainly in Egypt, Jordan, and Morocco, and which infused modern Sunnism with innovative, critical
thinking. Wasatiyya spokesmen declared their loyalty to the national interest while renouncing violence as being a
deviation from Islam. They articulated the view, based on the Qurʾanic verse: "We have made you [believers] into a
just community [a middle nation], so that you may bear witness [to the truth] before others” (Sura 2: 143), that
human nature tends toward moderation and the quest for righteousness (al-sirat al-mustaqim). The wasatiyya
believed that the spheres of political and socioeconomic activity were secular and should be open to the general
public, including women and non-Muslims. Its followers sought to reinvigorate Islamic thought by shifting the
focus from the shariʿa (Islamic law) to the maqasid al-shariʿa (intentions of Islamic law). In this context, they
employed three judicial mechanisms: ijtihad (legal reasoning), talfiq ("patching," i.e., the integration of elements
taken from various legal opinions in order to address current needs), and maslaha (public welfare).10
Both schools of thought – turath and wasatiyya – gained a foothold among researchers. However, most
scholarly attention was diverted to the resurgence of Islam (al-sahwa al-Islamiyya) and its call for the restoration of
past glories and the resurrection of seventh-century, pristine Islam, imbued with the ideals of purity, strength, and
territorial expansion. Fouad Ajami (1992) sadly observed that,
Now, a younger generation – for whom liberalism had become anathema, another word for
Western colonialism – would seek a different inspiration [. . .]. Here and there some liberal
voices were heard after 1967, but this was not to be a liberal era. Long before 1967, the liberals
had lost power and self-confidence. None of what happened after 1967 improved the prospects
for liberal politics. Indeed, the political milieu was to become less hospitable to liberal politics
and ideas."11
The decline of liberalism, Ajami lamented, was followed by the rise of fundamentalism:
In the aftermath of defeat, the turning of the masses to religion for solace and consolation [. . .]
served as a reminder that God may be dead elsewhere – particularly in existential European
literature and in Marxists tracts read by Arab youth – but was alive and well in the Arab world
[. . .]. Indeed, fundamentalism made an eloquent ad moving case of its own and turned defeat
into advantage.12
Preoccupation with political Islam or Islamism advanced an increasingly powerful binary paradigm of MuslimWestern dissonance. This development did not escape the attention of political scientist Samuel Huntington when
he formulated the theory underlying his influential Clash of Civilizations (1996).
Huntington‟s "clash of civilizations” theory challenged and replaced Francis Fukuyama‟s "the end of
history" (1992), which asserted that the worldwide spread of Western liberal democracy and free market capitalism,
ignited by the collapse of communism, signaled the endpoint of humanity‟s sociocultural evolution and would
become the final form of human government.13 In contrast, Huntington put forward a more melancholy and
and Christoph Schumann (eds.), Arab Liberal Thought after 1967: Old Dilemmas, New Perceptions (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2015); Meir Hatina, Arab Liberal Thought in the Modern Age (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2020).
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Eyadat Zaid, Francesca M. Corrao, and Mohammed Hashas (eds.), Islam, State, and Modernity: Mohammed Abed al-Jabri
and the Future of the Arab World (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018).
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pessimistic paradigm of global politics in the post-Cold War period, one characterized by cultural wars and
sectarian conflicts. He argued that Islam in particular has a built-in tendency towards intense antagonism, violent
conflict, and “bloody borders” between Muslims and non-Muslim groups, and demonized Islam as a religion of
tyranny, intolerance, and violence.14 Huntington‟s Achilles heel lay in his essentialist perception of Islam as a
monolithic culture that is inherently enraged, zealous, and hostile toward the West and its modern way of life. He
assumed that Muslim antagonism towards Western societies is a continuation of, or a reflexive response to,
historical rivalries and wars, such as the Crusades. Huntington explicitly ignored the diverse and multiple faces of
the Islamic world, ranging from Indonesia and Malaysia in Southeast Asia to Algeria and Morocco in North Africa,
and its array of intellectual traditions. The emergence of global jihad –especially in the wake of the September 11
attacks – seemed to validate Huntington‟s thesis. It created a climate of cosmic war, of a permanent state of
dissonance and confrontation between Islam and the West, along with its allies in the Muslim-Arab orbit. Global
jihad‟s moral compass was provided by the doctrine of "loyalty and disavowal" (al-walaʾ wa’l-baraʾ) and its
dichotomous division between true believers and hypocrites. The doctrine‟s aims were twofold: purifying Islam of
its alien elements and upholding the exclusive sovereignty of God (tawhid, lit. “oneness”). Global jihadists
undertook a campaign of moralistic activism, focusing on molding pure and committed believers determined to
protect their indigenous identity from the waves of globalization and “McDonaldization.” The battlefield and
martyrdom became their frames of reference and sources of authority. Their claim of exclusivity in speaking in the
name of Islam left no room for discourse, dialogue, or debate.15
The militant face of Islam, together with the “clash of civilizations” narrative, was reinforced by the rise of
ISIS at the threshold of the twenty-first century and its chain of victories in Iraq and Syria. Following the
proclamation of an Islamic caliphate in June 2014, ISIS claimed sole authority over the Muslim milieu and
positioned itself as an international actor defying the world order. The question, posed by early Islamists in midtwentieth century, as to whether there would be a revival of the religion of Muhammad had been replaced by the
question, posed by global jihadists, as to whether anyone would be able to stand up to the religion of Muhammad.
The theme of kasr al-hudud, namely the dismantling of geographical and political boundaries, was ISIS‟s driving
force.16 This self-confidence and militant mood were reflected in ISIS‟s English-language online magazine Dabiq,
which opened one of its issues with the article “Break the Cross” and closed it with “By the Sword.” The cross had
become a code phrase for the “new Crusade” – humanity‟s deviation from the path of God through social
phenomena such as democracy, liberalism, feminism, and atheism. Unorthodoxy served as a trigger for the
purifying force of violence.17 “We hate you,” ISIS spokesmen declared,
first and foremost, because you are disbelievers; you reject the oneness of Allah [. . .]; you
blaspheme against Him, claiming that He has a son; you fabricate lies against His prophets and
messengers, and you indulge in all manner of devilish practices [. . .]. We fight you in order to
bring you out from the darkness of disbelief and into the light of Islam, and to liberate you
from the constraints of living for the sake of the worldly life alone so that you may enjoy both
the blessings of the worldly life and the bliss of the Hereafter.18

Fundamentalism and Salafism
Yet even scholars and observers who were not convinced by such paradigms as “Orientalism” and the “clash of
civilizations” continued to focus on the confrontational and political aspects of modern religious revival in all its
forms, from neo-Evangelism to messianic Zionism, Israeli ultra-orthodoxy, Shiʿi awakening, and Sunni radicalism.
In our context, when delving into Islamic militancy, most scholars have downplayed Islam‟s historical legacies,
dynamism, and multiplicity, as well as the fact that various regions and local traditions have reacted differently, and
in different degrees, to modernity. They have also overlooked other empirical factors that have historically
triggered radicalization: intergenerational power struggles, economic and social strife, political suppression,
14
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injustice, displacement, and exile. These omissions gave rise to another conceptual framework in Islamic and
Middle Eastern studies, namely fundamentalism. Fundamentalism dealt with religious movements through a
comparative prism and developed such labels as “Puritanism,” “scripturalism,” and “strong religions,”
Fundamentalism in world religions was presented by the University of Chicago‟s five-volume Fundamentalism
Project (1991–1995) as a product of the pressures of modernity and reactions to these pressures: thus,
secularization led to religious revivalism;19 the consolidation of feminist ideologies caused a backlash favoring
modesty and family-based ideologies; and technology and free access to knowledge led to religious confinement
and censorship.
“Fundamentalism” enabled the construction of a cross-cultural vocabulary, conducive to the
formulation of comparative patterns of religious movements that highlighted similarities and differences in their
thoughts, social structures, modes of action, and attitudes to the modern state. Especially useful is the concept of
“enclave culture," coined by Emmanuel Sivan. This concept encompasses the modes of action and maintenance
strategies, ranging from seclusion to integration that a group might use in defending itself against a secular and
hegemonic society and the degree to which those strategies impact ideological perceptions.20 Despite its theoretical
significance and comparative insights, fundamentalism is not without flaws. Historically, the term is associated
with Protestant Christianity in early twentieth-century North America, which raises methodological and historical
questions when it is applied to other religions and cultures. More importantly, fundamentalism is defined as
“religious militance by which self-styled „true believers‟ attempt to arrest the erosion of religious identity, fortify
the borders of the religious community, and create viable alternatives to secular institutions and behaviors.”21 Such
an all-embracing definition ignores what humanists and social scientists alike have termed the ambivalence of
religion, namely that religious faith may not only ignite defiance, and extremism among some believers, but may
also encourage reconciliation and co-existence among others.22
In the case of Islam, ecumenism was embodied by a modernist-liberal discourse advocated mainly by
men of letters: professors, writers, and essayists. Their compass was utilitarian and activist, guided by the principle
of maslaha, namely the intensification of believers‟ wellbeing in this world while simultaneously showing
openness to the surrounding environment. Modernists, and liberals even more so, adopted a critical, and at times
censorious, attitude towards Islamic texts, norms, and institutions, calling for the depoliticization of religion and the
expansion of universal ideals of individual liberty, pluralism, citizenship, and human compassion, regardless of
religion, race, and gender.23 They drew inspiration from European and Western sources, as well as from indigenous
Arab-Islamic sources that highlighted classical Islamic rationalist philosophies, and from the ninth-century
Muʿatzilites, who assigned reason an elevated role, equal to that of revelation, in man‟s attempt to understand the
world. Another, later, source of influence was mid-nineteenth-century Islamic reformism, championed by openminded ʿulamaʾ centered mainly in Baghdad, Cairo, and Damascus; included among these were Khayr al-Din alʿAlusi, Muhammad ʿAbduh, Husayn al-Marsafi ʿAbd al-Qadir al-Jazaʾiri, Tahir al-Jazahiri, ʿAbd al-Razzaq alBitar, Salim al-Qasimi, ʿAbd al-Rahman al-Kawakibi, Rashid Rida, and ʿAbd al-Hamid al-Zahrawi. The primary
goal of these Muslim reformists was to assert Islam‟s viability in the modern world through its alignment with
reason, science, and enlightenment. Highlighting the rational and utilitarian aspects of human life was reflected in
al-Kawakibi‟s broad interpretation of the jihad motif. He argued that the Qur‟anic term jihad in the cause of God
19
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Fundamentalisms: The Clash within Islam (London and New York: Routledge, 2020), mainly 1–19.
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See, for example, Mehran Kamrava (ed.), The New Voices of Islam: Reforming Politics and Modernity (London: I.B. Tauris,
2006); Hatina, Arab Liberal Thought; idem, “Dismantling the Sacred in the Name of Humanity: Mahmud Muhammad Taha‟s
Cultural Revolution,” Journal of Political Ideologies (forthcoming).

57 | www.ijahss.net

International Journal of Arts, Humanities & Social Science

Vol. 02 - Issue: 08/ August_2021

(al-jihad fi sabil Allah) represents “every effort that benefits religion and this world. Even [seeking a] livelihood
can be called jihad.”24 Al-Kawakibi and his colleagues sought to solve the inherent dilemma of how to be an Arab
Muslim and part of the modern world at the same time, a dilemma that continued to occupy their contemporary
followers.25
The fundamentalist notion of strong religious purity and adherence to scriptures facilitated the development of
another related movement, namely Salafism (a term which derives from al-salaf al-salih – the pious ancestors of
Islam – whose example all believers must emulate). Scholars created a typology of Salafi factions, from quietists
who are engaged in preaching and proselytizing, to political activists who challenge local regimes, to jihadists who
promote violence against the new Crusaders, i.e., the West and its allies in the Arab-Muslim world. Still, the study
of Salafism, like the study of Islamic fundamentalism in general, suffers from a too-neat classification of trends,
thus ignoring the fuzziness of ideological conceptual borders. Moreover, Salafi studies, which emerged in the late
1990s around the same time as the rise of global jihad, aimed to analyze the features and sources of inspiration
associated mainly with the Wahhabi creed of Saudi Arabia. It thus focused attention on assertive and militant
Salafis while overlooking modernist-progressive voices within the Salafi camp and within the Islamic arena in
general, voices which posited alternative, more inclusive, narratives for Islam‟s engagement with modernity and its
challenges.
Scholars invested considerable – at times excessive – efforts in tracing the genealogy of a Salafi religious
militancy that adhered to a literalist interpretation of the scriptures. This genealogy reached back to Ahmad b.
Hanbal, who founded the Hanbali legal school in the ninth century; to the renowned medieval jurist Ibn Taymiyya;
to Muhammad b. ʿAbd al-Wahhab, who founded the Wahhabiyya movement in Najd in the late eighteenth century;
and to mid-twentieth-century Egyptian revolutionist Sayyid Qutb.26

Communal Realities
Neither Said‟s “Orientalism” nor Huntington‟s “clash of civilizations” nor Chicago‟s “fundamentalism” project and
Salafi studies reflect the complex nature of interfaith encounters, which have displayed elements of both unity and
dispute. Viewed from an historical perspective, civilizations have never been fixed polities, but rather are
heterogeneous and diverse in geographical, cultural, and political-economic terms, with a variety of intellectual
traditions and changing boundaries and orientations. Moreover, they are exposed to inner tensions, which at times
overshadow external conflicts with other cultures. This is true with regard to Europe‟s religious wars as well as to
clashes within Islamic societies. In this respect, the global jihad waged by al-Qaʿida and ISIS represented only a
small radical wing of a multifaceted Islamic spectrum, occupied also by state official ʿulamaʾ, Sufi shaykhs,
modernists-liberals, or communal Islamists involved in proselytization (dawʿa).
On the Jewish-Christian axis, recent years have witnessed an abundance of research reflecting a revived
Christian interest in Jewish tradition, for example in Kabbalah. Important contributions have been made by scholars
like Stephen Burnett, Giulio Busi, and Israel Yuval.27 This revisionist scholarship has changed the long-standing
stereotype of a never-ending monolithic divide between Judaism and Christianity that was fueled by sustained
polemic traditions, modern anti-Semitism, and the Holocaust. This scholarship highlighted the multifaceted nature
of the study of Jewish esoteric lore among Christians and, simultaneously, presented the Jews as agents of cultural
transmission functioning within the framework of a wider society. Similarly, research on religious conversion
shifted from the notion of apostasy as a total break with the convert‟s former community toward a perspective
emphasizing continuity and “mingled identities” of Jews accepting Christianity and – albeit less frequently –
Christians turning to Judaism.
24
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The recognition of a more diffuse reality of common beliefs and shared histories, rather than alienation, applies
even more to a multiethnic and culturally diverse Muslim orbit. In medieval times, Jewish and Christian
communities, though treated by Islamic law as protected subordinates whose social interactions were restricted,
were influenced by Muslim values, norms, and practices, and vice versa, revealing deep processes of acculturation.
In the domain of the Mamluk and Ottoman sultans, Jews and Christians were employed as state officials,
sometimes in powerful positions, and moved freely between imperial cities (Cairo, Damascus, Jerusalem, Istanbul,
Thessaloniki) and throughout the outside world, serving at times as cultural brokers. Thus, the perception of the
“other” became less antagonistic and dichotomous.28
At the same time, the nineteenth century witnessed negative socio-political repercussions on communal
relations in the Ottoman Empire. Conflicts erupted between Muslims and Christians in the urban centers of Syria
and Lebanon in 1850 and 1860 in response to Western influences and modernizing reforms (Tanzimat), which also
involved the emancipation of non-Muslim minorities.29 Still, voices expressing mutual understanding and attempts
at rapprochement were also heard. This was evident in the Nahda (cultural renaissance) enterprise, in which both
Muslim and Christians participated and which included the opening of modern schools, the establishment of print
and publishing industries, and the translation of foreign works. The Nahdawis sought to invigorate Arab heritage
and align it with scientific analysis, progress, and humanism. Their intellectual endeavor was marked by such key
concepts as civilization (taddamun), progress (taqqadum), enlightenment (tanwir), freedom (huriyya), and
tolerance (tasamuh). Their two key mottoes were “the wheel of the world spins on the tip of the pen” (dawalib alʿalam yadur ʿala ra’s al-qalam), and “religion belongs to God and the homeland to the people (al-din li’l-lah wa’lwatan li’l-jamiʿ). The first motto elevated knowledge and science and renounced violence, sectarian conflicts, and
cultural wars; the second advocated a civic polity based on freedom, tolerance, and equality.30 Ottoman Jews, too,
absorbed these themes and often sided with the empire against European encroachment. Jews who were integrated
into the economic and educational systems and introduced to colonial influences served as intermediaries between
local societies and foreign powers.31 Cultural rapprochement was also set in motion on the Jewish-Arab axis in
Palestine on the eve of World War I, when intellectual encounters and sincere efforts to learn about each other‟s
history, religion, and culture were recorded. These encounters, however, did not gain momentum; on the contrary,
they paved the way for the escalation of hostilities between Jews and Arabs in Palestine. This was mainly due to the
disintegration of the Ottoman Empire and the establishment of British Mandate rule.32 The emergence of territorialnational states in the early twentieth century and the process of state formation created new frameworks of
belonging with which Christians and Jews (in, for example, Egypt and Iraq) identified and to which they paid
allegiance.33
Approaching prevailing conceptual frameworks in Islamic and Middle Eastern studies as relative ones that
should be examined cautiously will allow scholars to highlight cross-cultural features and introduce a more
constructive and balanced analysis of modern Islamic resurgence, thus refashioning the landscape with regard to
28
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perceptions of the “self” and the “other” in Islam. Such a balanced approach will also eschew a binary picture of
cultural wars and stereotypes that are largely stigmatizing and simplistic in favor of a more complex and diffuse
reality of intertwined worlds: on the one hand, religions striving for the sole possession of revelation and holy
places; and on the other, mutual recognition of a shared background of myths, founding figures, injunctions, values,
cosmology, social behavior, and interactions across time and space. Interfaith and intercultural dialogue (hiwar)
and which aimed at promoting communal peace, was also at work in modern Islamic thought and practice, mainly
as a counter-response and alternative to the path of alienation and violent encounters.34
Moving away from sweeping analytical concepts to examine more concrete communal realities, using
sociological and cultural understanding as well as fieldwork, is more productive and insightful. Thus, many now
speak of Muslim religiosity and its manifestations in the public sphere, like the adoption of a more religious
lifestyle, the performance of religious rituals such as mosque attendance, or the incorporation of religious values
into educational institutions and media programs. I would argue, however, that in the context of Islam in Israel, for
instance, an increase in the number of mosques and welfare associations is clearly not a sufficient indication of the
strength of the Islamic Movement (established in Israel in 1971) or the degree of Islamization of the Arab public
space. Public polls conducted in recent years among Muslims in Israel show that only 20% of the respondents
thought that religion should play an active role in the public sphere; the rest saw it as a moral and cultural code and
adopted a pluralistic approach to religion. The Islamic Movement in Israel is thus confronting ongoing resistance
by rival factions, such as the Communist Party (Rakah), or secular groups that have expressed their aversion to the
Islamic agenda. The Islamic Movement should not be viewed as merely a form of religious fundamentalism
seeking to return to pristine Islamic imperatives. Rather, it is a discursive movement, absorbing certain values,
accepting certain institutions from the hegemonic Israeli environment, and paying careful attention to the needs and
expectations of the Arab public.35 Moreover, field studies conducted in mixed localities, such as Haifa, Nazareth,
and Kafr Qana, in which Muslims and Christians coexist, have found cordial interethnic relations based on
interpersonal and family acquaintances, joint activities in local institutions, and common interests related to these
communities‟ minority status vis-à-vis state authorities.36
If we turn our gaze outward towards the Middle Eastern landscape as a whole, we will discover a similar
picture of Islamization as a relative process. One example would be the wearing of a veil or head covering (hijab),
which provides a social as well as a religious vehicle for allowing women to move freely in the public sphere.
Notably, Islamic institutions of education and welfare in which women are active have served as platforms for selfempowerment and levers for social change and the promotion of women‟s rights.37 Since the beginning of the 21st
century, opinion polls and interviews conducted in various Arab countries have showed that a significant
percentage of respondents, mainly young people, favor the safeguarding of personal freedoms and the
establishment of democratic regimes. Some of them have been indifferent to, and skeptical of, religion and have
even held atheistic views.38 Similar tendencies were also observed among some 50,000 adult respondents to a 2020
opinion poll conducted in the Islamic Republic of Iran: 60% of respondents reported that they did not pray, and
32% stated that they grew up in believing, but non-religious, families. Two other interesting pieces of data: 72% of
respondents opposed the mandatory wearing of the women's veil in public spaces and 35% of respondents stated
that they consume alcoholic drinks occasionally or on a regular basis.39 These indicators, together with different
views and approaches regarding the place of Islam in the polity, are clear signs of religious diversity.
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The Arab Revolutions of 2011
Perhaps it is, after all, not surprising that the Arab revolutions of 2011, dubbed the “Arab Spring,” did not erupt on
religious grounds or with demands for implementation of the shariʿa, but rather emerged against the backdrop of
national and secular issues, such as individual and civil rights, social justice, and democratization – with the huge
demonstrations held in Cairo‟s al-Tahrir (Freedom) Square serving as a prominent example. It is quite plausible
that the failure of the Muslim Brethren to promote these “secular” issues brought about their downfall in 2013, only
a year after they were elected. The Brethren believed that the Egyptian masses who voted for them were devout
Muslims who would continue to support the movement and express their faith in it as an authentic representative of
Islam. They were wrong.40 The lessons from the failed Egyptian experience were grasped in full by the Nahda
movement in Tunisia, which embraced a more civic outlook and, in 2016, even called for the separation of church
and state, thus seeking to position itself at the heart of the public consensus.41
The 2011 uprisings overturned entrenched research paradigms about the endurance of authoritarian
regimes in the Middle East and the inherent submissiveness of its people, as if they were still ri’aya (literally, the
flock), divested of any public and political say. The Arab public space changed both its face and its historic role: It
was no longer merely the background against which rulers projected their authority through public speeches,
processions, or official festivals, while the masses played a submissive role, cheering and granting them legitimacy.
Gone were the days when public grievances were confined to cultural salons and media forums. The demonstrators,
led by educated and embittered youths, assembled in city squares, turning them into arenas of open defiance against
the regime, and clamored for change. They stormed the symbols of Arab state sovereignty and clashed with its
military forces, creating new modes of collective action or “a new Arab street,” to quote anthropologist Asef
Bayat.42
The dramatic events of 2011 testified to the political maturity of the masses, especially the young people,
who demanded genuine partnership in shaping their own future. They emerged as citizens (muwatinun), as
individuals with rights and claims against state authorities. These events also revealed the potential for an active
civil society in the Arab world, a potential that had previously slipped under the scholarly radar. The Arab Spring
attested to the existence of a Middle East that was an integral part of the global village in terms of its exposure to
modern technology, communication networks, and Western ideas.
Though the post-2011 scholarship seemingly recast its frame of analysis, in reality this was not the case.
Two years after the Arab revolutions, in the shadow of civil wars in Syria, Libya, and Yemen, and against the
backdrop of ISIS‟s rise as a non-state actor, another analytical concept emerged – the failed state. The failed state
model refers to the erosion of the state‟s authority and the disintegration of its effectiveness and legitimacy, a
process which was accelerated by the renewed vitality of ethnic, religious, tribal, and geographical identities. In this
model, ethnic-religious sectarianism became a central component of the Middle Eastern landscape, providing a
platform for instability and bloody confrontations.43 Yet this conclusion seems too sweeping, and completely
ignores 100 years of state-building in the Arab world, a century that witnessed the consolidation of geographical
borders and the construction of national identities, albeit feeble ones. The nationalist narrative, having at its
disposal effective outlets such as state educational and media resources, became a driving force in the reshaping of
the post-Ottoman polity after the end of World War I. It claimed possession of the community‟s historical memory,
cultivating a sense of joint origin (a myth of descent) and shared destiny based on ethnolinguistic affinities and
historical experiences.
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Concluding Note
This critical review of prevailing notions in Islamic and Middle Eastern studies does not aim to draw firm
conclusions, but only to raise points for thought and discussion. The “food for thought” presented here highlights
the importance of having a historical and sociological perspective, as well as familiarity with comparative religion.
Scholars in our field of study need to keep in mind that it is essential to trace the evolution of religious discourse,
map its historical contexts, and draw the sociological profile of its main protagonists and of the extent to which
their writings match past traditions or, alternatively, deviate from them in order to advance a dissident agenda.
Historical monitoring will keep us from falling into essentialist concepts of Islam, such as “the religion of the
sword” or “the army of shrouds” (a reference to suicide bombers).44 Surely, one should not ignore formative ethos,
heroic epics, and judicial rulings that are anchored in a society‟s classical texts but must closely examine the
modifications outlined in them and the new interpretations that have permeated them. At the end of the day, social
agents and movements play a crucial role in the remolding of the “truth” of scriptures, in accordance with the
circumstances and aspirations of their time.
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