
BETWEEN REVIVALISM AND RECONSTRUCTIONISM: 

ISLAM, REFORM, AND SECULARISM IN THE WORKS OF TAHA 

ABDERRAHMANE AND MOHAMMED ARKOUN 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Dissertation 

submitted to the Faculty of the 

Graduate School of Arts and Sciences 

of Georgetown University 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the 

degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

in Islamic Studies 

 

 

 

 

 

By 

 

 

 

 

 

Miloud Amine Tais, M.A. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Washington, DC 

May 25, 2018 



ii 

 

Copyright 2018 by Miloud Amine Tais 

All Rights Reserved 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



iii 

 

BETWEEN REVIVALISM AND RECONSTRUCTIONISM:  

ISLAM, REFORM, AND SECULARISM IN THE WORKS OF TAHA 

ABDERRAHMANE AND MOHAMMED ARKOUN 

 

Miloud Amine Tais, M.A. 

 

Thesis Advisor:  Felicitas M. Opwis, Ph.D. 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

The examination of the works of some of the major reformist thinkers in the Maghrib 

region since the late nineteenth century reveals a tension between two attitudes, revivalism 

and reconstructionism. The study contends that Taha Abderrahmane and Mohammed 

Arkoun are in some ways the ultimate representatives of later more sophisticated revivalist 

and reconstructionist drives respectively. Abderrahmane seeks to ground a modern social 

and political system in renewed Islamic principles that he carefully elaborates to act as a 

corrective to what he presents as the failures of uncritically imported Western modernity 

and secularism. He keeps the Islamic at the forefront of an overarching system that 

replaces ʿalmāniyya (secularism) with i’timāniyya (entrusting). Arkoun, on the other hand, 

critiques the very foundations of “Islamic principles” and grounds modernity and 

secularism in a Muslim context through that very critique. He challenges the historical 

interpretations of Islam and calls for keeping a constant space open for the secular, as a 

way of combating the sacralization of human discourses, a process that serves the interest 

of some social groups at the expense of others. The study also argues that by proposing for 

Muslim societies a commitment to a particular and authentic Islamic vision, 

Abderrahmane’s project falls within the global intellectual current that stands in an 

adversarial position towards secularism and its claim to universalism, as exemplified by 

the works of Talal Asad and Saba Mahmood. Meanwhile Arkoun highlights the need to 
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critique and contextualize secularism in order to move beyond the dichotomy of religion 

versus secularism and to allow secularism to be rethought within the frame of “emergent 

reason,” a modern universal reason that Islam and Muslims ought to participate in shaping 

alongside others. Thus, Arkoun’s work falls within another trend that champions 

secularism but seeks to rethink some of its aspects, as exemplified by the works of Charles 

Taylor and Jürgen Habermas. 
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Chapter I 

Introduction: 

Modernist Reform and Secularism 

 

 

In recent decades, Western academics and public intellectuals have been engaged in a 

multilayered debate over the status of secularism in the contemporary world. Many factors 

have participated in shaping the conversations and deepening the levels of discussion in 

both political and academic circles. One important factor is the questioning of the paradigm 

of secularization theory that had confidently posited the slow erosion of religion and even 

its eventual disappearance as a result of processes that modernity had triggered. Another 

factor is the challenge of giving voice to a variety of religious communities while 

maintaining a pluralistic ethos within societies that have become more diverse. This shift 

was not the only one emanating from the processes of globalization; recent political and 

economic conflicts have featured the rise of non-governmental entities that continue to 

disrupt, in one way or another the status-quo of a world order hitherto organized around 

nation-states. These dynamics have helped raise serious ethical questions about the role of 

religion and the viability of secularism in different parts of the world.  

This study examines some of the intellectual debates surrounding secularism and the 

secular within a context in which Islam plays an important role in shaping the lives of social 
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actors at a variety of levels. Of particular interest is how secularism is approached, 

explicitly or implicitly, within reformist circles. The study positions itself within the 

academic discussions over religion and modernity but seeks to question some of the 

assumptions inherent in the articulation of that dichotomy. The focus is on the works of 

two prominent North African thinkers who have developed highly sophisticated 

intellectual projects, seeking to deal with the social and political challenges that their 

communities have faced in the contemporary world. Both Taha Abderrahmane and 

Mohammed Arkoun have made valuable contributions to the literature on the subject of 

Islam, reform, and secularism in the Maghrib.  

Of interest to this researcher is providing a clear overview of the intellectual projects of the 

two thinkers and examining how their works deal with the issue of secularism in particular. 

Two other goals were part of the research agenda as well. One is to position the two thinkers 

within the intellectual debates surrounding reform in the Maghrib in recent history. This 

exercise also seeks to put the light on the intellectual history of modernist reformism in a 

geographic area that often takes a back seat within American academia to the world of the 

Arab Mashriq. Moreover, the study aims to integrate the perspectives of the two thinkers 

within the larger debates on religion and secularism in the world today. This is an attempt 

to move away from the very common practice of dealing with “Muslims” simply as objects 

of study whenever the topics of secularism and the secular are on the discussion table, 

especially in relation to the growing presence of “Muslims” in “secular” Western 

democracies. 
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A. Tradition and Modernity  

This study also seeks to move away from discussing modernist Muslim thinkers in terms 

of whether their ideas break from tradition or remain within its orbit. The dichotomy of 

tradition versus modernity is itself analytically problematic because it causes us to neglect 

how traditional ideas are not a simple calquing of past practices and beliefs but are instead 

reconstructions at particular moments of what are received/perceived as elements 

belonging to a long tradition. In relation to that, I find particularly useful Armando 

Salvatore’s definition of traditions, building on the work of Alasdaire MacIntyre, as 

“bundled templates of social practice transmitted, transformed and reflected upon by 

arguments and discourses across cultures and generations”1 because it shines the light on 

the process of negotiation and innovation in which are involved social actors. Thus, A 

sounder and more balanced approach is to contextualize reform-oriented works and let 

them express the processes of negotiation in which they are engaged.  

Thus in this frame, Someone who is outside the Western sphere but values the contributions 

of Western modernity, without necessarily being a simple “imitator” of that modernity, can 

be called a modernist. It follows that a proponent of modernist reformism within a Muslim 

context is someone who takes in consideration the input of Western modernity seriously in 

a new episode of Islamic reformism, a phenomenon that has long been part of how Islam 

is approached even when not explicitly acknowledged by Muslim scholars. The term 

                                                           
1 Armando Salvatore, “Tradition and Modernity within Islamic Civilization and the West” in Islam and 

Modernity: Key Issues and Debates, ed. Muhammad Khalid Masud, Armando Salvatore and Martin van 

Bruinessen (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009), 6-7. 
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modernity itself is admittedly problematic because it oversimplifies and reifies a complex 

set of social processes and intellectual currents.  

Defining modernity is a tricky proposition. At a basic linguistic level, the modern denotes 

the new in relation to what has been the case, to what we have been used to. One could say 

that modernity presupposes some kind of break, “an act of self-conscious distancing from 

a past or a situation regarded as naïve.”2 In a historical sense, a “matrix of modernity” is 

constituted in Europe between the sixteenth and eighteenth century.3 Here, modernity 

carries what Stuart Hall calls “a certain analytic and theoretical value, because it is related 

to a conceptual model.”4 Classical theorists of modernity had posited a number of elements 

that characterize societies that witnessed the rise of modernity, including the decline of 

traditional social orders and religious worldviews, the rise of more materialist, rationalist, 

individualistic culture, and the dominance of secular forms of political power and 

authority.5 The proponents of modernization theory proposed one principal driving factor 

in the development towards a modern society, namely the economy.6 On the intellectual 

plane, Enlightenment thinkers of the eighteenth century are credited with making the most 

valuable contributions in creating the break from the old to the new (modern) order, 

defending reason, rationality, empiricism, and science as lights on the path of liberation 

from the shackles of superstition. Their intellectual contributions claimed to establish a 

universal program of human progress.7  

                                                           
2 Gustavo Benavides, “Modernity” in Critical Terms for Religious Studies, ed. Mark C. Taylor (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1998), 187. 
3 Ibid., 189. 
4 Stuart Hall, “Introduction” in Modernity: An Introduction to Modern Societies, ed. Stuart Hall, David 

Held, Don Hubert, and Kenneth Thompson (Malden, MA: 1996), 8. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid., 12 
7 Ibid., 22-4. 
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In recent times, scholars from a variety of disciplines have ignited an important debate over 

modernity and challenged the inherited wisdom surrounding that notion. A particularly 

potent critique has sought to deconstruct the claim of a singular modernity, defending 

instead multiple modernities. S.N. Eisenstadt develops this idea and explains that it 

…presumes that the best way to understand the contemporary world—indeed to 

explain the history of modernity—is  to see it as a story of continual constitution 

and reconstitution of a multiplicity of cultural programs. These ongoing 

reconstructions of multiple institutional and ideological patterns are carried forward 

by specific social actors in close connection with social, political, and intellectual 

activists, and also by social movements pursuing different programs of modernity, 

holding very different views on what makes societies modern. Through the 

engagement of these actors with broader sectors of their respective societies, unique 

expressions of modernity are realized.8 

According to Eisenstadt, the transition of concepts and institutions stemming from Western 

modernity into other contexts create shifts, corrections, additions, etc… that reflect the 

local cultures. This allowed the elites among those cultures to incorporate themes of 

Western modernity without disregarding what they view as important aspects of their 

traditional identities. In that fashion are constructed new collective identities.9   

Following in this kind of analysis, I start from the premise that modernity is not a reified 

and finished product or entity that Muslims and others simply accept or reject. I use the 

term modernity in the sense of a continuing process that starts from an epistemological 

shift and that carries within it various contestations, negotiations, and contradictions.10 

However, I also insist on a distinction between the “modernist” and “modern” 

                                                           
8 S.N. Eisenstadt, “Multiple Modernities,” Daedalus 129, no. 1 (2000): 2 
9 Ibid., 14-5. 
10 Benavides, 187-90. 
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characterizations. Trends that I describe as “modernist” harness the contributions of 

intellectual modernity, as they perceive it, to rethink Islam.  The description of “modern” 

on the other hand can be given to all actors that live within a world that the processes of 

modernity have shaped; this would include those who view intellectual modernity as 

irrelevant to their own perspectives as well as those who are openly anti-modernist. This 

does not mean that the views of those who fall within the latter camps are stagnant and 

unchanging or that modernity has no impact on them. It is quite the opposite; all these 

orientations are an integral part of the modern contexts and could only exist, as such, in 

those contexts regardless of the labels utilized to describe them, i.e. traditionalists, 

fundamentalists, etc…  

What is of interest here is that within Islam, the difference between modernist reformism 

and the reformist projects of yesteryear lies at times in the seeming radicality of the changes 

proposed. This is directly connected to the depth of the intellectual challenge that 

modernity has raised for all religious traditions. Importantly, rather than being on the other 

side of tradition, modernist reformists are often engaged in a battle to reimagine tradition 

or to steer it in particular directions. What we call “tradition” has always been multiple; 

modernist intellectual reform is but a manner (or rather manners) of negotiating new ways 

of defining the self in interaction with changing historical realities and novel ideas but in 

continuation with inherited legacies. Tradition plays the central role of maintaining 

meaningful communication between social actors, as societies go through processes of 
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change and adaptation to change. As Salvatore puts it, tradition “is essential to social action 

communication and even cultural and institutional innovation.”11  

Importantly, the rigor and sophistication of the reformist ideas differ from one setting to 

another and from one thinker to another. Abderrahmane and Arkoun provide us with 

examples of highly rigorous and sophisticated attempts at modernist reform that might have 

an important influence in the coming decades well beyond the confines of the Maghrib. 

Rather than approaching their attempts through the lens of tradition versus modernity, 

which ends up ideologically dividing thinkers into two camps, one belonging to a “true” 

Islam and another one rejecting that “true” Islam. This research project starts from the 

premise that we are encountering two reformist thinkers that are products of modern 

settings in which Islam plays a central role. Their approach to the important issue of 

secularism will allow us to have a significant window into some of the current and future 

trends of Islamic thought as they continue to seek to shape Maghribī society and Muslim-

majority societies more generally.   

One final word must be added concerning secularism and related concepts. I will have a 

longer discussion of these concepts and the debates surrounding them in chapter seven 

below, as I examine the recent global debates over religion and secularism. I will limit 

myself here to posit, as a starting point, simple definitions of the secular, secularism and 

secularization, based on José Casanova’s useful discussion of these concepts.12 

                                                           
11 Salvatore, 7.  
12 José Casanova, “The Secular, Secularizations, Secularisms,” in Rethinking Secularism, ed. Craig 

Calhoun, M. Juergensmeyer, and Jonathan Van Antwerpen (Oxford: OUP, 2012), 54-73. 
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The secular denotes what social actors view or experience as outside the realm of what is 

defined as “religious” in their context, without delving here into the difficulties that the 

term religion itself engenders. Secularism on the other hand is a political position that seeks 

to organize a particular socio-political context through the separation of religious views 

and doctrines from governance. It should not be confused with secularization which refers 

to a claimed historical transformation of societies from the dominance of religion within 

all spheres of life to the continuous waning of its influence on the lives of social actors and 

institutions.   

 

B. Secularism and Islam in Western Scholarship 

The question of secularism in Muslim contexts is an old problematic that has attracted the 

interest of Western scholars for many decades. This is largely because of the demands and 

pressures of international geopolitical developments as well as a consequence of the focus 

of many researchers on “Islam” as the major factor shaping the lives of the inhabitants of 

the so-called Muslim world. In terms of studying social actors in Muslim contexts that 

engage secularism and related concepts, one could classify the scholarly literature into at 

least five major categories. The first category contains works that are concerned with what 

is termed “political Islam” or “Islamism.” It includes discussions about activist 

organizations that reject secular politics to one degree or another and seek to implement an 

alleged indigenous authentic Islamic order within a particular country or location.13 The 

second category is connected to the first and deals with the ideologies, institutions, and 

                                                           
13 See for instance the articles in the edited volume: Frédéric Volpi, ed., Political Islam: A Critical Reader 

(London: Routledge 2011). 
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practices of postcolonial states in the Muslim world, a number of which have espoused a 

proto-secular outlook.14 The works in these two categories are often primarily interested in 

political events and conflicts. 

The third category of works is mainly interested in the issue of Western imperialism in the 

Muslim world. These works often discuss secularism as part of the agenda of Western 

powers to maintain their influence in the Muslim world. Starting from this premise, the 

works of Muslim thinkers are judged on the usefulness of their ideas for that imperialist 

agenda or their resistance to it.15 In other words, the premise is that secularism is a Western 

frame that is imposed through neocolonial schemes; this renders the discussions of Muslim 

thinkers on secularism secondary to that overarching theme. 

Scholarship of the fourth type is concerned with “Muslim” presence in Western “secular” 

democracies. Here the focus is on the issue of integration or lack of it. The topics range 

from studies of religious attitudes within a particular community to the legal issues 

surrounding the possibility of making room for Sharīʿa rulings within Western secular 

legal systems, in addition to the vexing issue of radicalization among a small minority of 

Western Muslim youth and the security threat that such radicalization poses to society.16 

Regarding the topic of secularism and Islam, the main concern here is whether Western 

Muslims can be integrated into secular systems; Western Muslims who do discuss the issue 

of secularism in philosophical terms are generally not engaged.  

                                                           
14 See for example Evangelia Axiarlis, Political Islam and the Secular State in Turkey: Democracy, Reform 

and the Justice and Development Party (London: I.B. Tauris & Co. Ltd 2014). 
15 A representative article is Saba Mahmood, "Secularism, Hermeneutics, and Empire: The Politics of 

Islamic Reformation." Public Culture: Bulletin of the Project for Transnational Cultural Studies 18, no 2 

(2006): 323-47. 
16 See for instance Jane Freedman, "Secularism as a Barrier to Integration? The French 

Dilemma." International Migration 42, no. 3 (2004): 5-27. 
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The fifth category of works is interested in reform movements, reformists, and modernists 

within Muslim contexts. These kinds of studies generally give voice to Muslim thinkers 

and create avenues to analyze their reform strategies.17 The issue of secularism is certainly 

present yet has not taken an important place in the discussions, partly because most of the 

studied thinkers are either not interested in the topic itself or unwilling to use the term 

secularism and related terminology for strategic reasons; meanwhile researchers show 

relatively little interest in those Muslim thinkers whose works engage the larger 

philosophical debate on secularism and the secular.  Importantly, Maghribī reformists and 

modernists remain generally understudied and marginalized within all the aforementioned 

categories.  

 

C. The Importance of Taha Abderrahmane and Mohammed 

Arkoun 

This researcher’s interest in the two selected thinkers stems from a number of reasons. 

Firstly, there is a dearth of studies dealing with what I perceive to be very important 

intellectual contributions to Islamic thought that Mohammed Arkoun and Taha 

Abderrahmane made. Arkoun’s difficult style of writing, his reliance on a variety of 

academic fields, his constant reworking of borrowed conceptual tools, and his use of 

French as a primary language for his writings make him hard to approach. He is often 

mentioned in passing within reviews of Muslim “modernist” thinkers and is sometimes 

                                                           
17 For example, see Adis Duderija, ed., Maqasid al-Shariʻa and Contemporary Reformist Muslim Thought: 

An Examination (Basingstoke, United Kingdom: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014) or Michaelle L. Browers and 

Charles Kurzman, eds.,  An Islamic reformation? (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2004). 
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lumped together with reformists from which he substantially differs. A few studies take 

Arkoun more seriously.18 Of particular value are the contributions of Robert D. Lee on the 

issue of searching for Islamic authenticity,19 Jon Armajani on Islamic thought in the West,20 

Leonard Binder on Islamic liberalism,21 Ursula Günther on Arkoun’s approach to the 

Qur’ān,22 and Carool Kersten’s comparative study of the “cosmopolitan” and “heretical” 

character of the works of Muslim thinkers inhabiting a “liminal space.”23 Meanwhile, 

Abderrahmane remains generally absent from the literature.24  

Secondly, the two thinkers stand out among Maghribī intellectuals by the quality of their 

productions and the uniqueness of the angles from which they approach both Islam and 

secularism. Arkoun was an expert in Islamic studies who has spent a long academic career 

researching and teaching about various facets of the Islamic heritage. Arkoun stood out by 

his depth of knowledge of Islam and appreciation of the achievements of Islamic thought 

throughout the centuries. His intellectual commitment to reform and secularism is not 

shaped by enmity towards Islam or its role in society. Abderrahmane similarly stands out 

                                                           
18 There is more literature on Arkoun in French and German than in English, but even in those languages, 

few studies go in depth in their engagement with Arkoun’s thought. A comprehensive study in German that 

has received acclaim (but that I unfortunately cannot read due to a language barrier) is Ursula Günther, 

Mohammed Arkoun: ein moderner Kritiker der islamischen Vernunft (Würzburg: Ergon, 2004). In French, 

Arkoun’s work is given prominence in the popularly acclaimed book entitled The New Thinkers of Islam, 

see Rachid Benzine, Les Nouveaux penseurs de l'islam (Paris: Albin Michel, 2008).  
19 Robert D. Lee, Overcoming Tradition and Modernity: The Search for Islamic Authenticity (Boulder, 

Colorado: Westview Press, 1997). 
20 Jon Mehrdad Armajani, Dynamic Islam: Liberal Muslim Perspectives in a Transnational Age (New 

York: University Press of America, 2004).  
21 Binder, Leonard, Islamic Liberalism: A Critique of Development Ideologies (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1988). 
22 Ursula Günther, “Mohammed Arkoun: Towards a Radical Rethinking of Islamic Thought,” in Modern 

Muslim intellectuals and the Qurʼan, ed. Suha Taji-Farouki (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).   
23  Carool Kersten, Cosmopolitans and Heretics: New Muslim Intellectuals and the Study of Islam (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 2011).   
24 A notable exception is Ebrahim Moosa’s analysis of contemporary Moroccan and Tunisian perspectives 

on the conception of maqāṣid al-sharīʿa. See Ebrahim Moosa, “On Reading Shāṭibī in Rabat and Tunis,” 

in Maqāṣid al-Sharīʿa and Contemporary Reformist Muslim Thought: An Examination, ed. Adis Duderija 

(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014).   
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by his commitment to academic excellence and his recognition of the depth of the 

intellectual challenge that modernity and secularism pose to Islamic thought. His modern 

philosophical training coupled with his commitment to the spiritual drive of Islam make 

him a unique voice among reformist intellectuals. He has been a vocal proponent of what 

he terms an “Islamic modernity.” Arkoun and Abderrahmane present great case studies for 

the richness of Maghribī thought in interaction with modernity; importantly, they are prime 

representatives of two competing trends in modernist reform, as I explain below.   

This study seeks to be both a corrective and a complement to what is available in the 

literature. It is an introduction to and an analysis of the works of Arkoun and Abderrahmane 

with the use of secularism as a focal point to guide the discussion because of its importance 

in current global debates and the lack of serious consideration of the issue of secularism in 

academic discussions of Islamic thought. In other terms, the study attempts to highlight the 

important intellectual output of Abderrahmane and Arkoun as well as deepen the 

conversation over secularism and the secular at a time of rapid political and social change 

in Arab and Muslim contexts.  

 

D. Methodological Issues 

To develop this topic, organize the research, and frame the study, an integrated 

methodology is harnessed. On one hand, a textual approach is utilized to closely analyze 

the writings of the two thinkers, paying close attention to the themes that permeate their 

large corpuses and unearthing their strategies at different junctures of their long careers. 

Developments in each author’s perspective are noted and analyzed. However, in order to 
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achieve the task at hand and even more importantly to make sense of the multifaceted social 

and political settings, interactions, and influences that shape each thinker, a contextual 

approach is also part of the analysis. The contextualization does not seek to simply limit 

the contributions of each thinker to what his environment dictates; the creativity of each 

individual is an important part of making sense of their experiences and intellectual 

projects. Neither does the contextualization aim at reducing each author to this or that 

particular influence; the influences are only meaningful in the way they are utilized by each 

author to develop their own ideas. Here, I must also insist that contextualization is useful 

at the level of both the personal histories of the authors and the historical trajectory of 

Islamic thought in the Maghrib. 

At the personal level, the background of each author shapes his interests and consciously 

or unconsciously traces the directions he takes. To say the least, it is not easy to reconstruct 

personal histories in this case because of the dearth of materials and the sometimes 

misleading character of interested narratives; therefore the conclusions on this front will 

have to be approached carefully and skeptically. Nevertheless, there is no way around 

attempting to draw tentative pictures with as much critical distance as possible. Concerning 

the historical trajectory of Islamic thought, we must be aware of the different trends of 

Islamic thought that each author directly or indirectly engages. This is valid for the long-

term trajectory of Islamic thought but also and more importantly for its trajectory since the 

encounter with modern Western thought. The first chapter that discusses the history of 

Islamic modernist reformism in the Maghrib is thus of utmost significance because it 

creates a historical and intellectual background to the projects of Abderrahmane and 

Arkoun. In addition, a comparative lens will be utilized throughout the study to deepen the 
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analysis of the two thinkers’ various writings by examining some of the similarities and 

differences between them and the intellectual productions of other modernist thinkers in 

the Maghribī sphere.25  

 

E. Thesis  

I make a number of arguments as the themes of the current project are developed. One 

argument that creates an important background for the study concerns the history of 

modernist reform in the Maghrib. The examination of the works of some of the major 

reformist thinkers reveals a tension between two attitudes, revivalism and 

reconstructionism. Often, one could locate these two attitudes within the same circles and 

in the production of the same thinkers and intellectuals. This tension also participated in 

fermenting an ambiguous attitude towards rethinking particular aspects of “Islam.” 

Mohammed Arkoun and Taha Abderrahmane are in some ways the ultimate representatives 

of later more sophisticated reconstructionist and revivalist drives respectively. I contend 

that in the case of Arkoun, the reconstructionist vision can be characterized as a path 

towards exiting modernist reformism, a sort of post-reformism.  

My main argument in the study is that Abderrahmane seeks to ground a modern social and 

political system in renewed Islamic principles that he carefully elaborates to act as a 

corrective to what he presents as the failures of uncritically imported Western modernity 

and secularism while Arkoun critiques the very foundations of what are called “Islamic 

                                                           
25 Throughout the study, we come across the works of important thinkers like Fatima Mernissi, Asma 

Lamrabet, Mohammed Abed Al Jabri, and Abdallah Laroui.  
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principles” and grounds modernity and secularism in a Muslim context through that very 

critique. Whereas Abderrahmane keeps the “Islamic” at the forefront of an overarching 

system that replaces ʿalmāniyya (secularism) with i’timāniyya (entrusting), Arkoun 

challenges the historical legal interpretations of the Qur’ān and ḥadīth and calls for 

rethinking Islamic theology and keeping a constant space open for the “secular,” as a way 

of combating the sacralization of human discourses. This is because, in Arkoun eyes, the 

process of sacralization serves the interest of some social groups at the expense of others.  

I also argue that the works of Abderrahmane and Arkoun fit within two competing 

narratives that have been shaped by recent debates in Western intellectual circles around 

secularism and what is termed “postsecularism”. By proposing for Muslim societies a 

commitment to a particular and authentic Islamic vision, Abderrahmane’s project falls 

within and strengthens the case of the global current that stand in an adversarial position 

towards secularism and its claim to universalism, as exemplified by the works of Talal 

Asad and Saba Mahmood. Meanwhile Arkoun highlights the need to critique and 

contextualize secularism in order to move beyond the dichotomy of religion versus 

secularism and to allow secularism to be rethought within the frame of “emergent reason,” 

a modern universal reason that Islam and Muslims ought to participate in shaping alongside 

others. Thus, I argue that Arkoun’s work falls within a trend that champions secularism but 

seeks to rethink some of its aspects, as exemplified by the works of Charles Taylor and 

Jürgen Habermas.  
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F. Map 

The structure of the rest of the study is rather straightforward. Chapter two creates a 

background to the study by discussing the particularity of the Maghribī experience and 

constructing a short genealogy of Maghribī modernist reformist thinkers with the aim of 

highlighting the tensions that shape the direction of their intellectual productions as well 

as helping contextualize the works of Abderrahmane and Arkoun. Chapter three delves into 

the intellectual world of Taha Abderrahmane, taking in consideration his personal history 

including his academic background in philosophy and connection to the Sufism of the 

Būtshīshī order in Morocco. The chapter also highlights and analyzes Abderrahmane’s 

insistence on what he terms “the Arab and Islamic right to intellectual difference” and the 

primacy of the “Islamic deliberative field” in building the parameters of an Islamic 

modernity.  Chapter four examines Abderrahmane’s attempt to construct an alternative to 

secularism through a focus on “deeper ethical and moral values” that stem from a 

connection to the constant presence of God, a paradigm that he names i’timāniyya 

(entrusting). Chapter five switches the focus to Arkoun, beginning with a contextual 

analysis of his personal history as an Algerian Berber whose journey led him from poor 

beginnings in a village of the Kabylia to fruitful encounters with the intellectual trends of 

French academia. This chapter also considers Arkoun’s reaching back for inspiration to the 

world of what he calls the humanism of the fourth/tenth Islamic century in the Muslim 

heartlands. It explores his call as well for a new way of studying Islam and Muslim 

societies, one that bypasses the limitations of both traditional Muslim scholarship and 

Western Orientalism. Chapter six takes a close look at Arkoun’s (secular) critique of 

Islamic reason, as a path to rethink the relation of secularism and Islam and to then propose 
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a renewed/renewable humanism as guide for the future of Maghribī societies and Muslim 

ones more generally. Finally, chapter seven seeks to make the voices of Arkoun and 

Abderrahmane heard in the recent discussions over secularism and religion in a global 

context, summarizing some of the key debates and positioning the two Maghribī thinkers 

vis-à-vis the contributions of some influential figures in the Western intellectual scene on 

the subject of religion and secularism.   
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Chapter II  

Maghribī Modernist Reformers: 

A Short History 

 

A. What makes the Maghrib? 

The Maghrib as Marginal 

Edmund Burke III has rightly lamented the marginality of the Maghrib within the American 

academic world. The precariousness of the Maghrib’s position within various regional 

classifications is highlighted by its relative neglect within the world of Africanists, 

Arabists, and Europeanists alike despite its strong geographic and historical ties to the areas 

that these experts study.26 This problem cannot however be approached adequately without 

seeking to define the Maghrib. Are there reasons to speak of a Maghrib at all? Is there a 

Maghrib to be studied separately? Or are we better off, as a method of study, just attaching 

it to one of the other larger regions? Ali Abdullatif Ahmida adds an important element in 

this discussion, namely the Eurocentric characteristic of defining the Maghrib within 

Western academia generally. He points to the fact that this has led to narrowing the 

Maghrib to the three countries of Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia because of their former 

                                                           
26 Edmund Burke III, “Theorizing the Histories of Colonialism and Nationalism in the Arab Maghrib,” 

in Beyond Colonialism and Nationalism in the Maghrib: History, Culture, and Politics, ed. Ali Abdullatif 

Ahmida (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 17-9.  
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status as French colonies/protectorates. Ahmida champions the idea of including even 

Egypt in the frame of the Maghrib.27  

Certainly, the category of al-Maghrib predates the colonial period. The land where the sun 

sets is a designation that positioned Northwestern Africa in relation to the central lands of 

Dār al-islām. The ties of al-Maghrib as a geo-cultural area to the rest of the lands of 

Islamicate civilization is of course significant, particularly in relation to the Arab parts of 

the latter. Nevertheless, the historical record and the various cultural experiences we can 

access both challenge the idea of the Maghrib as a simple extension of the Arab-Islamic 

world to the east, a region in which incidentally Egypt has played a central role throughout 

history, particularly with its strong cultural, economic, and political relations to the Levant. 

Nor can we simply limit the Maghrib to the “core” three countries mentioned above; Libya 

as well as parts of Sub-Saharan Africa that border Morocco and Algeria, such as what is 

today Mali and Mauritania can also be seen as forming a unity through different cultural 

and religious networks that go back centuries.    

The Maghrib in Multiplicity 

Without being exhaustive, I propose to lessen the impact of this problem by rethinking the 

Maghrib in multiplicity rather than presuming that it is one easily definable entity. In other 

terms, we need to acknowledge the existence of many Maghribs and not a single Maghrib. 

All these Maghribs are historical constructions. They are shaped by various geographic, 

ecologic, and socio-political factors and are connected to a number of historical 

                                                           
27 Ali Abdullatif Ahmida, “Introduction,” in Beyond Colonialism and Nationalism in the Maghrib: History, 

Culture, and Politics, ed. Ali Abdullatif Ahmida (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 6-7. 
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interactions. The constructed Maghribs are not “natural” but they do contain a logic on 

which they are built. Importantly, although these constructions vary in the strength of their 

cementing elements, none of them should be simply dismissed because of the perspectives 

from which they stem. In analytical terms, there is real value in not rushing to reject a 

construction that may appear highly ideological only to replace it with another one that is 

as ideological without looking deeper into the cementing material used to build a particular 

form of the Maghrib.  

Thus, based on favoring the idea of multiplicity, there is room for a variety of Maghribs. 

There is room for thinking of the Maghrib as roughly delineating only the lands of 

contemporary Morocco, incidentally in contemporary times called in Arabic al-Maghrib, 

which remained generally and consistently independent from all the large empires of 

classical and late Islam that were based in the central Muslim lands or what is today called 

the Middle East. We can add al-Andalus to this frame as part of a premodern region of 

Western Islam, dominated politically by empires based in Morocco and connected 

religiously through adherence to the Mālikī school of law. We can also accept the notion 

of the Maghrib as a cultural unity, the lands where heads are shaven, al-kuskus28 is eaten, 

and al-burnūs29 is worn.30 In relation to that, we are in position as well to accept the 

particularity of the Maghrib in ethnic terms as the lands inhabited by the Berber peoples 

long before the Arab-Islamic conquests. Importantly, we can take in consideration the 

notion of the Maghrib as those lands that had many of these connections but that had also 

                                                           
28 Couscous, balls of crushed durum wheat semolina that are the basis of a number of popular dishes in 

North Africa 
29 Burnoose, a long-hooded cloak traditionally worn in the region in question here.  
30 This is a formulation often attributed to Ibn Khaldūn (d. 808/1406) but is in fact from Kitāb al-

muḥāḍarāt of al-Ḥasan al-Yūsī (1102/1691). See Paul Balta, “Préface” in Les Cultures du Maghreb, ed. 

Maria Àngels Roque (Paris: L'Harmattan, 1996), 5. 
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experienced the hegemony of France, a fact that has forever changed their cultural, social, 

and political landscapes. Accordingly, the particularity of the study itself dictates the form 

of the Maghrib that a researcher uses.  

For the purpose of the current study, the French colonial dimension cannot be dismissed 

and is even of central importance because the intellectual world of Morocco, Algeria, and 

Tunisia became tied to a negotiation process between the local historical intellectual 

traditions and Western modernity in its French version. Incidentally, this is of high 

relevance to the issue of secularism because of the peculiar way this concept takes in the 

French experience with the twist of laïcité. To put it differently, the intellectual world of 

modern Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia, including of course the legacies of their modernist 

reformers, is shaped by a context in which France and French intellectual and political 

legacies play an integral part. This is true at the level of ideas encountered as well as in the 

use of French as a language of thought and scholarship among the elites of the three 

countries, thus creating a space of intellectual interaction that sets the region apart from 

other possible “Maghribs,” and even more so from other parts of the “Arab World.” It is 

thus not because of any Eurocentric bias that my focus will be on the three countries. The 

cement of this construction of the Maghrib is however made of much more than the French 

colonizing presence and the common intellectual struggle in the face of modernity. 

The Maghrib before the Modern Era 

Continuous settlement is a feature that makes the region into a unity from the dawn of 

history. The ethnic group that came to be known as the Berbers settled in different parts of 

this geographic area. Although their prehistory remains obscure and tribal structures 
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divided their existence, it is clear that the Berbers constituted an ethnic group sharing 

related languages and common cultural traditions with long roots in the region.31 The 

Berbers interacted with many other groups, many of which came to North Africa as 

invaders, including the Phoenicians, the Romans, and the Arabs. The geographical position 

of the Maghrib between what we call today Europe, Sub-saharan Africa, and the Middle 

East also paved the way to foreign traders interacting with the local populations in a variety 

of historical periods.  Accordingly, all kinds of influences shaped the world of Berber 

tribes.32  

The Arab conquests in the first/seventh and second/eighth centuries would bring Islam to 

the region and all evidence points to a rather fast acceptance of the new religion among the 

local Berber populations after a relatively short initial period of resistance. Nevertheless, 

even this development shows the peculiarities of the region for it quickly regained its 

autonomy from the central Caliphate. This went hand in hand with the spread of Ibāḍīsm33 

in many areas, including the important centers of Sijilmāsa in today’s Morocco and Tāhart 

in what is now Algeria. Al-Ibāḍiyya would continue to prosper up until the  fourth/tenth 

century. In other parts, independent states came to life, including the originally proto-Shīʿī 

Idrisid dynasty that ruled from Fez. Later, even the Arab Aghlabids who were nominally 

the governors of the Abbasid Caliph in Ifrīqiyya (what is now Tunisia) were largely 

independent and they would succumb within a century to a new force, the Fāṭimid 

                                                           
31  Jean Servier, Les Berbères, 5th ed. (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 2011), 38-9.  
32 Abdallah Laroui, L’Histoire du Maghreb, 2nd ed. (Casablanca: Centre Culturel Arabe, 2001), 32-97. 
33 Al-Ibāḍiyya is a branch of the early theologico-political movements known as Khārijism. Historians view 

the Ibāḍīs as a moderate branch within Khārijism. It survives today as an Islamic perspective in Algeria and 

Oman. In the context of our discussion, it represents a dissenting position vis-ā-vis the central authority of 

the ruling Umayyads. See Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed, s.v, “Khāridjites” accessed October 7, 2017. 
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Ismāʿīlis. The latter will eventually find their way to Egypt, leaving behind them the Berber 

Zīrids in control.34   

Importantly, by the fifth/eleventh century the lands of today’s Morocco, Algeria, and 

Tunisia would move more towards political unity under the rule of Berber dynasties, 

starting with the Almoravids and particularly under the Almoḥads. This political 

unification was facilitated by what preceded it of a process of ideological and religious 

unification. The Sunnī synthesis had already started to make strong inroads in the lands of 

Islam in the third/ninth century. In the Maghrib, Mālikism was the frame of religious and 

ideological unification after the success of the Mudawwana of Saḥnūn (d. 240/854). As 

Laroui points out, the Mālikī fuqahā’ would ultimately become central figures in Maghribī 

society, only matched in prestige by the ʿabīd, ascetics that ought to be seen as the 

predecessors of the shaykhs of the later Ṣūfī zāwiyas.35 Nevertheless, Sunnism would not 

really become dominant until after the revival of the fifth/eleventh century.  

Like in the Mashriq where the Seljuqs initiated a Sunnī revival, the Maghrib would witness 

the rise of the Almoravids who championed the Sunnī cause and supported Mālikī jurists. 

And despite an interlude during which the early Almohads challenged Mālikī supremacy 

for the benefit of a strict Ẓāhirism in discussion with Ashʿarī kalām, Mālikī jurists would 

regain their privileged status, thus allowing Mālikism to continue playing the role of 

official religious cement to the Maghribī political building. Yet the interlude instigated 

shifts and reforms. Ashʿarism slowly emerged as a privileged theological choice and 

                                                           
34 Jamil M. Abun-Nasr, A History of the Maghrib in the Islamic Period (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1987), 26-71. 
35 Encyclopedia of Religion, 2nd ed. (Macmillan Reference USA, 2005), s.v “Islam in North Africa” by 

Abdallah Laroui, trans. Glyn Thoiron accessed March 16, 2015. 
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pietistic tendencies developed in reaction to dry intellectualism. The pietistic movement 

would find an audience in rural areas, therefore also strengthening the hold of Islam at the 

popular level and setting up the stage for the rise of zāwiyas and the flowering of a Maghribī 

popular Sufism.36   

At the political level, the policy of the two Berber dynasties that ruled from the 

fifth/eleventh to the eighth/fourteenth centuries was primarily one of unification of the 

Maghrib, achieving various degrees of success with the Almoḥads making the most impact 

on that front.37 Importantly, although the eighth/fourteenth century saw the establishment 

of three dynasties in the western (Marīnids), central (Zayyānids), and eastern (independent 

Ḥafṣids) part of the area, particularly after the failure of the Marīnids in sustaining their 

claimed status as heirs of the Almoḥads, the Maghrib had already attained a large degree 

of homogeneity. As Laroui succinctly explains, 

Various names were used for what was in fact the same political organization, the 

Almohad Makhzan (state government) that had been directly inherited by some and 

copied by others. The army was dominated everywhere by the Banū Hilāl, the 

bureaucracy by the Andalusian émigrés who brought with them their refined system 

of etiquette. The retreat of the Andalusians from Spain marked the third step in the 

cultural Arabization of the country. Fashions in dress or cooking, language, music, 

architecture, decoration, all the framework of a certain kind of middle-class 

existence, still bear witness to this cultural influence today. The same names, the 

same customs, the same way of speaking are to be found in Fez, Tlemcen, and 

Tunis.38    

                                                           
36 Ibid. 
37 Laroui, L’Histoire, 162-78. 
38 Encyclopedia of Religion, “Islam in North Africa.”  
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In addition, the prestige and power of the zāwiyas would continue to grow as centers of 

social welfare and, when the state grew weak, as ribāṭs of jihād to resist the Spanish and 

Portuguese adventures into the Maghrib. In Morocco, under the Saʿdīs and later the ʿ Alawīs 

who ruled as Arab shurafā’, the zāwiyas, themselves led by shaykhs claiming descent from 

the Prophet, became the most dominant framers of religious practice.39 This was especially 

the case because the fuqahā’ and their discourses could not come close to matching the 

reach of the zāwiyas and their shaykhs among the masses outside the big urban centers. 

The Ṣūfī networks of various ṭarīqas established various centers throughout the Maghrib, 

particularly in what is now Morocco and Algeria. Popular Sufism therefore became another 

important religious cement of the Maghribī world.40  

So even before the arrival of the French in waves, the Maghribī scene had a historically 

well-established cultural, religious, and intellectual common ground. The encounter with 

the French created another episode in the development of Maghribī identity at a variety of 

levels. In this process, modernist reformers played an important role at the intellectual 

level. Their contributions are the main focus of the rest of this chapter. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
39 Knut S. Vikør, The Maghreb Since 1800: A Short History (London: C Hurst & Co Publishers, 2012), 12-

4. 
40 Encyclopedia of Religion, “Islam in North Africa.” 
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B. Islam and Reform in the 19th and Early 20th Centuries  

Modern Reform as State Activity 

Before delving into the world of modernist reformism the banner of which would be carried 

by a number of leading intellectual figures, we must first make a brief stop at the early 

modern state reforms that were attempted in the Maghribī sphere. This is important because 

the failure of those reforms and the collapse of the states themselves engendered a situation 

in which the intellectual part of the reform had to become the task of non-state actors, 

namely individual thinkers and activists. Many of these social actors sought to create a 

healthy marriage between “Islam” and “modernity” in order to reorder the “House of 

Islam” and allow their societies to withstand the strong winds of change in a world 

seemingly dominated by European powers.  

Like the Ottomans in Anatolia and the Arab Mashriq, many of the Moroccan ʿ Alawī sultans 

sent emissaries to Europe, particularly but not exclusively France, for diplomatic purposes 

but also to collect observations and build plans of reform within Morocco.41 The 

assessments varied but the image that one gets from the writings of these travelers is that 

there is ambivalence and ambiguity toward the European modern social and political 

systems. Praise and disapproval were clearly both integral parts of how the Moroccan 

encounter with the European other unfolded over the decades.42 This is especially the case 

given that the Europeans had already began to have significant economic influence in the 

                                                           
41 Examples of such figures include al-Ḥusayn al-Zaʿrī, Muḥammad ibn al-Mufaḍḍal ibn Kīrān, ʿAbd al-

Salām al-ʿAlamī, Muḥammad ibn al-Kaʿāb, al-Zubayr al-Skīraj, al-Ṭāhir al-Awdī, and Aḥmad Shahbūn. 

See Ḥamīd al-Ṣūlbī, Naẓariyyat al-taḥdīth fīl-fikr al-maghribī (Beirut: Dār al-Madār al-Islāmī, 2010), 236. 
42 For a great introduction and analysis of these dynamics see Ḥamīd al-Ṣūlbī, Naẓariyyat al-taḥdīth fīl-fikr 

al-maghribī (Beirut: Dār al-Madār al-Islāmī, 2010), 229-51. 
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Maghrib as a result of the financial difficulties of the Moroccan makhzan and the Turkish 

rulers in Tunisia and Algeria, the latter even falling under French invasion in 1830.43 

Reform attempts would grow in intensity in the second part of the nineteenth century in 

both Morocco and Tunisia, particularly targeting the military and administration, to avoid 

the Algerian debacle and perhaps be part of the solution to that problem itself despite the 

initial reluctance of the Moroccan and Tunisian rulers to intervene in any significant 

fashion in the early stages of the Algerian crisis.44    

Not surprisingly, in Tunisia, the reforms paralleled to a significant degree the Tanzimat 

promulgated in Istanbul, especially in terms of reorganizing and modernizing the military. 

The reforms also led to the enactment of a constitution, the first one ever established in the 

region but one that would be rescinded after only three years due to French pressures.45  In 

Morocco, the reform patterns emerged as responses to specific developments and occasions 

and were thus less organized than the Ottoman experience, especially given the more 

charismatic role that the ʿAlawid sultans played in Moroccan society in comparison to the 

more bureaucratically oriented rule in Anatolia.46 Nevertheless, in both the Moroccan and 

Tunisian cases, we see with time the rise of new urban bourgeoisies and with them small 

elites eager to push forward the train of reform. The constitutional movements in Tunisia 

and later in Morocco pushed for more opening in the political field with little success in 

practice but with a lasting influence on the intellectual scene.47  

                                                           
43 Vikør, The Maghreb, 25-6. 
44 Ibid., 27. 
45 Ibid., 52-3. 
46 Susan Gilson Miller, A History of Modern Morocco (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 28-

30. 
47 On the Moroccan case, see ʿAbd Allāh Al-ʿArawī, al-Uṣūl al-ijtimāʿiyya wa al-thaqāfiyya lil-waṭaniyya 

al-maghribiyya, trans. Mohammed Hatimi and Mohammed Jadour (Casablanca: al-Markaz al-Thaqāfī al-
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Some observations must be noted because of their implications for later developments in 

reformism. In Tunisia, the establishment of the Ṣādiqiyya school in 1875, by the important 

reformist statesman Khayr al-Dīn Pāshā (d. 1890), as a conduit of modern knowledge and 

French-Arabic bilingualism would create an avenue for the education of a generation of 

new intellectuals independent from the until-then dominant role of traditional religious 

institutions, the Zaytūna at their head.48 A slow path towards a dualist model of education 

and the strong introduction of French into the intellectual field was set in motion with long-

term implications for the production of knowledge and ideology in the Tunisian sphere.49 

A comparable development occurs in Morocco albeit years later while in Algeria, the 

French secular educational system only benefited a small local elite but with a similar 

dualist mindset shaping the long trajectory of that area as well.50 In many ways, reformist 

thought would play the role of a bridge in this regard. It will also position itself at the center 

of the attempt to deal with arguably the most important and tension-laden challenge of the 

times: how to establish a “new order” of enough contemporary viability, requiring some 

commitment to European models, and of enough legitimacy, requiring some adherence to 

inherited Islamic models.  

Even before European military interventions, in various parts of late eighteenth century 

Maghrib, that problematic fed on the growing criticism of some of the fuqahā’ toward the 

practices of the Ṣūfī brotherhoods under the guise of reviving the true Islamic teachings of 

                                                           
ʻArabī, 2016), 511-25. On the Tunisian case, see Jacob Abadi, Tunisia since the Arab Conquest: The Saga 

of a Westernized Muslim State (Reading, UK: Ithaca Press, 2012), 281-4. 
48 Vikør, The Maghreb, 55.  
49 Charles A. Micaud, “Bilingualism in North Africa: Cultural and Sociopolitical Implications.” The 

Western Political Quarterly 27, no. 1 (1974): 93-4. 
50 Alf Andrew Heggoy, “Education in French Algeria: An Essay on Cultural Conflict.” Comparative 

Education Review 17, no. 2 (1973): 185-7. 
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the salaf, the early generations of Muslims. These allegedly pure teachings stood in stark 

contrast to the blamable innovations and heretical deviations of later Muslims in the view 

of these purists. In Morocco for instance, some sultans embraced or at least strategically 

utilized this ideology in their fight to curb the politically threatening influence of popular 

Ṣūfī shaykhs.51 Importantly, this was intertwined with the necessity of carrying the banner 

of ijtihād against the encumbering taqlīd system of the fiqh schools, which felt liberating 

to those political elites that wanted change. 

All of this would later fit neatly in the later frame of the so-called Salafiyya in the Maghrib 

in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century that grew out of the encounter with the 

ideas of such figures as Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afghānī (d. 1897) and Muhammad ʿAbduh (d. 

1905) through their Paris-based publication al-ʿUrwa al-wuthqā and Rashīd Riḍā (d. 1935) 

through al-Manār journal. ʿAbduh himself would visit both Tunisia and Algeria a few 

years before he passed away.52 The return to the way of the salaf and the championing of 

ijtihād took in this context a more liberal turn, setting the stage for an influential Maghribī 

modernist reformist current in the twentieth century.  Crucially, the establishment of 

printing presses53 surely allowed for the fast spread of the ideas of the age among a new 

educated class and facilitated a form of intellectual syncretism that was however still 

colored with local flavors.      

 

 

                                                           
51 Miller, A History, 11-2. 
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Early 20th-Century Modernist Reformers  

State reforms would not be sufficient to overcome the major problems of the Maghrib, 

ultimately leading to the establishment of French protectorates in Tunisia and Morocco.  

The state reforms however facilitated the eventual rise of new intellectual elites and the 

ushering of a new chapter of reform centered around the writings, lectures, and activities 

of thinkers that carried the banner of modernist reformism.  

The early twentieth century was a period of turmoil in the Maghrib but also a period in 

which the success of France as a colonial power in the area led to a period of introspection 

and adaptation to the new realities. Unsurprisingly, the reformist thinkers that marked the 

era framed their reformism in nationalist terms, a fact that would create a tension within 

this current of thought between self-critical attitudes and defensive postures. On one hand, 

modernist reformist thinkers recognized the necessity of reform within Islam and the 

unavoidability of incorporating modern ideas and concepts in that process of reform. On 

the other hand, focusing the gaze on the self and promoting ideas that originated in the 

world of an imperialist and hegemonic West would possibly weaken Maghribī societies 

and threaten their unity at a dire time in their history, particularly that the French both 

implicitly and explicitly pointed out the alleged inferiority of Islam and Maghribī culture. 

Finding the right balance was a monumental task for the modernist reformers and the 

tension at play remained part of the discourses of modernist reformism throughout the 

colonial period and beyond.  

An examination of the intellectual production of the major modernist reformist thinkers at 

this stage of the development of the modern Maghrib highlights that there are a number of 
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characteristics that remain a constant. These thinkers insisted that religious reform was the 

most urgent task to tackle in order to awaken Maghribī people from their slumber. The 

premises from which they began their own mission civilizatrice were that Muslims had 

deviated from the path of true Islam and that there was for Muslims a need to recapture the 

spirit of the original message and for the masses to become reconnected to that powerful 

divine blessing. We see in these premises what I term a revivalist drive, an attempt to 

reconnect to an alleged pristine Islam that has been obfuscated and that needed to be 

revived to define the direction of a Maghribī society at a crossroads. At the same time, 

these thinkers embraced conceptions and institutions that were clearly part of the modern 

Western intellectual legacy and practice, including democracy, constitutionalism, freedom 

of thought and individual liberties. The difficulty resided in the attempt to locate these 

conceptions and institutions in a perceived pristine Islam with the goal of radically 

reimagining the inherited Islamic legacy. This is what I term a reconstructionist drive. 

Another way to present the two drives in tension is to see the revivalist drive as a process 

of de-historizing Islam and the reconstructionist one as re-historizing it. I use the notion of 

de-historizing Islam in the sense of decontextualizing its textual sources from their original 

contexts and placing them above history, making them ready to be inserted into the modern 

context. Re-historicizing Islam on the other hand entails acknowledging the central role of 

historical context in shaping both the inherited texts and the current conditions of Islamic 

interpretation. This makes it relatively easier to rethink Islam from a modern standpoint.       

The prominent and highly influential figures of the Algerian ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd ibn Bādīs 

(1889-1940), the Tunisian ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz al-Thaʿālibī (1876-1944), and the Moroccan 

ʿAllāl al-Fāsī (1910-1974) provide us with great examples of modernist reformism 



32 

 

proponents who would strongly impact the world of Maghribī Islam in all its orientations. 

Yet we must certainly not classify these figures as unique; they represent a whole trend of 

scholars and activists who embraced a reformist outlook but who did not necessarily 

provide the same kind of critique to the inherited traditions. They varied in their access to 

modern ideas and differed in their approaches, some preferring to work within the frames 

of the Mālikī ʿ amal and the tools it provided and others seeking a stricter focus on scriptural 

texts in ways reminiscent of the neo-Ḥanbalī style of the Waḥḥābī movement in Arabia, 

with some harnessing a hybridity at the intersection of the two in order to be more effective. 

The current included, among many others, such names as Mawlūd al-Zuraybī (d. 1925), 

ʿAbd al-Ḥalīm ibn Sumāya (d. 1933), Muḥammad ibn Muṣṭafā ibn al-Khawja (d. 1935), 

al-Baṣīr al-Ibrāhīmī (d. 1965), Ṭayyib al-ʿUqbī (d. 1962) and Mubārak al-Mīlī (d. 1945) in 

Algeria, Sālim Abū Ḥājib (d. 1924), al-Bashīr Ṣfar (d. 1937), Muḥammad al-Nakhlī (d. 

1924), Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ʿĀshūr (d. 1973) and al-Ṭāhir al-Ḥaddād (d. 1935) in 

Tunisia, al-Mahdī al-Wazzānī (d. 1923), Abū Shuʿayb al-Dukkālī (d. 1937), and 

Muḥammad ibn al-ʿArabī al-ʿAlawī (d. 1964) in Morocco.  

ʿAllāl al-Fāsī  

The Moroccan ʿālim and political activist ʿAllāl al-Fāsī authored an important work 

entitled al-Naqd al-dhātī (Self-Critique) in which he delineated his vision of reform. Al-

Fāsī was born in Fez within an eminent family of Andalusian origin that had a long history 

of producing scholars from the famed Madrasat al-Qarawiyīn. During his studies, he fell 

under the influence of Abū Shuʿayb al-Dukkālī, another important reformist scholar who 

had studied for a number of years at al-Azhar in Egypt and who became familiar with the 

ideas of Rashīd Riḍā. Al-Fāsī would become a seminal figure within the Moroccan 
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nationalist movement, causing him to clash with the French colonial authorities and leading 

him to experience exile, including extended sojourns in France and Switzerland. In Geneva, 

he also befriended Shakīb Arslān (d. 1946), a prominent Lebanese figure who had a 

significant impact on a number of Tunisian, Algerian, and Moroccan nationalists over the 

years.54  

Al-Fāsī sought to build Moroccan nationalism on the basis of Islam, but not the form of 

Islam that had dominated Maghribī society at the time of the beginning of his activist 

career. What shaped the Maghribī world then was, according to al-Fāsī, an aberration and 

a corruption of the pristine Islam of the Qur’ān and Muhammad. It was indeed that alleged 

pristine Islam that the graduate of al-Qarawiyīn sought to recapture through his reformist 

vision. Al-Fāsī argued that deviating from al-islām al-ṣaḥīḥ occurred because of many 

reasons, some internal and others external. On the internal side are the love of worldly 

gains and the selfish pursuit of mundane interests while externally, a number of ideas that 

are foreign to Islam encouraged fatalism and flight from the practicalities of life.55 Thus, 

history in the eyes of al-Fāsī has had a corrupting effect on the practice of Islam leading to 

a situation that mandates for modern Muslims the careful study of history as a vital way to 

eliminate all the deviations and problematic practices.56  

Looking around him at the social and political disorder in Morocco, al-Fāsī sought to find 

a way to marry the new to the old for the benefit of his society. For him, “it is imperative 

to benefit from what the modern world has produced as well as from the human heritage 
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of the past.”57 He therefore insisted that “we must choose the creed that we want and the 

method that we use without worrying about the sources from which we seek their parts; we 

take from the old its best and from the contemporary its finest, and continue progressing 

with what we innovate from our own experiences.”58 Importantly, al-Fāsī portrayed true 

Islam as a conduit to successfully engage in this process for it is “built on sturdy bases that 

make it susceptible to progress and onward movement and prepare it to be viable for all 

classes, times, and places.”59  

In order to make his case for reform, al-Fāsī attempted a historical analysis of various 

periods of the Maghribī past. The analysis attempts to draw a coherent sketch that shows 

the decline of Moroccan society coinciding with the spread of religious superstitions 

coupled with tribalist politics. In his view, such a dysfunctional and corruptible system was 

also the reason that the colonialist enemy found a ground to plant itself and dominate the 

Moroccan social and political scenes. Accordingly, while regaining independence was an 

important step for a better future, what was even more vital was an intellectual and religious 

reform that would reconnect Moroccan realities to the spirit of Islam as practiced by the 

salaf. 60 

The main thrust of al-Naqd al-dhātī is reconstructionist in the sense that it seeks to ground 

modern concepts, institutions and ideas within the Moroccan context, thus refashioning it 

in a very significant way. The author defends among other elements such things as 

democracy, freedom of opinion, the emancipation of women, and workers’ unions. For 

                                                           
57 Ibid., 68. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid., 110. 
60 Ibid., 41-4. 
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instance, in a chapter entitled al-Fikr al-siyāsī, al-Fāsī urges his fellow Moroccans to 

embrace a democratic and constitutionalist system of government. He discusses many of 

the experiences of democratic nations to be carefully studied, although not necessarily 

blindly emulated. The Moroccan experience was indeed unique but not divorced from 

human realities elsewhere; here as elsewhere, the people must be given a voice. Al-Fāsī 

wrote,  

[t]he desire to give the people their right to supervise [the rulers] and propose 

[policies] requires organizing the people in general terms and organizing the 

institution or institutions that represent them; it also necessitates organizing the 

government based on sound democratic principles. I do not seek here to enumerate 

all the types of governmental systems that can be learned from many a book nor do 

I try to impose a particular type of constitution on the Moroccan nation because one 

individual cannot achieve that. Rather, it must come from an elected popular entity 

after [achieving] independence [from France] … our position at the end of the line  

imposes on us that we benefit from other experiences, and on this front we have to 

pay close attention to popular democracies and their achievements.61 

As another example and in a similar spirit, al-Fāsī praises liberty of thought and speech. 

For him, the young generations of Moroccans must be given a chance to be creative and 

productive and none of that is possible without a setting that guarantees for them the right 

to free expression. He interestingly does not put any limitations on this not even concerning 

religion. In what might be read as a critique of conservative religious scholars, al-Fāsī even 

highlights the negative impact on Moroccan society of social actors who are keen to protect 
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archaic views and practices and spend much time and energy fighting free thought and 

speech.62  

Importantly, al-Fāsī also claims that these seemingly borrowed concepts have a basis in 

Islam, the true one. In another influential book entitled Maqāṣid al-sharīʿa al-islāmiyya 

wa makārimuhā, he provides the readers with his view of the conception of maqāṣid al-

sharīʿa, a construction of medieval Muslim jurists that arguably played the role of an 

extender of the space of legal interpretation, in response to the restrictions of the paradigm 

of taqlīd and the solidification of the fiqh schools. In the hands of al-Fāsī, the maqāṣid 

discourse becomes a way of reviving the true spirit of Islam, putting forward essential 

elements such as ʿadl, shūrā, or tasāmuḥ. Yet, he also argues that using the maqāṣid to 

elaborate on these general concepts is only applicable when there is no explicit textual 

reference on the issue (“fī ghayr mā nuṣṣa ʿalayh bi-sarāḥa”).63 Thus, the maqāṣid 

approach, for al-Fāsī, guarantees the comprehensiveness of Islam in the modern world and 

its applicability to all aspects of individual, social, and political life. While the approach 

opens the door for reforming what is not explicitly stated in the textual sources of the 

Qur’ān and sunna and for introducing modern institutions and concepts into the Islamic 

fold, they also make everything subservient to a claimed Islamicity, a feature that would 

be characteristic of revivalist modernism in the late twentieth century as discussed below. 
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ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd ibn Bādīs 

The Algerian ʿālim and preacher ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd ibn Bādīs is also a key figure in the 

Algerian nationalist movement and unquestionably the face of the early twentieth century 

reformist movement in the central lands of the Maghrib. Like al-Fāsī, Ibn Bādīs belonged 

to a prestigious family. Born and raised in Constantine, his educational itinerary took him 

to al-Zaytūna School in Tunis where he fell under the influence of reformist ʿulamā’ like 

Muḥammad al-Nakhlī and Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir ibn ʿĀshūr. He also received an ijāza from 

al-Azhar before returning to Algeria and founding the Association of Algerian Muslim 

Scholars.  

Despite most of his production being in the format of lectures from his preaching at 

mosques and newspaper articles geared towards a general educated public, Ibn Bādīs stands 

out by a keen awareness of the challenge of his time and a drive to push his fellow Algerians 

in the direction of a productive modernity with grounding in an Arab-Islamic identity. Ibn 

Bādīs’ privileged family background would have allowed him to benefit from the support 

of the French colonial authorities that had built friendly relationships with the rich 

aristocracies of big urban centers like Constantine. However, he chose a path of modernist 

reformism that the French saw as a much bigger threat than the by-then quietist Ṣūfī 

zāwiyas because of its potential to feed nationalist fervor and its possible connection to the 

pan-Islamic trend that had had much influence in many parts of the Muslim world.64 
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Ibn Bādīs and his close companions found themselves in the position of unwilling 

opponents of the colonial authorities, carrying much disappointment in their hearts over 

the policies of the French. Ibn Badīs was not interested in direct political activism; he was 

instead keen on pursuing a process of education to reconnect Algerians to their “authentic 

identity.”65 This is implicit in his attempt to differentiate between what he termed “jinsiyya 

qawmiyya” (belonging to a religious nation) and “jinsiyya siyāsiyya” (belonging to a 

political entity).66 It is important to note that the colonial enterprise, old then three-quarters 

of a century, has had deep effects on the structure of Algerian life at a variety of social and 

economic levels. The disenfranchisement of the majority of Algerians and the 

intensification of rural migration to the big cities created much social tension and poverty. 

Meanwhile, Algerians who had received their schooling under the French educational 

system saw salvation in successful assimilation into the French national experience and 

thus continued to demand full rights and universal access to the entirety of that experience. 

With little success at the end, the Young Algerians political movement had used various 

forms of political activities to reform the French colonial system and abolish the Code de 

l'indigénat which treated the indigenous populations as subjects and did not allow their 

integration as full citizens of France.67  

In response to this complex situation of assimilationist tendencies on one side and religious 

conservatism on the other, Ibn Bādīs and his companions raised a cultural banner as a first 

step forward. They multiplied the efforts to facilitate access to an Islamic education, 
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sociale (Paris: Mouton & Co., 1967), 388-9. 
66 Ibid, 397. 
67 John Ruedy, Modern Algeria: The Origins and Development of a Nation, 2nd ed. (Bloomington, IN: 

Indiana University Press, 2005), 106-9. 



39 

 

providing lessons in mosques, publishing newspapers, and more importantly establishing 

schools to teach Arabic and Islamic subjects.68 The reformist spirit had to ultimately define 

the direction of the Algerian nation and its future. 

Ibn Bādīs insisted on revalorizing the direct input of Islamic textual sources and 

downplaying centuries of accumulated cultural traditions and doctrinal “deviations.”69 For 

the Algerian reformer, this revalorization of the text was also a path towards creating an 

atmosphere in which a modern Islamic identity was to thrive, an identity built on utilizing 

the gift of human reason to ponder the message of God, just as allegedly did al-salaf al-

ṣāliḥ. This was unlike the ages of legal taqlīd and theological speculation that kept Muslims 

away from positive action and progress.70 Modern Muslims had to grasp that valuing 

rationality was not the property of Western culture, it was at the center of the original 

Islamic vision.71 Ibn Bādīs proposed a program to achieve the rebirth of that golden Islamic 

age in the modern Algerian context, insisting among other things on liberation from the 

spirit of taqlīd, the defense of the Arab-Islamic identity of Algeria, the promotion of liberty, 

and the formation of an educated elite that could carry the banner of modernization and 

progress.72  

Interestingly, the Algerian reformer showed support for the Egyptian ʿAlī ʿAbd al-Rāziq 

during the controversy surrounding his 1925 book, al-Islām wa uṣūl al-ḥukm, in which he 

rejected the religious necessity of the caliphate and called for a modern civil government. 
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In a similar vein, Ibn Bādīs wrote a fascinating article in 1938 following the death of 

Atatürk, the nationalist Turkish leader, who abolished the caliphate, banned sharīʿa courts, 

closed Ṣūfī lodges and implemented several far-reaching reforms to separate religion from 

the government. Atatürk’s secular agenda did not keep Ibn Bādīs from showering him with 

high praise, even calling him, “the greatest man of modern history,” “the greatest among 

the geniuses of the East who appear in the world at different times and transform the path 

of history,” and “the resurrector of Turkey from near death to… wealth, dignity, and 

distinction.”73 In Ibn Bādīs’ view, Atatürk was not anti-Islam as his detractors maintained; 

rather, 

[t]ruly, Muṣṭafā Kamāl carried out a strong revolution yet he did not revolt against 

Islam but instead against so-called Muslims. He thus abolished the fake caliphate, 

cut the access to governance for those [so-called] ʿulamā’ by rejecting the Majalla, 

and plucked out the corrupted tree of [Ṣūfī] orders from their roots.74  

While Ibn Bādīs seemed to disagree with the Turkish leader’s rejection of al-aḥkām al-

sharʿiyya, he embraced his reconstructionist drive and zeal for reform. Importantly, his 

numerous articles never systematically addressed the tensions between reviving the “true” 

Islamic legacy and establishing a modern society and political system. Ambiguity and 

vagueness remained a constant.     

ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz al-Thaʿālibī 

In the Tunisian sphere, a figure that stood out in the Islamic reformist camp is ʿAbd al-

ʿAzīz al-Thaʿālibī. Unlike al-Fāsī and Ibn Bādīs and despite receiving a taṭwīʿ degree (four 
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years of study) from al-Zaytūna, al-Thaʿālibī did not reach the status of a traditional ʿālim. 

He preferred to pursue his later education at al-Khaldūniyya School, another institution 

that the reformist Young Tunisian movement established in order to spread access to 

modern knowledge. His educational training as well as his travel to the Mashriq, including 

Egypt where he became familiar with the ideas of Muḥammad ʿAbduh and Rashīd Riḍā, 

shaped his reformist mindset and earned him a controversial return to Tunisia where he 

would spend time in prison following a blasphemy charge pushed forward by conservative 

scholars of al-Zaytūna. Later, al-Thaʿālibī would become the leader of the nationalist 

Dustūr political party that would play a significant role in the call for independence from 

France before losing ground to al-Ḥizb al-ḥurr al-dustūrī al-jadīd of al-Ḥabīb Būrqība and 

his companions.75 

In his Rūḥ al-taḥarrur fīl-qur’ān, al-Thaʿālibī sought to locate in the Qur’ānic text a liberal 

spirit on which to ground a modern Islamic order. Like other modernist reformers, he 

attempted to both liberate the sacred text from the grip of traditional interpretations and 

show the compatibility of Islam with modern notions. He rhetorically asked whether a 

liberated Muslim, “could write or speak anything in favor of that liberation without being 

accused with disbelief and heresy and judged in the name of that same Qur’ān that calls for 

freedom of opinion?”76 He thus defended emancipation from “ignorance, illusions, and 

extremism,”77 ills that he connected, like al-Fāsī and Ibn Bādīs to the influence of the 

zāwiyas. To achieve that goal, al-Thaʿālibī did not shy away from calling upon his co-
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religionists to learn from the French revolution and its defense of human rights and the 

rights of citizens.78 This was for him but a return to a focus on rationality that was an 

integral part of the pure Islamic legacy before the multiple corruptions that undermined the 

latter’s greatness.79 

Al-Thaʿālibī proposed some far-reaching positions on a number of fronts if one considers 

the social context of the time. One example of that is his view on gender issues. He argued 

that 

If mandatory education that the Messenger, prayers of God be upon him, has made 

obligatory in his ḥadīths… became an achieved reality, a woman would enjoy all 

her rights and would discover that there was no [scriptural] text that made it 

obligatory on her to cover her face nor was there a [scriptural] text that mandated 

her hiding at home as if it were a prison. She would have learned that among her 

duties was to take care of her interests and those of her children and to reflect on 

their education and upbringing, and that it was necessary for her to enjoy her right 

at home [as well as] take her share of life outside as equal with men. [Only] then 

would Islamic society experience [real] change.80 

Nevertheless, on this subject and on most others as well, al-Thaʿālibī appeared more 

interested in unfolding an apologetic arsenal to position “true Islam,” the one practiced 

before the alleged harmful influence of “Persians”81 and other “foreigners”82, as compatible 

with the demands of modernity than any thorough engagement with or complete analysis 

of the Islamic legacy and the intellectual challenges of modernity.    
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In conclusion to this short overview of some of the influential intellectual contributions of 

the modernist reformist thinkers of the early twentieth century, it is important to highlight 

that the ambiguities and the tensions between the revivalist and reconstructionist drives 

abounded. Furthermore, despite the big claims put on the table of discussion, systematic 

approaches remained absent; and what replaced them was a rhetorical approach that sought 

to instill confidence in Muslim social elites at a dire time and present a blueprint, albeit 

arguably a superficial one, for a modernist Islam capable of withstanding the rapid changes 

of the Western-dominated modern world. Most of the early reformers remained meanwhile 

prisoners of a simplified conception of modernity because of a general lack of direct access 

to many of the European intellectual productions and a dependence on French colonial 

claims. The outcome was a selective encounter with both “Islam” and “modernity” and a 

lack of significant epistemological debates on the status of modern reason or important 

concepts like revelation. 

 

C. Modernist Reformism since the Mid-20th Century 

Resistance and Independence 

New developments would seriously impact modernist reformist discourse in the Maghrib 

around the mid-twentieth century.  A shift had to occur from the language of renaissance 

to that of revolution and resistance as the Maghribī field entered a period of violent struggle 

against the colonizers with the hope of achieving independence. The time was one of direct 

confrontation. Reformist leaders became to varying degrees involved in that immediate 
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struggle, carrying the banner of Islam and using its symbolic language to rally the people 

alongside other nationalist orientations, particularly those on the political left. By the early 

1960’s, all three countries were independent, with Algeria paying the highest price in loss 

of life. Furthermore, the newly formed nation-states attempted to keep Islamic discourse 

tied to the political regimes in one fashion or another, using it as needed for gathering 

popular support or legitimizing particular policies.  

Ultimately, despite their ideological differences, the regimes in place in the three countries 

created a generally comparable climate for intellectual discourse. The authoritarianism of 

those regimes, the failure of modernization policies, the lack of significant economic 

growth, the perceived un-Islamic character of a number of policies, and important regional 

and global developments all participated to one degree or another in paving the way to an 

era of strong ideologies that would dominate the second half of the twentieth century. The 

conflicts between Marxists, Arab nationalists, and a little later Islamists pushed modernist 

reformism to the side, each co-opting some of its aspects but all taking a more radical and 

highly politicized approach to shaping national identity. Even someone like ʿAllāl al-Fāsī 

who had forcefully made the case for modernist reform in his al-Naqd al-dhātī and his 

Maqāṣid al-sharīʿa took steps in the other direction with the post-independence publication 

of difāʿʿan al-sharīʿa that called for the full application of “sharīʿa” and the rejection of 

Western ideas. As Zeghal points out,  

While before independence the concern had been to rethink religion in order to 

reform it, it was now more important to protect it and to preserve it from outside 

attack. The idea of reform, of interpreting the text to harmonize it with the cultural 
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developments of Moroccan society, was thus abandoned. Rather than re-

interpreting the text, it was necessary to see to its immediate application.83  

Later, al-Fāsī had the press of his Istiqlāl party publish the books of Sayyid Quṭb, the 

ideologue of the Muslim Brothers, who after spending many years in prison, was executed 

by the regime of Nasser (d. 1970).84 Nevertheless, the dualist educational path discussed 

above and the access that some Maghribī students had to advanced studies in France 

produced new intellectuals, some of whom carried the torch of modernist reformism in 

more sophisticated directions.   

New Directions in Modernist Reformism 

The post-independence Maghrib witnessed the slow decline of traditional learning. The 

regimes in the three countries marginalized, albeit through different processes, such form 

of learning, putting on the defensive the older traditional elites and limiting the 

opportunities of future social success for the relatively few who sought that educational 

path. Not surprisingly, modernist reformism in the second half of the twentieth century 

became tied to graduates of modern institutions of education both in the Maghrib and 

abroad. One of the ramifications of this situation is that both French and Arabic were used 

in intellectual production with Arabic regaining, at least in relative terms, some of its lost 

status in the latter part of the twentieth century, partly as an outcome of Arabization policies 

within the educational systems of the three countries. Importantly, the reconstructionist and 
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A. Holoch, 2nd ed. (Princeton, NJ: Markus Weiner Publishers, 2008), 63. 
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revivalist drives within the works of reformist figures continued to exist in tension but we 

must note a number of elements concerning this intellectual output.  

The engagement with modern Western intellectual thought became more direct and 

sophisticated, resulting from much stronger familiarity with the intellectual legacies of the 

West. This led to the introduction within modernist reformist works of methods and 

approaches that emerged in the various fields of the humanities and social sciences, 

although the extent and frequency of use of such methods and approaches differed 

depending on whether a thinker leaned more heavily towards reconstructionism or 

revivalism. Moreover, one could recognize within modernist discourses in the second half 

of the twentieth century a more accentuated critical distance vis-à-vis both modernity and 

the Islamic tradition. Yet, the epistemological priorities that a modernist displayed in her 

or his work made it arguably easier to differentiate between a reconstructionist camp and 

a revivalist one. 

I would contend that in that context, a revivalist modernist thinker often posits a solid and 

identifiable Islamic core based on a strong commitment to texts, doctrines, norms, and 

practices that were part of what Sunnī orthodoxy deemed authoritative and unquestionable. 

There is certainly no complete agreement about what that core is but the recognized core 

in each case is generally seen beyond critical enquiry and becomes a starting point for 

further elaboration of a modernist reformist vision using a range of methodologies in 

implicit or explicit discussion with modern fields of knowledge. Secondly and more 

importantly, a revivalist modernist seeks to maintain Islam as an all-encompassing system, 

subsuming all reforms and changes under the rubric of an Islamic framework.  
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A reconstructionist modernist on the other hand is more likely to prioritize contemporary 

methodologies and philosophical notions and concepts, using their prisms to read the 

Islamic heritage. In other words, the modernist reformist vision in this case does not bow 

down to the priorities or categories of the late Sunnī orthodoxy or even in some cases to 

the text of the Qur’ān itself. This does not preclude attempts to locate elements within the 

intellectual field defined by that late Sunnī that assist in the sought reconstruction. 

Significantly and in conjunction with this attitude, a reconstructionist modernist in the latter 

part of the twentieth century is often eager to keep substantial spaces of human life outside 

the frame of Islam, defending what can be labeled a secular space and embracing a more 

or less secular political system.   

A short comparative analysis can help clarify these distinctions further. The section below 

is not meant to provide a comprehensive picture but rather to briefly point out a helpful 

example. The rest of the study will allow us to develop all these points in a deeper fashion, 

given that I present Abderrahmane and Arkoun as the ultimate proponents of revivalist and 

reconstructionist drives within late Maghribī Islamic modernism. 

One feature of the later modernist reformist field is the increasing participation of women 

in the discussions and debates of Islamic reform. To elaborate on the distinction that I make 

between revivalist and reconstructionist forms of modernist reformism, I propose to 

consider the intellectual contributions of Fatima Mernissi as an example of 

reconstructionism and those of Asma Lamrabet as an instance of revivalism.  
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Fatima Mernissi 

Fatima Mernissi (d. 2015) was a prominent intellectual and noted feminist thinker in 

Morocco. Trained as a social scientist in France and the United States, Mernissi showed 

from early on a strong interest in issues surrounding Moroccan women. In order to defend 

an egalitarian social order she harnessed the tools of her academic training, but she came 

to realize the vitality of engaging the Islamic tradition given that it continued to shape the 

worldview of average Muslims in significant ways. In a telling episode that Mernissi 

recounts in one of her most famous books, her question to a grocer on whether a woman 

could be a leader of Muslims led to an interesting conversation that a customer cut short 

by invoking a Prophetic ḥadīth, attesting the inadequacy of female leadership.85 This 

common attitude of closing the door to a feminist ethos through the use of scriptural texts, 

particularly Ḥadīth literature, was a motivating factor for Mernissi to delve into the world 

of the Islamic tradition and attempt to articulate a modernist feminist perspective from 

within Islam.  

In Le Harem Politique, Mernissi argues that the Prophet’s vision was thoroughly 

egalitarian in its articulation of gender issues. Utilizing Qur’ānic texts and the narrative of 

the Sīra as background in addition of making use of some tools of traditional ḥadīth 

criticism, Mernissi sought to deconstruct the patriarchal structure that Sunnī orthodoxy had 

built and defended. Importantly, in developing her points, she did not shy away from 

crossing what Sunnī orthodoxy would consider red lines.  
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Among other strategies to make her egalitarian case, Mernissi highlights a moment in the 

life of the early Muslim community that shows both the commitment of women to be 

treated as equals and the positive response of “revelation” to that demand. According to a 

report found in a number of traditional sources, Umm Salama, one of Muhammad’s wives, 

is said to have complained to her husband that revelation addressed men but not women. 

In response, the report explains, this verse was revealed: 

Indeed, men who submit and women who submit, and men who believe and women 

who believe, and men who obey and women who obey, and men who speak the 

truth and women who speak the truth, and men who persevere and women who 

persevere, and men who are humble and women who are humble, and men who 

give charity and women who give charity, and men who fast and women who fast, 

and men who guard their modesty and women who guard it, and men who 

remember God much and women who remember Him, God has prepared for them 

forgiveness and a vast reward.86  

Based on the context provided and on the wording of the verse in question, Mernissi argues 

that Umm Salama is not a lone voice but rather expresses the yearnings of a protest 

movement seeking to ensure that the break that Islam sought to establish vis-à-vis the pre-

Islamic jāhiliyya was also achieved on the gender plane. She writes,  

Not only did women share the preoccupations of Umm Salama, they also took that 

response of the heavens for what it was: a break from pre-Islamic practices, 

questioning the customs that had regulated the relations between the sexes. 

Regardless of what those traditions were, women were apparently happy about the 

change and aspired to see things change [further] with the new God… [women] 

would enter in competition with men in wealth sharing.87 

                                                           
86 Q 33:35 
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Although the Qur’ānic responses to the wishes of the protesters were positive, Mernissi 

contends that many among the men of the community were not eager to accept gender 

egalitarianism and found ways to undermine the drive towards that Qur’ānic goal. Mernissi 

points to reports that portray men as complaining to the Prophet about the role of women 

and struggling to restore male privilege.88 It is here that Mernissi is willing to move beyond 

the bounds that Sunnī orthodox scholars had drawn. 

Mernissi sees this counter-protest as the instigator of new revelations that were less 

egalitarian (for example, 3:32-4).89 She portrays Muhammad as someone who did not 

achieve his egalitarian goal. According to her, he became prisoner of circumstances in 

which he could not alienate male fighters at a difficult and violent juncture in the life of his 

forming community (between the 4th and 8th years of the hijra), nor could he eradicate the 

incidents of molestation that women suffered from in Medina. Looking at the situation 

from a sociological point of view, Mernissi does not shy away from presenting mundane 

existence as dictating the direction of revelation and as forcing the Prophet to change 

course against his own original intentions. Mernissi’s conclusion is that “the genius of 

Muhammad and the greatness of his God… is to have put [the equality of the sexes] up for 

discussion and to have pushed the community to reflect on it.”90 With this, she laments the 

fact that many of her Muslim contemporaries in the twentieth century ironically reject that 

equality under the guise of applying the Sunna of the Prophet.  
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In addition and importantly, the leading Moroccan feminist seeks to show that some of the 

Companions of Muhammad that Sunnī scholars have venerated were in fact defenders of a 

jāhilī ethos concerning gender relations. The figure of ʿ Umar ibn al-Khaṭṭāb, second Caliph 

and highly regarded leader in Sunnī sources, becomes in Mernissi’s work the epitome of 

men unwilling to embrace a new order of gender egalitarianism. She cites reports that 

portray ʿUmar as violent in his interaction with women, also highlighting his intervention 

to call upon Muhammad’s wives to cease a boycott they had begun to show their 

displeasure on a particular occasion, before being rebuked by the strong-willed Umm 

Salama.91     

Moreover, Mernissi finds no issues in rejecting prophetic reports that traditional Ḥadīth 

scholars deemed “sound,” even if found within such “sacralized” collections as the 

Ṣaḥīhayn. She even utilizes the method of ḥadīth criticism to challenge the authenticity of 

particular reports that might undermine her modernist feminist vision. For example, she 

seeks to impugn the figure of Abū Bakra who transmitted the ḥadīth claiming that those 

who are led by a woman would not succeed,92 although here again she is bold in 

challenging the concept of ‘adālat al-ṣaḥāba that was generally embraced among 

traditional Ḥadīth scholars.  

Mernissi’s work shows her willingness to desacralize Islamic history, even its earliest 

period, by showing that “jāhilī” practices and beliefs not only continued to play an 

important role in the life of the early community, but they also became an integral part of 

the Islamic building that Muslim scholars constructed over the decades and centuries. 
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However, rather than calling for a comprehensive Islamic order that would correct these 

deviations, Mernissi is arguably more interested in showing the mundane character of the 

historical development of Islam and in closing the door to the fear from modern notions 

like democracy, feminism, freedom of thought and belief, or secularism. For her, they must 

be established in Muslim societies because of their high value in creating viable social 

orders in today’s world and because they simply do not contradict the true message of 

Muhammad. In her Islam and Democracy, Mernissi praises secularism, insisting that it was 

“an attack not on God but on government officialdom and a ban on its use of government 

funds and institutions to propagate religion, any religion.” She therefore laments that 

countries like those of the Maghrib “never experienced that phase of history so 

indispensable to the development of the scientific spirit, during which the state and its 

institutions became the means of transmitting ideas of tolerance and respect for the 

individual.”93  

Asma Lamrabet 

The reconstructionist reformism of Mernissi can be contrasted to the revivalist attitude of 

Asma Lamrabet, another modernist reformist thinker who has become influential in 

Maghribī circles in recent years. Lamrabet is a medical doctor by training, but her 

encounter with Liberation Theology while living in South America led her on a journey to 

rediscover her own religion with new eyes.94 Like Mernissi, Lamrabet calls for the equality 

of men and women and insists on differentiating between “Islam as a spiritual message and 
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(Cambridge, MA: Perseus Books, 2002), 45-6. 
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Islam as religious culture with its institutions, ideologies, and various interpretations.”95 

Yet, a careful reading of Lamrabet’s work suggests that there are important differences 

between her perspective and that of Mernissi.  

Whereas Mernissi constantly highlights the voices of women, showing along the way the 

worldly elements shaping their lives, the negative attitude of men towards their 

emancipation, as well as the remarkable nature of their rebellious attitude even vis-à-vis 

revelation, Lamrabet wants to move beyond the dichotomy men/women altogether and to 

focus on the positive role of “faith” in the lives of the believers. Lamrabet focuses on what 

she terms the global character of the Qur’ānic message that speaks to all, “thus transcending 

all notions of masculine or feminine genders.” She laments the focus on the concept of 

“women’s rights,” stressing that traditional fiqh manuals did not discuss “the status of 

woman in Islam.” For her, it is more appropriate to return to the generally gender-free 

attitude of the Qur’ān.96 

It follows that while Mernissi is keen on repositioning women sociologically as actors in 

the modern (secular) public sphere without patriarchal limitations based on religion 

(despite what Qur’ānic or Sunnaic texts might imply), Lamrabet wants to reinvigorate what 

she sees as the gender-blind character of the Qur’ān in order to help create a more just 

modern Islamic order. Accordingly, Lamrabet defends the scriptural sources of the Qur’ān 

and Ḥadīth, a core not to be challenged, and blames any discriminatory practices on the 

human interpretations of the ʿulamā’.97 When the founding texts seem to directly imply 
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discrimination, Lamrabet proposes to consider a distinction between the spirit of the text 

and the particular response it gave to a contingent event.98 Importantly, when examining a 

“sound” ḥadīth report from the Ṣaḥīḥayn that appears problematic from a modernist 

feminist perspective by presenting women as originating from a “bent rib,” Lamrabet is 

unwilling to challenge the status of the ḥadīth itself and instead attempts to interpret the 

seemingly negative aspects in its matn away. Lamrabet argues that the ḥadith in question 

belonged to a long series of exhortations of the Prophet during his farewell pilgrimage and 

that included a strong appeal to men to treat women well.99   

Interestingly, Lamrabet also discusses the episode of Umm Salama’s concern about the 

Qur’ān not addressing women, prompting the revelation of a verse highlighting the spiritual 

value of both men and women. Lamrabet’s tone is however different from Mernissi’s. She 

mentions the idea of women’s protest but downplays it in her narrative, emphasizing 

instead the consistently egalitarian message of the Qur’ān. She writes, 

This verse is then a response to those [men and women] who remained reluctant to 

recognize the egalitarian vision of the last divine message on earth. Although 

Revelation, from the beginning, never ceased to call upon human beings, men and 

women, this request of Umm Salama was the occasion to renew this key principle 

of Islam, namely that women and men were inherently equal in their spiritual and 

temporal commitments.100 

This short overview does not imply consistency or a lack of contradictions in the works of 

Mernissi and Lamrabet; a full study is necessary to deal with all the complexities of their 
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intellectual contributions. However, the analysis presented above is sufficient to highlight 

the distinction I make between reconstructionism and revivalism within late modernist 

reformism in the Maghribī sphere. This classification allows us to distinguish the 

prevalence of a revivalist approach in the works of such varied figures as Rashed 

Ghannouchi, Ahmed Khamlichi, and Abdesslam Yassine, and on the other hand the 

dominance of a reconstructionist approach in the works of thinkers like Abdelmajid Charfi, 

Mohammed Aziz Lahbabi (d. 1993), Hichem Djait, and Olfa Youssef. A more nuanced 

picture will emerge from the rest of the study as we dissect the worlds of Taha 

Abderrahmane and Mohammed Arkoun as parts of the Maghribī modernist reformist 

genealogy and as products of the particularities of the Maghrib, the most important of 

which were discussed in the earlier sections of this first chapter.  
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Chapter III 

Taha Abderrahmane and Islamic Particularity 

 

 

A. Taha Abderrahmane in Context 

Early Life and Youth 

Taha Abderrahmane was born in 1944 and spent his childhood within a Moroccan context 

still under French colonial authority. His birthplace was al-Jadīda, formerly known as 

Mazagan, a city on the Atlantic coast that had remained for almost three centuries under 

Portuguese control, starting in the tenth/sixteenth century, and that thus came to carry the 

imprints of “European” presence long before the French had made Morocco a protectorate. 

The tensions between local culture and the invading people’s worldviews and practices 

were an integral part of Abderrahmane’s experiences as a child and young man. The way 

he recalls that early part of his life and the elements that he stresses when speaking about 

his childhood, show that those tensions had an important impact on him.101 The dichotomy 

of public schooling and home education is of high interest here, particularly that 

Abderrahmane’s father was a “fqīh”102 who introduced him from an early age to a 

                                                           
101 “ṬāhaʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-faylasūf al-mujaddid,” YouTube video, 52:42, posted by “Al Jazeera 

Documentary,” June 15, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0MF_mN7oQ3Q 
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traditional Islamic education at home.103 This must have heightened the child’s awareness 

of the seeming contradictions between the two worlds. In contrast to modern schooling and 

the “secular” lifestyles inherited from the colonizers, Abderrahmane remembers that his 

father always sought the blessings of the otherworldly-focused and “righteous” local 

people. He stresses his disappointment with the realities of modern schooling in Morocco 

and his inability, as a child attending public school, to find anyone that shares his deep faith 

or is willing to experience its sweetness alongside him. A similar situation unfolded during 

his university years, leading him to further “spiritual isolation.”104 

Abderrahmane also points to another crucial moment in his younger years as 

transformative. After a long period of interest in writing poetry, winning a number of prizes 

along the way and becoming one of the youngest members of Ittiḥād kuttāb al-maghrib al-

ʿarabī, Abderrahmane rethought his intellectual direction after witnessing the 1967 Arab 

defeat to Israel.105 Like many young people in the Arab world of that generation, he saw 

that “naksa” as the nail in the coffin of the narratives of Arab nationalism and to a certain 

extent of leftist politics. Abderrahmane thus embraced the challenge of constructing an 

Islamic alternative that would in his mind bring about a true renaissance through a 

commitment to an authentic Islamic worldview that would please the Creator and guide the 

created.106  
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Academic Career 

It was with that mindset that Abderrahmane pursued his doctorate studies in philosophy at 

France’s famed Sorbonne from which he graduated in 1972, writing a dissertation titled 

Langage et philosophie: Essai sur les structures linguistiques de l’ontologie (Language 

and Philosophy: Essays on the linguistic Structures of Ontology) that would become the 

basis of his later revivalist modernist intellectual venture. During his stay in Paris, 

Abderrahmane had a firsthand experience of the May 1968 student revolts. He recalls a 

particular moment in which he emptied a bucket of water on a police officer from his 

apartment window. In his eyes, those events highlighted the importance of sincerely 

standing up for what one believes to be the path of truth and justice.107 

After his return to Morocco, Taha Abderrahmane started teaching philosophy courses at 

Mohammed V University, a setting in which resided a number of Moroccan philosophical 

stars, including the late Mohammed Abed al-Jabri (d. 2010) whose work would become a 

starting point for many of Abderrahmane’s intellectual reflections. At a time in which 

Marxist academic perspectives dominated, Abderrahmane’s introduction of different 

theoretical frameworks, based on his interest in the new perspectives within the fields of 

linguistics and logic as they emerged in the European and North American contexts, must 

not have been easy; yet he made a name for himself.108   

Interestingly, despite his intellectual prominence and religious commitment, 

Abderrahmane claims that he felt spiritually unsatisfied and that he only found spiritual 

                                                           
107 “ṬāhaʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-faylasūf al-mujaddid.”  
108 Ibid.  



59 

 

tranquility and fulfillment after he had the chance to meet Shaykh Ḥamza, the leader of the 

Moroccan Būtshīshī Order, a branch of al-Ṭarīqa al-qādiriyya.109 Abderrahmane did not 

take long to join the group and would quickly position himself as one of its most influential 

and prominent members.  

The Būtshīshiyya 

The Būtshīshī Order became very active on the Moroccan scene starting in the 1960’s and 

slowly attracted the interest of those among Moroccan educated elites who were looking 

for an alternative to leftist thought.  The order stood out by its ability to provide traditional 

spiritual grounding in continuation with inherited Maghribī cultural legacies while at the 

same time articulating a vision of a modern yet conservative lifestyle. Importantly, the rise 

of the Būtshīshīyya to prominence in the late 1970’s and 1980’s paralleled the growing 

interest of the Moroccan political regime in countering Islamist narratives more 

effectively.110 This period of time witnessed a sweeping wave of Islamization in large parts 

of the Muslim world and caused serious social and political tensions, including in the 

Maghrib where Algeria had to endure during the 1990s a ruthless conflict between the 

authoritarian Algerian regime and radical Islamists seeking its overthrow, destroying the 

lives of tens of thousands of Algerians in the process.111  

The Moroccan authorities had sought to control the religious message ever since 

independence from France in 1956, enacting a number of regulations and administrative 
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reforms that made both the training and employment of religious experts connected to the 

institutions of the state.112 However, the Moroccan regime took this process to another level 

in the late seventies and early eighties due to the growing influence of Islamist groups that 

used Islamic language and symbols extensively in their oppositional political activities.113 

Interestingly, the policies of the regime that sought to keep Islam within official boundaries 

inadvertently participated in strengthening independent Islamic discourses. A clear 

example of this can be seen in the political leanings and religious interpretations embraced 

by many of the higher education students who were academically trained within Islamic 

studies programs at the humanities colleges of state universities, programs that would 

prepare graduates for teaching and administration jobs in the state system while limiting 

the reach of traditional religious schools.114 Instead, these young men and women bolstered 

the ranks of Islamist groups but also of organizations like the Būtshīshī Order that had 

become extremely active in recruiting high school and university students after Shaykh 

Ḥamza took charge of the group, moving it from an elitist ṭarīqa with a spiritual orientation 

(tabarrukiyya) to a larger popular movement providing education (tarbawiyya).115   

Importantly, the Būtshīshī Order provided an open door to a practical Islam that focused 

first and foremost on individual spiritual and moral transformation.116 This was arguably 

attractive to a Moroccan regime in search of a politically more quietist yet spiritually and 
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intellectually more rigorous movement, all of which provides a good explanation for the 

later highly supportive attitude of the young king Mohammed VI towards that ṭarīqa and 

its shaykh.117  

A Guiding Hand for Islamic Activism 

Abderrahmane’s importance within this context lies in the central role he played in 

providing an intellectual grounding of this form of Islamic modernity. The latter builds on 

the legacy of earlier modernist reformism à la ʿAllāl al-Fāsī while shunning the salafī 

orientation that had often transformed, with time and under the influence of changing local 

and international developments, into an anti-intellectualist neo-fundamentalism.118 In lieu 

of the salafī orientation, Abderrahmane re-centered Sufism as the guiding force at the 

intellectual level and not just on the individual spiritual plane.119  

Importantly, Abderrahmane provides a guiding hand at the intellectual and philosophical 

level to those seeking to establish a modern Islamic social order and who share a disdain 

for secularism, viewing it as a threat that undermines that cherished goal. He begins from 

a premise that he shares with most of the leaders of Islamic groups and organizations in the 

Arab world and according to which the Islamic movement has been under severe attacks 

from local and foreign powers although he seems to limit the agency of the local and puts 

a large part of the blame on the “West.” He writes, 
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No one denies the different kinds of “constraints” and “harassments” that the 

contemporary Islamic movement of renewal faces from external and internal 

powers… There is no better proof for these constraints and harassments than 

labeling the Islamic movement of renewal violent and extremist, and portraying its 

men as symbols of intolerance and terrorism, to the point that some groups of 

Muslims themselves participate, by ignorance or submissiveness, in this oppressive 

practice… The West does not mobilize such tools of constraining and harassment 

to handle those movements [that support “deviancy” and racism in Western 

societies] in the same vein that it does against Islamic activism, and that is solely 

because it knows with certainty that its hegemonic projects can only be countered 

and defeated through the power of faith inherent in the principles of Islam… [The 

West], with its characteristic deceitful ways, made use of some types of Muslims 

to delegate the constraining and harassment [of the Islamic movement] in the lands 

of Islam because [that strategy] provides more guarantees for the success of its 

plans of dominance and hegemony.120   

Abderrahmane does not see a real solution in reacting in a way that mirrors the practices 

of the “Westernizers” because it is futile to openly show enmity to them at a time when 

their ideas have become perceived as common sense, thanks to targeted media campaigns. 

Open enmity, according to Abderrahmane, is likely to end up with a counterproductive 

campaign against the Islamic movement.121 Neither is the use of existing power structures 

more productive as such a step would likely become another pretext to defame the Islamic 

movement for its alleged opportunism. At the same time and significantly, Abderrahmane 

criticizes the predominance of political activism in the work of the movement itself for it 

intensifies the love of power in the heart. In lieu of that path, the Butshīshī thinker calls for 

                                                           
120 ṬāhaʿAbd al-Raḥmān, Su’āl al-akhlāq: Musāhama fī al-naqd al-akhlāqī lil-ḥadātha al-gharbiyya, 5th 

ed. (Casablanca: al-Markaz al-Thaqāfī al-ʿArabī, 2013) 192-3. 
121 Ibid., 193. 



63 

 

moving “from the low material level to the honored divine one, and from the narrow 

political level to the vaster human one.”122  

For the two goals to be achieved, the Islamic movement must focus its efforts on the 

purification of the moral character (tazkiyyat al-khuluq) and the development of thought 

(tanmiyyat al-fikr).123 It is safe to attest that Abderrahmane’s project and apparent life 

commitments seek to provide such a path. This is important to note because he seems to 

locate the weaknesses of what he (and others) term al-yaqaẓa (or al-ṣaḥwa) al-islāmiyya 

in its failure to achieve the necessary moral and ethical commitments on one hand and 

neglecting the language of divine presence in its discourses on the other hand.   

 

B. Language, Translation, and Philosophy 

The Linguistic Imperative 

One of the most pressing problems within the contemporary Islamic intellectual scene for 

Taha Abderrahmane concerns the issue of language as a central component of the 

particularity of a people. Abderrahmane laments the inability of contemporary Muslim 

discourses to ground modern notions within an authentic Islamic framework and he sees 

the linguistic element as the biggest impediment to achieving that goal. For him, 

understanding linguistic particularity and its connection to the Islamic worldview is the 

starting point for a successful transition to an Islamic modernity. However, he also sees 
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this problem as having roots in a long pattern of inadequate translation that goes back 

centuries. Consequently, the Būtshīshī thinker argues that the first essential task of a 

modern Muslim reformer is linguistic for it is through language that thought is articulated; 

freeing the mind to be creative begins from understanding how to use the particularity of 

Arabic as the language of Islamic civilization.  

Abderrahmane claims that translation of philosophical ideas into Arabic has always lacked 

creativity, inventiveness, and even beauty.124 The translation of Greek philosophical works 

in the classical Islamic era were often limited to what Abderrahmane calls tarjama 

taḥṣīliyya which focuses on maintaining the original text even if it ultimately leads to 

misinterpreting that text and often creates difficulties in understanding its meaning, 125 as 

exemplified by the anecdote of Ibn Sīnā (d. 1037) who claimed to have read Aristotle’s 

Metaphysics forty times to grasp it.126 Although Abderrahmane commends Ibn Rushd (d. 

1198) for attempting a more sophisticated and stylistically better interpretation of 

Aristotle’s texts, he blames him for falling into imitation (taqlīd) of the Greeks and for 

being the first “secularist” Muslim philosopher by cleaning philosophy from Islamic 

imprints and separating sharīʿa from ḥikma.127 

Abderrahmane seems to fully embrace what is termed the linguistic turn in philosophy that 

posits thought as dependent on language.128 He particularly embraces the usefulness of 

pragmatics (for which he chooses the Arabic term tadāwuliyyāt) and latter-day logic both 
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of which create a strong bond between language and thought,129 although he falls short of 

claiming that there is no thought without language.130 Importantly, he utilizes this 

perspective to undermine the universalist claims of pure rationality and the view that 

philosophical demonstration transcends language and leads to certainty. For Abderrahmane 

the language in which pure rationality and demonstration are articulated plays the role of 

an impediment to building certainty.131 Here, he aims at discrediting classical Islamic 

philosophy that was, in his mind, but a highly flawed calque of Greek philosophy. At the 

same time and more importantly, he seeks to undermine contemporary modernist projects 

that build on that philosophy, first among them the one that neo-Averroist Al Jabri had 

spearheaded in Morocco.  

Instead of commitment to philosophical demonstrative truth that, for Abderrahmane, is 

seen by its proponents as beyond the limits of context, the Būtshīshī philosopher embraces 

the relative character of language and its particularity to a cultural sphere. However, he is 

against any closed form of linguistic relativism because such a form mistakenly perceives 

the symbols of a language as unrelated to other symbols, thus jeopardizing the ability of 

different people to interact and learn from each other.132 In other words, the Moroccan 

philosopher defends linguistic relativism coupled with an openness to the linguistic other 

and the philosophical other. However, for him, the self cannot become a copy of the other 

because language and the cultural specificity that it carries make it an impossibility. 
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Language plays the role of guiding thought and its vision of existence by being the tool 

that human beings utilize to translate reality into conceptual terms.133  

A Higher Level of Philosophical Translation 

Importantly, Abderrahmane laments the lack of attention to the philosophical potentialities 

of the Arabic language as the carrier of Islamic thought. His intellectual project starts from 

that problematic. As a first step, he wants to move away from the aforementioned tarjama 

taḥṣīliyya that inadequately limits itself to a literal translation of the foreign philosophical 

text at the expense of its deeper content. However, it is not enough in the eyes of the Jadīdī 

intellectual to respect the content of the translated text, a translation that he terms tarjama 

tawṣīliyya (communicative translation). This is because the content of the text is deeply 

connected to its original language and by extension to the cultural and intellectual world in 

which it functions. Passing along the content to the new language without adapting it to the 

receiving context is still highly flawed.134 That is why Abderrahmane insists on what he 

calls tarjama ta’ṣīliyya (re-rooted translation) by which he seeks to creatively root the 

translated material into the receiving language and its majāl tadāwulī135 (deliberative field). 

Such a process is extremely important in Abderrahmane’s vision because it participates in 

freeing the Muslim mind from taqlīd, in this case a blind imitation of the intellectual and 

cultural other.136  

                                                           
133 ṬāhaʿAbd al-Raḥmān, al-Ḥaqq al-ʿArabī fī al-ikhtilāf al-falsafī, 2nd ed. (Casablanca: al-Markaz al-

Thaqāfī al-ʿArabī, 2009), 53-4. 
134 ʿAbd al-Raḥmān, Fiqh al-falsafa 1, 331-47. 
135 Tadāwuliyyāt is ʿAbd al-Raḥmān ’s interpretation of “pragmatics.” I translate al-majāl al-tadāwulī as 

“deliberative field” to highlight the use that ʿAbd al-Raḥmān  makes of it within his work, as discussed in 

this chapter. 
136 ʿAbd al-Raḥmān, Fiqh al-falsafa 2, 33-4. 



67 

 

In other words, respecting the deliberative field is of central importance to all forms of 

philosophical translation, including in the articulation of an Islamic modernity. 

Abderrahmane adapts the concept of “deliberative field” from his reliance on pragmatics 

that focuses on tying language to discursive contexts. For him, each culture has its own 

deliberative field; and for a cultural setting to receive and benefit from the experiences of 

others, it must read those experiences through the lens of its unique deliberative field.137 

An example on which Abderrahmane elaborates in a number of writings is the cogito of 

Descartes.138 Whereas the common translation “anā ufakkir idhan anā mawjūd” reflects 

the original context, al-tarjama al-ta’ṣīliyya of Abderrahmane seeks to root the translation 

in the Islamic deliberative field in ways that respect the grammar rules of Arabic as well as 

its philosophical potentialities. He thus translates the Cogito as “unẓur tajid” (If you look, 

you shall find),139 to maintain that pondering in an Islamic context moves beyond 

recognizing the material self and seeks the spiritual depth of existence.  

In Abderrahmane’s mind, maintaining the tight connection of modern Islamic thought to 

Islamic history and living memory (that is carried within the Arabic language) is the only 

valid way to protect that thought from becoming subordinate to imported philosophies that 

do not necessarily fit Muslim foundational values.140 Accordingly, al-tarjama al-ta’ṣīliyya 

plays the role of approaching the imported text with an eye not to maintain it but instead to 

derive from it meanings that could be expanded upon within the Islamic deliberative 
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field.141 This is also the way to support creativity in the elaboration of concepts which, 

Abderrahmane claims, is the essence of philosophical practice. Thus, he also puts a major 

effort into linguistic grounding of concepts within the Islamic deliberative field, a process 

that he terms ta’thīl. It entails paying close attention to the intricacies of etymology within 

the linguistic setting that receives new information and attempts to use it effectively. 

Abderrahmane is keen to show that this is not a novel idea by showing how Western 

philosophers, unlike their Arab counterparts, practiced ta’thīl in both ancient and modern 

times.142  

 

C. The Arabic and Islamic Right to Difference 

No Universal Philosophy 

In conformity with his insistence on the particularity of the Arabic language and of Islamic 

thought which is articulated in that language, Abderrahmane vehemently rejects the 

universality of philosophy 143 as well as the premise connected to that universalism and 

according to which human reason is what allows one to reach certainty in knowledge. He 

especially attacks the proponents of demonstration as the philosophical method. 144 For 

him, philosophy is a product of not only reason but also imagination and sensory 

experience; therefore, the multiplicity of philosophical practice must be acknowledged and 

celebrated. If there is any philosophical universality, it is in that acknowledgment and 
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celebration that enrich human beings from different cultural spaces. The alternative to this 

pluralistic paradigm would be the imposition of one philosophy that stems from a particular 

deliberative field on all the others, an untenable and unjust position.145  

From that premise, Abderrahmane argues for what he terms al-ḥaqq al-ʿarabī fī al-ikhtilāf 

al-falsafī (the Arab right to philosophical difference) and al-ḥaqq al-islāmī fī al-ikhtilāf al-

fikrī (the Islamic right to intellectual difference). Both of these conceptions fall within 

Abderrahmane’s attempt to prepare a ground for the elaboration of an Islamic modernity. 

On one hand, that modernity can only be articulated according to the particularities of 

Arabic and the cultural sphere connected to it. On the other hand, that modernity must be 

built on a bed of Islamic fundamental values and not contradict them. In other terms, 

Abderrahmane operates within the revivalist modernist reformism that generally seeks to 

maintain the primacy of orthodox Islamic teachings and positions. It is worth repeating 

here what I stated in an earlier chapter about that form of reformism, namely that it often 

posits a solid and identifiable Islamic core based on a strong commitment to authoritative 

texts, doctrines, norms, and practices of Sunni orthodoxy and that it makes them a starting 

point for further elaboration of a modernist vision, using a range of methodologies in 

implicit or explicit discussion with modern fields of knowledge. Importantly, revivalist 

modernist reformers seek to maintain Islam as an all-encompassing system, subsuming all 

reforms and changes under the rubric of an Islamic framework. 
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Particularity against Hegemony 

Abderrahmane warns Muslims who seek to construct their modernity of falling into the 

same trap that classical Muslim philosophers stumbled into, namely not recognizing the 

particularity of the borrowed intellectual tools and concepts. Like the Greeks of yesteryear, 

the Westerners of today are the products of their historical context and linguistic/literary 

legacies. But unlike imitating the Greeks in the past,146 becoming muqallidūn to today’s 

Westerners has serious social and political ramifications because, according to 

Abderrahmane, pushing the idea of the universality of Western philosophy is part of a 

“hidden” agenda that seeks to guarantee Western hegemony based on racial grounds. 

Abderrahmane adds a seemingly conspiratorial element to this statement by claiming the 

existence of a multilayered process of 1) Europeanizing philosophy, 2) Germanizing that 

European philosophy, 3) Judaicizing that Germanized philosophy, and finally 4) the 

politicization of that Judaicized philosophy for the benefit of international Zionism.147  

Abderrahmane thus sees the construction of an Arab and Islamic modernity as much more 

than an intellectual exercise; it is for him an existential issue that requires a high degree of 

resistance. He writes,  

We, the Arabs, want to be free in our philosophy; and there is no path to that 

freedom but putting an effort in constructing our own particular philosophy that 

differs from the philosophy of those who seek through all means to keep us away 

from practicing our intellectual freedom.148 
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To relay the importance of the task at hand, he harnesses the concept of qiyām (standing 

up) and etymologically related terms like qiwām, which entails continuous work and 

activity, and the even higher level of qawma, which requires a revolution of values and not 

simply of material aspects. This revolution of values itself must be achieved through well-

thought strategies: muqāwama that he defines as resisting foreign concepts, taqwīm that he 

views as fixing any crookedness in elaborated concepts, and iqāma that he presents as 

establishing a creative philosophical space.149 In order for Muslims to be up to face these 

challenges, Abderrahmane calls for a futuwwa muntafiḍa 150(a revolting youth) that carries 

the banner of resisting not only al-fikr al-wāḥid (universal thought) but also al-amr al-

wāqiʿ (the status-quo) of Western hegemony.151  

The Specificity of the Islamic Vision 

As a counter to poorly imported or hegemonically imposed perspectives, Abderrahmane 

highlights what makes the specificity of the Islamic vision of the world. According to him, 

that vision stands on two important principles. Firstly, there is the principle of ikhtilāf al-

āyāt. The Moroccan philosopher posits āya (the “sign” of Qur’ānic discourse) as the other 

side of ẓāhira (phenomenon). In this paradigm, there are two sides to our world: the side 

of observable and empirically approachable phenomena that represents the mulkī world 

(the material kingdom) and the side of values and meanings that reflects the malakūtī world 

(spiritual kingdom).152 The first particularity of the Islamic worldview, according to 
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Abderrahmane is then to refuse any separation between the temporal world of the “seen” 

and the domain of the “unseen.” They are both integral parts of existence and their 

separation does serious harm to the “natural” order. However, Abderrahmane also insists 

on a hierarchy, making the world of values taught by religion at the level of aṣl (foundation) 

and limiting the world of material phenomena studied by science to the level of a farʿ 

(branch). He writes,  

The foundation for a Muslim’s interpretation of objects is to ponder signs, i.e. 

“naẓra malakūtiyya,” and [that interpretation] can only become an observation of 

phenomena, i.e. “naẓra mulkiyya,” if there is an indicator [for doing so]… A 

Muslim possesses two lenses of interpreting things that are used together: a 

foundational lens through which he ponders things, namely the “malakūtī lens” that 

leads him to faith, and a “derived lens” with which he manages things, namely the 

“mulkī lens” that leads him to science. Thanks to this construction, [a Muslim] finds 

a state of goodness, thus enjoying a life without distress, and hopes for success in 

the life to come, thus reaching a state of happiness that is unaffected by any 

misery.153  

Secondly, Islamic specificity stands on the principle of ikhtilāf al-nās. Here again, 

Abderrahmane highlights a key difference regarding how people gather into community. 

The distinction in this case is between mujtamaʿ (society) and umma. Society is based on 

al-ʿamal al-taʿāwunī (cooperation) and it thus gathers people around their common 

material needs whereas umma is based on al-ʿamal al-taʿārufī (knowing each other) and it 

therefore gathers people around values.154 The notions of manẓūr mulkī (from the first 

principle) and mujtamaʿ (from the second principle) rotate around rational inquiry which 
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remains less important for human well-being, in the eyes of Abderrahmane, than ethical 

inquiry which stems from manẓūr malakūtī and umma. This categorization makes the 

Islamic vision superior in its critical approach to the world. Whereas secular critique is 

limited to material elements, a faith-based critique functions at the deeper level of 

“knowing each other” or, in philosophical language, the world of ethics and ethical inquiry. 

Additionally, starting from the premise that Islam is the “last revealed religion,” 

Abderrahmane classifies Islamic ethics above the ethical teachings of all other religions 

because the “Islamic answer” includes and further enriches those previous religious 

perspectives.155   

 

D. Renewing ʿIlm al-kalām 

A Holistic Approach to the Islamic Tradition 

If the Islamic vision is superior, the task becomes for Abderrahmane to reintegrate that 

vision into the modern setting in a way that fits the time and responds to its intellectual 

challenges. But, what should Muslims appropriate from the Islamic heritage to build their 

modernity? Abderrahmane laments the practice of studying the Islamic heritage piecemeal, 

focusing on one of its parts at the expense of others.156 As discussed below, he often singles 

out Al Jabri as falling into that trap.  What Abderrahmane proposes instead is a 

comprehensive study of that heritage.157 Importantly, he insists that the focus ought to be 
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on the tools and mechanisms of the tradition and not necessarily on its content. Those tools 

and mechanisms are present across the various fields of the Islamic tradition. They are the 

key to understand the inherited content in addition of being a worthy guide in the path of 

building new content that reflects the Islamic ethical vision.158 

The Centrality of Munāẓara 

Abderrahmane positions munāẓara (disputation) as utilized by the scholars of kalām as the 

prime tool in that Islamic intellectual arsenal.159 He argues that reintroducing a wider use 

of munāẓara and reinvigorating kalām with modern themes would allow Muslims to move 

away from taqlīd both vis-à-vis the elements within the modern Western tradition that 

contradict the Islamic vision and vis-à-vis elements within the inherited Islamic content 

that cannot achieve the Islamic vision in the modern times.160  

Abderrahmane starts from the premise that the origin of speech is in dialoguing and is thus 

connected to the nature of humans as social beings. That dialogue creates rights and 

responsibilities. It is the platform for practicing the human capacity of rational inquiry but 

it is also a constant reminder that human beings are not simply individuals; knowing the 

self comes from knowing the other.161 Dialogue is, in this sense, a human necessity. 

Muslims are well-equipped to perform this human obligation because of the strength of 

argumentation in the Qur’ān, the argumentative capital built within the legal sciences, and 

the munāẓara tradition of the mutakallimūn. Abderrahmane admits that munāẓara could 
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already be found with Aristotle, but he insists that the mutakallimūn took it to another 

level.162 Munāẓara is thus not simply jadal (dialectical discourse) that seeks to win an 

argument; it is a search together for the truth. That is why, Abderrahmane argues, it is 

superior as a philosophical method to demonstration.163  

The proponents of demonstration164 with its seemingly pure character claim that it leads to 

philosophical certainty in all contexts. It is, for them, the best path to truth. Abderrahmane 

strongly disagrees: philosophical discourse is a natural discourse that is dependent on the 

language and setting in which it is articulated. Modern studies in a variety of academic 

fields, including logic, pragmatics and the philosophy of language leave little doubt that 

rational inquiry is argumentative and not demonstrative. In other words, it attempts to 

convince within a social setting and is not pure nor above human context.165 

A renewed kalām and its main tool, munāẓara, ought then to be at the core of the 

philosophical pursuit of truth in an Islamic context. They guarantee, at the same time, 

embracing Islamic particularity and recognizing the role of the other in shaping the path to 

truth, both of which are of utmost importance in the larger quest of taking the best of what 

modernity offers and grounding it in Islamic discourse.   

Between Tools and Content 

For this process to lead to positive results, it is necessary to differentiate between the 

content of the Islamic heritage and the tools and methods used to produce the content. This 
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is crucial to understand the content itself but also to elaborate modern content. Qiyās, 

istinbāṭ, and istiqrā’ are examples of these sophisticated tools and methods that are part of 

the intellectual arsenal of the mutakallimūn. They became an integral part of all the 

intellectual pursuits within the Islamic deliberative field in premodern times. 

Abderrahmane writes, 

Salons of dialogue known as “munāẓarāt” were organized and works were authored 

in a variety of fields in the style of munāẓara. Many types of discourses that 

embrace munāẓara as an intellectual method sprung up, including khiṭāb al-tahāfut 

(incoherence), khiṭāb al-taʿāruḍ (opposition), khiṭāb al-radd (rebuttal), khiṭāb al-

naqḍ (refutation) and others.  Indeed, wherever were found schools of thought and 

intellectual currents in one of the fields of Islamic knowledge, munāẓara was the 

approach used to interact. This was the case of fiqh (bāb al-khilāf), grammar (bāb 

al-qiyās), and adab (al-naqā’iḍ)…166  

In Abderrahmane’s view, a renewed ʿilm al-kalām that is strengthened by the latest 

findings of modern linguistics and logic would re-energize the munāẓara and the various 

tools associated with it for the benefit of modern Muslims and their search for an Islamic 

modernity. Muslims would then have “a beneficial and serious way to evaluate new 

intellectual trends and methodological choices as well as reflect on the deep changes that 

scientific and technological progress has created within the components of Muslim 

society.”167 Here, Abderrahmane seems to set up the table for ways to critically evaluate 

Western modernity, a task that his later works will tackle, as discussed in the next chapter. 
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E. Expanding Rationality 

Philosophy within the Islamic Deliberative Field 

Relying (at least partly) on a renewed ʿilm al-kalām to face the intellectual challenges of 

the time highlights the revivalist character of Abderrahmane’s approach. A modern Islamic 

philosophy must be comprehensive in its reach but also accepting of the frames imposed 

by the Islamic deliberative field. One could argue that philosophy can only be theology in 

Abderrahmane’s world; reason must recognize its limits and accept the supremacy of 

revealed truth. Abderrahmane would not see his intellectual project as limiting reason 

however. Quite the opposite, in the revivalist modernist reading that he proposes, he sees 

an expansion of human reason.  

Understanding this expansion process starts from a discussion of the concept of reason 

itself. Abderrahmane seeks to distance the Qur’ānic (and by extension Islamic) notion of 

ʿaql from the way reason is understood in the ancient Greek philosophical context. Unlike 

the latter’s positioning of reason as an essence, a position that classical Muslim peripatetic 

philosophers and their modern muqalllidūn uncritically inherited, the Qur’ānic ʿaql is an 

activity.168 In other words, reason is not an independent entity that is able to “grasp” the 

truth; reason is nothing but “reasoning.” It follows that reason expands as the activity 

continues. Abderrahmane coins the term takawthur to name this continuous process of 

growth. Al-takawthur al-ʿaqlī is beyond just takāthur (multiplication). It is not limited to 

accumulation of knowledge nor just an attempt at embracing epistemological plurality. It 
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is the highest of all activities, being purposeful in its guidance (qaṣdiyya) and beneficial 

(manfaʿīyya).169  

Levels of Reason 

The expansion of reason occurs in Abderrahmane’s view by moving from the lowest level 

of reason that he terms al-ʿaql al-mujarrad (pure reason) through a higher level called al-

ʿaql al-musaddad (guided reason) before reaching the highest level of al-ʿaql al-mu’ayyad 

(supported reason). Al-ʿaql al-mujarrad is focused on the material world and is unable to 

reach certainty in either values or their means. It is by necessity historical and contextual; 

its limitations are too great to move beyond the aforementioned al-ʿālam al-mulkī. The 

result is that al-ʿaql al-mujarrad cannot satisfy the needs of human beings in their 

totality.170 

This calls for the necessity of considering divine revelation as a guiding hand. Al-ʿaql al-

musaddad171 (reason guided by the input of sharʿ) is then higher than al-ʿaql al-mujarrad 

because of its reliance on the divine commandments in scripture and their application in 

Islamic law. Divine guidance allows al-ʿaql al-musaddad to transcend the limitations of 

materialism and its superficial grasp of the human condition. It also takes the additional 

and important step away from theoretical musings and into al-ʿamal (practical activity).172 

However, at this level reason can still suffer from corrupting elements that stem from 1) 

potential tensions between the aims (maqāṣid) of the sharʿ and the intentions of the 

                                                           
169 ṬāhaʿAbd al-Raḥmān, al-Lisān wa al-mīzān, 3rd ed. (Casablanca: al-Markaz al-Thaqāfī al-ʿArabī, 2012), 

21-4. 
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jurists called either “al-ʿaql ghayr al-mustaqill” or “al-ʿaql al-muqayyad.” See Ibid., 67. 
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participant who is engaged in interpreting the sharʿ in practice,173 as well as from 2) the 

problem of taqlīd.174 Accordingly, this is not the highest level to which reason can expand 

within Abderrahmane’s scheme.  

Al-ʿAql al-mu’ayyad (supported reason) is at a superior stage because it relies on direct 

spiritual experience as a source of both ʿamal and akhlāq. Spiritual experience, which digs 

beyond the ẓāhir (exoteric) and enters into the vastness of the bāṭin (esoteric), is the 

fountain of certainty in knowledge and the true freedom of being ʿabd (slave or servant) to 

no one but God.175 This all springs out of the truly transformative character of Ṣūfī 

spirituality, a character it gains from its focus on sincerity, its holistic connection to life, 

and its ability to transcend any particular context.176    

This higher level of the expansion of reason also highlights Abderrahmane’s personal 

commitment to Ṣūfī spirituality and morality for it is his own personal experience that 

provides him with the proof that Sufism must gain (or regain) the status of a main driver in 

the Muslim quest for success in the contemporary world, maintaining at the same time a 

strong connection to long-established traditions. Significantly, this Ṣufī experience is able 

to make reason transcend the limitations of al-ʿālam al-mulkī and help it enter the much 

larger world of al-ʿālam al-malakūtī. This for Abderrahmane represents a more grounded 

universalism (in apparent tension with his attack on the universal claims of Western 

modernity). It is a celebration of al-naẓar al-malakūtī.177 He seems to view that universality 

                                                           
173 Ibid., 79-83. 
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176 Ibid., 150-5. 
177 ʿAbd al-Raḥmān, al-Ḥaqq al-islāmī, 237-43. 
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as more “natural,” stemming from people’s “own beings.”178 This stance is another element 

that stresses the revivalist character of the Moroccan thinker’s modernism. It is however 

important to reiterate that Abderrahmane’s intellectual project is not built on a blind 

acceptance of the Islamic heritage. Rather, he speaks of taqwīm al-turāth, a critical reading 

of the Islamic heritage that aims to adequately evaluate its contributions. 

 

F. Rethinking How to Interpret the Islamic Heritage 

Responding to the Modernist Muqallidūn 

Abderrahmane’s revivalist modernist reform starts from the premise that Islam is the 

yardstick for intellectual inquiry because of its centrality to the deliberative field and he 

calls upon all Muslim thinkers to maintain that position in all their endeavors. In other 

words, the centrality of Islam must never be questioned nor paid lip service to, regardless 

of the intellectual challenges that one faces. The question then becomes how to approach 

the Islamic heritage in ways that maintain Islam’s centrality but open the room for a 

modernist reading. In response to other modernists who deal with issues surrounding the 

Islamic heritage, Abderrahmane calls for tajdīd al-manhaj (methodological renewal) to 

better grasp that heritage. His intervention must be read within the context of the Moroccan 

intellectual scene in the 1980s and 1990s, a scene that was moving to a post-Marxist era 

and seeking creative paths to approach the Islamic heritage, finding stimulation in the 

writings of influential and charismatic thinkers, chief among them Mohammed Abed Al 
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Jabri, Abdallah Laroui, and the Algerian Mohammed Arkoun, the latter becoming a 

frequent visitor and later a resident of the Kingdom.  

Mohammed Abed Al Jabri 

Mohammed Abed Al Jabri has had a significant impact on intellectual circles in both 

Maghrib and Mashriq, having initiated what he termed naqd al-ʿaql al-ʿarabī (critique of 

Arab reason) and having entered in a famed dialogue with the Egyptian scholar and thinker 

Ḥasan Ḥanafī, a conversation that stimulated much thought on the intellectual present and 

future of the Arab world.179 By Arab reason, Al Jabri means all the principles and rules that 

Arab-Islamic culture provided as a foundation of knowledge for its members and to which 

those members adhere consciously and unconsciously.180 Analyzing Arab reason becomes 

then an important step to understand the intellectual challenges that face Maghribīs and 

Arabs more generally in contemporary times.  

Al Jabri decries defensive and apologetic stances, complaining that “as always occurs, 

whether at the individual or social level, the process of reassuring the self takes the form 

of a retreat to past positions, using them as a shield.”181  Yet, it is also a monumental 

mistake, in Al Jabri’s view, to simply live the “Western” present as if the Arab-Muslim 

past never existed. That attitude leads to alienation. Instead, Al Jabri welcomes the use of 

modern tools/concepts and the internalization of the achievements of Western intellectual 

modernity. But, it becomes necessary to find within the Islamic heritage elements that have 
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the potential to match those achievements in order to live fully and authentically in the 

modern world. This helps re-contextualize the procedural concepts within a Muslim 

environment, making them effective in the study of the Islamic heritage.182 

Al Jabri is the prime example of a neo-Averroist in modern Arab-Muslim thought. He 

builds on the works of Ibn Rushd (d. 1198) to argue that there is no conflict between 

religion and philosophy; they simply belong to two separate domains. Rather than seek any 

kind of synthesis, one ought to just keep them separate.183 Society would then be built on 

moderate religiosity on one side and a moderate rationalism that allows for a healthy 

management of public affairs on the other side. This separation, based on what Al Jabri 

terms “al-rūḥ al-rushdiyya,” allows Arabs to achieve both authenticity and modernity: 

religion is understood with its own tools and philosophy with its own.184  

In his analysis of epistemological issues in the Islamic heritage, Al Jabri perceives serious 

tensions between three fields of knowledge creation (despite syntheses that were created 

between them and that ultimately compromised the independence of “reason” in Islamic 

contexts), namely bayān, ʿirfān, and burhān. The linguistically-based bayān includes 

grammar, balāgha (rhetoric), fiqh (law), and kalām (theology), all of which use some form 

of qiyās (analogical reasoning) from a foundation/source to a branch. The esoterically-

based ʿirfān trusts gnostic experience and kashf (unveiling) to reach alleged higher forms 

                                                           
182 Ibid., 52-3. 
183 Ibid., 236-9. Al Jabri dedicated a significant amount of his writings to the work of Ibn Rushd, including 
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of knowledge. The logic-based burhān (demonstration) connects premises to conclusions 

and, in Al Jabri’s view, provides the best path to knowledge.185  

Al Jabri sees burhān and to a lesser extent bayān, when guided by burhān and liberated 

from the harmful multidisciplinary synthesis of al-Ghazālī, as having a potential positive 

role to play in the modern intellectual life of Maghribī societies and Muslim ones more 

generally, as these societies move forward and away from the form of ʿaql that “ʿaṣr al-

inḥiṭāṭ” (era of decline) had bequeathed to them.186 Importantly, like Ibn Rushd’s break 

from Ibn Sīnā’s gnostic tendencies and attack on al-Ghazālī’s mysticism, Al Jabri is highly 

critical of ʿirfān, mystical perspectives that he blames the Iranian intellectual tradition for 

introducing into the world of Islam with devastating results for rational discourse and 

material achievements.187 Although Al Jabri is most severe in his criticism of the 

intellectual developments of the Middle Islamic Period, he also perceives as culprit the 

closed religious structures and mechanisms that came out of the tadwīn era of Islamic 

history (second/eighth century) and that, in his view, shut the door to further critical inquiry 

by tying everything to a paradigmatic origin and thus imposing a culture of copying and 

repetition that does not question the foundations.188 When these structures and mechanisms 

are coupled with the values of obedience and patience that became dominant socially with 

the success of the Persian legacy, a multilayered crisis was unavoidable in Muslim 

                                                           
185 See the concise and useful summary that Al Jabri presents in his Ishkāliyyāt al-fikr al-ʿarabī al-muʿāṣir, 

2nd ed. (Beirut: Markaz Dirāsāt al-Waḥda al-ʿArabiyya, 1990), 58-60. Those themes are developed more 
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al-Waḥda al-ʿArabiyya, 2013). 
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societies.189 A new tadwīn that takes in consideration the modernist epistemological 

critique of Al Jabri must then become a reality in order to create strong modern foundations 

for thought and culture.190  

Al Jabri also pays attention to Islamic political thought, analyzing its characteristics as it 

came out of the tadwīn era. His critique on that front locates three spaces of theoretical 

elaboration and action. Each one of those spaces seeks to bypass what Al Jabri sees as 

central elements of the traditional political vision, namely tribe (qabīla),191 booty 

(ghanīma)192, and creed (ʿaqīda)193. The struggle for change thus becomes a drive to move 

from the remnants of tribalism to the building of strong institutions of civil society, from 

the remnants of premodern economy to the construction of the pillars of a modern 

economy, and from unquestionable creeds to embracing real pluralism within Islam.194  

Abdallah Laroui 

Al Jabri’s approach to the turāth essentially maintained continuous connection to it (waṣl) 

despite seeking disconnection (faṣl) from particular legacies within that turāth. He found 

in the rationalism of Ibn Rushd and Maghribī/Andalusian thought more generally (Ibn 

Bāja, Ibn Ḥazm, al-Shāṭibī, Ibn Khaldūn) a corrective lens to the harmful influence of 

mysticism-saturated Mashriqī thought and a path towards a fruitful modernity. In contrast, 

Abdallah Laroui has been adamant on the necessity of moving past the turāth and its 
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intellectual problematics, insisting that the only path forward was to create a radical qaṭīʿa 

(break) from the epistemologies of the Islamic heritage that have become obsolete in the 

modern world. 

The solution for the ills of the times is to embrace the epistemological dictates of modernity 

without allowing the weighty baggage of inherited traditions to undermine that 

modernizing drive. To make sense of these problems, Laroui uses the concept of historical 

lag. Arab culture and its ability to produce knowledge is dependent on overcoming the 

historical lag that separates Maghribīs and Arabs from the achievements of Europe ever 

since the success of modern reason beginning with the Enlightenment.195 There is a 

necessity, argues the Moroccan historian, to leave traditionalism behind in order to catch 

up to those nations and to be relevant in the emerging global paradigm of thought and 

society. Traditionalism in all its forms must be rendered irrelevant by the use of historicism 

and “a program that provides a rational analysis of the past, present and foreseeable future 

of the Arabs.”196 It would then be possible to fully and positively embrace “what is 

accessible to all humanity” (al-mutāḥ lil-bashariyya jamʿā’).197  

For Laroui, modernization, which is also Europeanization, is inevitable. That is a historical 

reality. It is counterproductive and harmful to escape that reality in order to remain faithful 

to an imagined representation of the past.198 The goal ought to be to understand and 

internalize Europe’s contributions in order to catch up to it and even surpass it. Laroui 

aimed to participate in this process by authoring a number of important books dealing with 
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concepts like ideology199, liberty200, state201, history202, and reason203, as well as recently 

translating two French works from the Enlightenment era: Montesquieu’s Considérations 

sur les causes de la grandeur des Romains et de leur decadence and Jean Jacques 

Rousseau’s La Profession de foi du vicaire Savoyard, a critique of the ecclesiastical 

institution and religious dogmatism.204  

Importantly, for Laroui, reformism is not the solution. Reformism is but misguided 

selectivity that keeps Arab cultures and societies from fully entering the contemporary age.  

It is part of the problem because it continues to hold on to tradition despite claims to the 

contrary. This leads to the maintenance of a harmful estrangement from history. Laroui 

gives as an example the work of one of the foremost figures in Islamic reformism, 

Muḥammad ʿAbduh who was unable to grasp the distance between traditional reason and 

modern reason and the significant break that occurs between the two. ʿAbduh thus 

continued to be governed by the dictates of traditional Islamic reason, looking backward 

to the original textual source and governed by a search for “absolute reason.”205 This is the 

case for all the reformist thinkers (Al Jabri included) who want to re-establish the works of 

premodern intellectual giants like the philosopher Ibn Rushd, the jurist al-Shāṭibī (d. 1388), 
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or the historian Ibn Khaldūn (d. 1406), neglecting that those works share the same 

limitations of traditional reason.206  

Taha Abderrahmane as a Critic 

Abderrahmane positions himself in opposition to the approaches of both Al Jabri and 

Laroui. While he agrees with the latter that the contribution of European knowledge cannot 

be ignored, Abderrahmane insists that European and Western ideas and concepts generally 

must be integrated into the Islamic deliberative field before they can be used. For him, 

“every borrowed concept is to be opposed (i.e. critiqued) until its soundness is proven and 

every [Islamically] founded concept is accepted until its invalidity is proven.”207 The 

centrality of the Islamic heritage to the present of Maghribī society is beyond question; 

Islam is the yardstick. The effort must thus remain at the level of constructing an Islamic 

modernity.  

Even though Al Jabri does recognize the importance of keeping alive the connection to the 

Islamic heritage, his methodology is strongly questioned by Abderrahmane because of a 

variety of reasons including its reliance on the three-tier division of burhān, bayān, and 

ʿirfān, which makes it hard, despite the claims of Al Jabri,208 to look at the Islamic heritage 

in a holistic fashion. For Abderrahmane, Al Jabri failed to do justice to both the 

complementary character of the various parts of the Islamic heritage and the 

comprehensive character of its vision of the world. Importantly, by prioritizing burhān as 

it evolved with Ibn Rushd, Al Jabri proposed a proto-secular system that has undermined 
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the spirit of the Islamic deliberative field that Abderrahmane is keen to protect.209 Greek 

philosophy, on which Ibn Rushd is dependent, is just one paradigm among many possible. 

Viewing Aristotle as the “first teacher” who needs to be followed leads to an inability to 

create living philosophy. This problem continues today with all the modernist muqallidūn 

that erroneously believe in the universal character of the modern Western paradigm. 

As a corrective to these methodological errors, Abderrahmane wants to rethink the way 

with which to approach the turāth. At a first level, Abderrahmane moves away from the 

focus on the tadwīn developments as the key shaper of the Islamic tradition; for him, it is 

the Qur’ān that first shapes the direction of Islamic thought. Even when arguing for a 

renewed kalām, as discussed above, he sees the impetus of the central conception of 

dialogue that the mutakallimūn embraced to be originally stemming from Qur’ānic 

discourse.210 With that original drive in mind, Abderrahmane seeks to challenge the 

approaches to the Qur’ān of those he calls the muqallidūn, approaches that undermine the 

very basis of the Islamic worldview. He enumerates the reading strategies of these 

modernist muqallidūn: ta’nīs, taʿqīl, and ta’rīkh.  

Ta’nīs (humanization) entails downgrading the Qur’ān from the divine level to the human 

one by utilizing a number of moves, including the lack of use of any familiar Muslim 

expressions of glorification when discussing Qur’ānic verses, the use of alternative 

terminologies instead of the traditional one, and equating the Qur’ān with Jesus.211 Taʿqīl 

(rationalization) is promoted through the use of modern methods to implicitly or explicitly 
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reject aspects of the ghayb that fail to fit the “rationality” test. This is achieved, for instance, 

by attacking the field of ʿulūm al-qur’ān, borrowing the methodologies of biblical 

criticism, and challenging traditional understandings of the concept of waḥy.212 Finally, 

ta’rīkh (historicization) focuses on contextualizing Qur’ānic verses in order to undermine 

the general applicability of Qur’ānic rulings and challenging the universality and 

timelessness of the Divine Word. Examples include clouding up the concept of ḥukm, 

limiting the number of āyāt al-aḥkām, and restricting the application of Qur’ānic teachings 

to personal conscience.213  Abderrahmane locates these strategies within the blameworthy 

taqlīd of the other, a direct translation of its intellectual frames of reference without taking 

in consideration the particularity of the Islamic deliberative field. In the hands of the 

modernist muqallidūn like Al Jabri, Arkoun, the Tunisians Abdelmajid Charfi and Youssef 

Seddik, and the Egyptian Nasr Abu Zayd, the Qur’ān loses its specificity and the whole 

Islamic edifice becomes threatened. 

 

G. Conclusion 

I had argued in a previous chapter that out of the intellectual frames of modernist reformism 

in early twentieth-century Maghrib came a sense of ambiguity towards secularism and 

sprang two trends of reformism: revivalist and reconstructionist respectively. I had defined 

a revivalist modernist thinker firstly as someone who posits a solid and identifiable Islamic 

core based on a strong commitment to texts, doctrines, norms, and practices that were part 
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of what Sunni orthodoxy deemed authoritative and unquestionable. That core is generally 

seen as beyond critical enquiry and becomes a starting point for further elaboration of a 

modernist reformist vision using a range of methodologies in implicit or explicit discussion 

with modern fields of knowledge. The current chapter showed how Taha Abderrahmane’s 

work, with its critical look at the importance of adequately translating philosophical ideas, 

its insistence on the Arab and Islamic rights to difference, its attempt to renew ʿilm al-

kalām, its expanding of the concept of reason, and its methodological concerns for 

approaching the turāth, is a prime example of that revivalist approach. I had also argued 

that, importantly, a revivalist modernist seeks to maintain Islam as an all-encompassing 

system, subsuming all reforms and changes under the rubric of an Islamic framework, thus 

rejecting secularism and secular frames of reference. The next chapter will highlight how 

Abderrahmane attempts to achieve that by proposing an Islamic modernity that would 

stand tall without those secular frames of reference.  
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Chapter IV 

From Islamic Particularity to Islamic Modernity 

 

 

We have seen in the previous chapter that Taha Abderrahmane, a revivalist modernist 

thinker, has been consumed for decades with the task of defining and maintaining Islamic 

particularity. He thus attempted to rediscover the Islamic tradition with new eyes, starting 

from the concerns of the contemporary world but giving priority to the demands of the 

Islamic deliberative field against what he perceived as the rush of Muslim intellectuals to 

embrace the dictates of Western modernity. The main task then becomes, for the Būtshīshī 

thinker, to construct the frames of an Islamic modernity. A preliminary to that however is 

to provide a critique of Western modernity itself. Such step would both undermine the 

intellectual output of Westernizers within the Moroccan context and highlight the necessity 

of an Islamic alternative. What emerges from the full process is a severe attack on 

secularism and secular frames of reference and the construction of a modernist Islamic 

vision that defines itself in direct opposition thereto.   
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A. Western Modernity and the Crisis of Ethics 

At the center of Abderrahmane’s critique of Western modernity is the issue of ethics.214 

Western modernity, according to him, was constructed around the faulty assumption that 

humans are first and foremost rational beings. In other words, it is human reason that can 

access truth and it is on the basis of human reason that a social order ought to be built, an 

order which would then serve the needs of primarily rational beings. Abderrahmane rejects 

the idea that reason is what primarily defines humans. Instead, he proposes that they are 

ethical beings or beings on a quest for ethical ideals. As such, reason and rational inquiry 

must remain secondary to ethical concerns that lead to healthy action.  

Rational or Ethical? 

The Western positioning of reason and rationality at the center of philosophical inquiry 

pushed modern Western thought in the direction of speculation at the expense of practical 

actions and good works, ultimately leading Western civilization to a crisis of truthfulness 

and a crisis of purpose. Specifically, Abderrahmane sees the former as stemming from a 

lack of ethics and the latter from a lack of otherworldliness. Pure reason is not sufficient to 

overcome these problems because its abstract character makes it unable to judge behaviors. 

Philosophical inquiry into the human condition must then primarily rely on the 

interconnected concepts of ethics (akhlāq) and works (ʿamal) in order for it to stay true to 

human nature and respond to the needs of human beings.215  

                                                           
214 ʿAbd al-Raḥmān  rejects the distinction between ethics and morals. Everything that has to do with what 

Western philosophers call ethics and morality falls for ʿAbd al-Raḥmān  under the Islamic frame of akhlāq. 

See ʿAbd al-Raḥmān, Su’āl al-akhlāq, 17-24.  
215 Ibid., 68-70. 
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Reason itself ought to live under the larger umbrella of ethics because it is, like all 

activities,216 amenable to ethical judgment. Importantly, any attempt at remedying the 

ethical failures of Western modernity using al-ʿaql al-mujarrad, the lowest level of 

reasoning in Abderrahmane’s classification, will fall short because it can only provide 

superficial ethics (akhlāqiyyāt al-saṭḥ). Significantly, all these shortcomings are tightly 

tied, in Abderrahmane’s view, to the issue of otherworldliness which can only be achieved 

through the guidance of revelation. Deep ethics can only flow from religion.217 He writes,  

There is then a necessity to seek ethics that move beyond the surface… and 

[instead] dive into the depths of life and the depths of the human being; indeed, 

there is nothing deeper than a life that lasts from the immediate future [this life] to 

the deferred one [the other life] and there is no one deeper than a human being 

whose manifest part is connected to the hidden one. Which ethical meanings are 

able to contain this expanded life and this connected human being more than the 

meanings contained in divine religion?218 

Another way that Abderrahmane articulates this problematic is that reason in the modern 

Western context has remained limited to the domain of thought. This has kept ʿamal away 

from philosophical inquiry and led to a failure to see human beings in a holistic fashion, 

preventing them in the process from pursuing the ideal of completeness that religion 

espouses.219 Modern Western thought does not consider reason as an activity that grows 

and that ties rational inquiry to ethical aims (stemming from religious teachings). Instead, 
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modern Western thought since the Enlightenment embraced a subjectivism that led to the 

rationalization of morality rather than the moralization of reason.  

Secularism is at the center of this transformation. This took two philosophical paths. 

Immanuel Kant (d. 1804) and those who built on his work established the subordination of 

religion to morality through the principle of “good will.” David Hume (d. 1776) and his 

followers instead defended a skepticism that cemented the separation of morality from 

religion by arguing that an “ought” (normative statement) cannot follow from an “is” 

(descriptive statement).220 Although the transformations were seen as a liberation of reason 

from the shackles of tradition, Abderrahmane argues that reason without the guidance of 

revelation is unable to move beyond the lowest level of reasoning.221  

The Moroccan philosopher claims that modern Western civilization has ultimately 

engendered three severe harms to ethics and morality, namely the blight of narrowness 

(āfat al-taḍyīq), the blight of rigidity (āfat al-tajmīd), and the blight of deficiency (āfat al-

tanqīṣ). The first narrows the space for ethical inquiry since abstract reasoning and logical 

demonstration are viewed as independent of ethical and moral limitations. The second 

freezes morals and ethical inquiry by having them stuck within the domain of private lives 

with no room for renewal through public conversations and with no ability to affect the 

public sphere where secular law is seen as the most adequate organizing social structure. 

The third spreads among people the idea that morals and ethical commitments lead to 
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weakness and a lack of practical behaviors, preferring political activism and utilitarianism 

as the superior path to achieve worldly success.222  

The Ethical Predicaments of Western Modernity 

To develop the theme of the ethical predicaments of modern Western thought, 

Abderrahmane focuses on two aspects of modern Western civilization, knowledge and 

technology, concluding that this civilization is crisis-laden on the knowledge front and 

power-driven in relation to technology.223 Abderrahmane notes that the knowledge front 

stands on two foundational principles. The first principle is that morality has no place in 

science; one “is entitled to establish his theory on any epistemological decisions and 

methodological procedures that one sees fit, but not on considerations that come from 

submitting to particular moral values or commitment to specific standards of behavior.”224 

The second foundational principle is that there is no room in rationality for the 

supernatural; one “is entitled to establish any relations and build any structures that one 

sees fit, except to include some elements that are connected to those relations or are integral 

to those structures but that do not suit the investigations of sensory experience nor the 

assessment of pure reason.”225  

The first foundational principle has branched into two other principles, objectivity and 

tolerance. Objectivity posits that scientific inquiry is completely independent from the 

influence of the human subject. Abderrahmane terms this “the principle of rigid 

objectivity” to differentiate from the flexible form of objectivity that he embraces and that 
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is guided not by pure reason but by higher forms of reason—al-ʿaql al-musaddad and al-

ʿaql al-mu’ayyad. Tolerance allows the individual to build her own logic which in 

Abderrahmane’s view ignores practical considerations and thus he calls it “the principle of 

undisciplined tolerance” (mabda’ al-tasāhul al-musayyab). Accordingly, three claims 

follow from these flawed secondary principles: 1) a true statement can be made even when 

the one making the statement does not live by it, 2) the actions of someone are not a 

condition in accepting what he stated, and 3) evaluating the statements of someone through 

their actions is not valid. The result is that a separation occurs between statements and 

deeds, or between claims and works, undermining truthfulness. Abderrahmane concludes 

then that knowledge in modern Western thought suffers from a crisis of truthfulness (azmat 

ṣidq).226  

The second foundational principle of modern Western knowledge, that there is no room in 

rationality for the “supernatural”, leads to another crisis, according to Abderrahmane. This 

principle again branches into two secondary principles, causality and mechanicalness. The 

principle of causality, branded “rigid causality” by Abderrahmane, establishes that every 

phenomenon has a defined cause. The principle of mechanicalness, or “undisciplined 

mechanicalness” (mabda’ al-āliya al-musayyaba) for the Būtshīshī philosopher, posits that 

only observable external descriptions and characteristics can define a phenomenon. The 

two secondary principles, causality and mechanicalness, took away the depth of existence 

and its aims, thus leading modern thought into a crisis of purpose (azmat qaṣd).227  
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While the knowledge front is the key aspect of modern Western civilization, there is also 

another aspect that is closely related to it and that Abderrahmane integrates into his ethical 

critique, namely the technology front. He describes it in these terms, 

The modern techno-scientific order is built on a specific view of reason the 

foundations of which Galileo and Bacon had established and the problematics of 

which Descartes and Newton had organized. Then, this view was embraced by their 

early successors among Enlightenment thinkers and Encyclopedists as well as by 

their later successors among the materialists and the proponents of scientism who 

expanded on its principles and rules, taking it upon their shoulders to impress it 

upon the minds until people accepted that there was no rationality without 

achieving the following two aspects: empiricism and mathematization.228  

Having its foundation in the frames on empiricism and mathematization, the techno-

scientific system remained focused on the operational potential of things with the goal of 

establishing power over a variety of others. Abderrahmane highlights three levels of power 

that are connected to these processes. The level of prediction allows for hegemony by 

seeking to master theoretical possibilities and practical implementation. The level of 

manipulation generates higher strength by creating a complete and well-integrated system 

that generates higher strength. The level of action opens the door to establishing control 

and achieving mastery over the world. Abderrahmane argues that this state of affairs has 

led to the rejection of anything that would not fit into the frames of empiricism and 

mathematization, including religiously based morality.229   
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B. From the Reality of Modernity to its Spirit  

Abderrahmane is a Muslim modernist reformer. However, he is wary of the positions and 

intellectual contributions of those he calls the modernist muqallidūn who embrace Western 

modernity without a thorough critique. According to Abderrahmane, those muqallidūn fail 

to differentiate between the spirit of modernity and the specific and historically contingent 

experience of modernity in the West. They therefore try to impose foreign frames on the 

Maghribī context, causing alienation. It is true that the spirit of modernity is of high value 

to all Muslim societies to be relevant and productive in the contemporary world. However, 

Western modernity as a historical experience carries the limitations of its context and any 

attempt at its imposition on Muslim societies is counterproductive.  

The Principles of Modernity 

Abderrahmane sees modernity as accessible to all nations and cultures, but only through 

what he sees as its spirit or values. In a fashion that is analogical to his position on the issue 

of translation that was discussed in the previous chapter, Abderrahmane argues that 

embracing modernity ought to mean its integration within the Islamic deliberative field. 

Like literal translations, rigid taqlīd of Western modernity lacks creativity and beauty. It 

also puts in jeopardy the particularity of the Islamic context. In order to avoid this 

counterproductive path, Abderrahmane differentiates between the historical reality of 

modernity (wāqiʿ al-ḥadātha) and its spirit (rūḥ al-ḥadātha). Importantly, he sees that spirit 
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as encapsulated in three principles: maturity (rushd), critique (naqd), and universality 

(shumūl).230   

The first principle, maturity, entails the rejection of anyone’s guardianship over thought 

and thinking. It is a transition away from a state of immaturity (quṣūr). One could say that 

for Abderrahmane this also signifies a transition from taqlīd to tajdīd. Accordingly, he sees 

the principle of maturity as standing on 1) independence (istiqlāl) from any power but one’s 

own thought and 2) creativity (ibdāʿ) in terms of ideas and proclamations, whether the 

process involves complete novelty or rethinking the old.231 

The second principle, critique, is based on following rational proofs, although in the 

Islamic frame it can also stem from a textual proof. Here the transition is from unquestioned 

belief (iʿtiqād) to critical inquiry (intiqād). Abderrahmane perceives an antecedent of this 

principle in the notion of iʿtirāḍ or “objection” that Muslim jurists have used for centuries. 

The principle of critique stands on rationalizing (taʿqīl) the encounter with natural 

phenomena, social institutions, human behaviors, and historical heritages. It also stands on 

the concept of differentiation (tafṣīl/tafrīq) that allows for delineating the various elements 

that form a studied subject or phenomenon, making it easier to examine it in more depth.232  

The third principle, universality, highlights that modernity expands to all societies and all 

fields of knowledge. It is in a sense a transition from the particular to the general and from 

the partial picture to the comprehensive one. The principle of universality builds on two 

concepts: extensibility (tawassuʿ) and generalizability (taʿmīm). Extensibility highlights 
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that modernity seeks to extend the reach of its critical eye to all aspects of life since 

knowledge of any one of those aspects cannot be complete without a grasp of the other 

related ones. Generalizability mandates that modernity “does not remain confined to the 

society in which it developed, rather its products, that are of high technicity, and its values, 

that ardently call for the liberation of the human being, migrate to other societies.”233 

Achieving Modernity 

Abderrahmane recognizes that modernity cannot be pushed aside or ignored. He even 

insists that achieving modernity in Muslim contexts is part of living up to the responsibility 

of the time. He goes as far as claiming that being innovative in achieving modernity is an 

obligation on all Muslim individuals (wājib ʿaynī).234 Nevertheless, to achieve modernity 

in the Maghrib and other Muslim contexts, it is necessary to be careful about avoiding the 

problematic directions in which Western modernity took the above three principles that 

Abderrahmane sees as the core of modernity. The principle of maturity was taken to the 

extreme by embracing complete freedom and individual independence, thus opening the 

door to moral corruption and the denigration of religion. In addition, the principle of 

critique became wedded to the idea of pure reason being the highest authority at the 

expense of religious texts. Even the principle of comprehensiveness was corrupted through 

the notion and practices of globalization. 

Taha Abderrahmane thus seeks to presents an alternative to both the traditionalist 

perspective that falls into taqlīd of traditional authorities and the modernist perspective that 
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falls into taqlīd of Westernism. Importantly, he claims that Islamic modernity, as he 

proposes it, raises the spirit of modernity to a higher plane than what Western modernity 

constructed.235 Islamic modernity is superior because it is able to hold tighter to the spirit 

of modernity.236 It establishes a great covenant (mīthāq ʿaẓīm) between human beings and 

all of creation, including the domain of the “unseen” (al-ghayb).237 This covenant can play 

the role of a corrective to the harmful directions that Western modernity took, with its drive 

to dominate nature and disregard for the “other life.” Accordingly, rather than the 

utilitarianism that defined the reality of modernity in the Western context, it is the 

expansive rationality of the Islamic deliberative field with its reliance on ethics rooted in 

revelation and Ṣūfī experience that would become the reality of modernity and provide true 

freedom to human beings.238   

Clearly, Abderrahmane seeks to re-insert religion as the key component in the reality of 

modernity in the Maghribī setting and all Muslim settings. It is no surprise that secularism 

and secular frame of reference become the main adversary in that effort, given their 

intellectual challenge but also given the realities and conflicts of the political scenes of the 

Maghrib since the independence from French colonial control. Abderrahmane’s battle 

against the influence of secularism and secular frames of reference is illustrated in how he 

clothes the “spirit of modernity” within the “Islamic deliberative field” and in his 

elaboration of an alternative that he terms i’timāniyya (entrusting).  
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C. From the Spirit of Modernity to Islamic Modernity 

The Superiority of Islam 

Taha Abderrahmane insists on the right of Muslims to build their own modernity based on 

the demands of the Islamic deliberative field, but he makes a further claim. He argues that 

only Islam can overcome the problems that the reality of modernity in the Western context 

has created and only Islam can become the guide in establishing a universal alternative 

reality of modernity. Religion is the adequate institution to lead the charge of positive 

change but among all religions, Islam stands out as the best option because of what 

Abderrahmane calls, “the ethical period proof” (dalīl al-zaman al-akhlāqī). The argument 

starts from the rather historically dubious claim that “the beginning of human history was 

associated with the beginning of revealed religions… that human beings were ordered to 

follow to organize their social behavior and establish their civilizational presence.”239 

History can then be classified according to the timeframes that the revealed religions had 

established; this can be done in such a way as to see that each religion ushers a new “ethical 

period.” Abderrahmane concludes that 1) ethical periods are not of the same level, the later 

period being superior to the earlier one by adding to it on the way to achieve human 

perfection, 2) the people of a particular ethical period “are responsible for what occurs in 

their period even when coming from one who refuses to embrace their ethics,” and 3) 

today’s globalization and modernity itself occur in the Islamic ethical period; they fall 
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therefore within the responsibility of Muslims who just happen to carry the highest revealed 

ethical values.240  

So, what would the Islamic reality of modernity look like? Abderrahmane provides some 

signposts through a discussion of the Islamic implementation (al-taṭbīq al-islāmī) of the 

three central principles that define the spirit of modernity, namely maturity, critique and 

universality.  

The Islamic Implementation of the Principle of Maturity 

As stated above, the principle of maturity is built on two other principles, independence 

and creativity. Independence in the Islamic implementation demands a high degree of 

responsibility towards the Islamic heritage and the particularity of the Islamic deliberative 

field. He highlights the theme of translation, its various levels, and their connection to 

achieving independence from simply imitating the cultural and intellectual other.241 

As a way of highlighting the concept of creativity, Abderrahmane provides a response to 

the approaches of modernist muqallidūn towards the Qur’ān. As discussed in the previous 

chapter, he summarizes those approaches in three strategies: “humanization” which 

downgrades the Qur’ān from the divine level to the human one, “rationalization” which 

consists of rejecting aspects that are deemed irrational, and “historicization” which 

undermines the general applicability and universality of Qur’ānic rulings through a process 

of contextualization.242 Abderrahmane counters with three alternative strategies. “Creative 
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humanization” (khuṭṭat al-ta’nīs al-mubdiʿa) refocuses the gaze away from undermining 

the divine character of the Qur’ān and toward fighting “every sacralization that is out of 

place, starting from the sacralization of the individual or the sacralization of the self.” The 

goal is to transfer the responsibility of establishing the divine will to the human being as 

an authentic vicegerent (khalīfa) of God. Within this vision, there is no harm in the diversity 

and even contradictions of interpretations around the Qur’ānic text. However, it is 

important to remember that Qur’ānic verses are not just regular forms of expression; they 

are first and foremost creedal contents that must be taken seriously.243 However, 

Abderrahmane does not deal with the issue of apparent contradictions within the Qur’ānic 

text itself.  

Similarly, “creative rationalization” (khuṭṭat al-taʿqīl al-mubdiʿa) does not reject elements 

that are deemed irrational by the standards of pure reason, but rather seeks to expand the 

field of reason through both harnessing modern theories (of linguistics for instance) to shed 

a light on hidden elements and introducing the spiritual world to enlarge its scope.244 

Neither does “creative historicization” (khuṭṭat al-ta’rīkh al-mubdiʿa) roam around 

limiting the scope of the Qur’ānic text; rather, it connects the Qur’ānic verses to their 

original settings with the aim of strengthening ethics and morals which “includes canceling 

any rules that are out of place, starting with rigid rules that harm some essential human 

values.” Among other things, this strategy guarantees the best understanding of the values 

and purposes that are carried within the verses and ensures that “whenever there are new 

circumstances and contexts, it is possible to renew the actualization of those values and to 
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renew faith in them; so that the Qur’ānic verses are protected through the protection of 

their values in all situations and eras.”245 On this point, Abderrahmane’s approach 

resembles the double movement method of Fazlur Rahman (d. 1988), according to which 

the first part of the interpretation process is to move “from the specifics of the Qur’ān to 

the eliciting and systematizing of its general principles, values, and long-range 

objectives”246 while the second part is to move back from that “general view to the specific 

view that is to be formulated and realized now.”247 [Italics in the original] 

The Islamic Implementation of the Principle of Critique 

Within the spirit of modernity, as Abderrahmane defines it, the principle of critique stands 

on two secondary principles, rationalization and differentiation. Since rationalization in the 

Islamic context would involve higher levels of reasoning, there is an expansion of the space 

of the encounter with natural phenomena, social institutions, human behaviors, and 

historical heritages (taʿqīl muwassaʿ). To illustrate this point, Abderrahmane takes the 

example of globalization as a child of the process of rationalizing these encounters. For 

him, the Islamic take on modernity would shift the focus of globalization to a more 

comprehensive form of development. At the center would be an ethical concern for all 

creation that comes from a commitment to a constant relation with the “spiritual 

dimension” (al-ufuq al-rūḥī). Such an attitude would provide guidance to the economic 

drive that would remain important as a search for what the Qur’ān terms divine favor (faḍl), 

helping globalization become a vehicle for righteous development (tanmiyya ṣāliḥa).248 
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One way that Abderrahmane illustrates this attitude is in how a Muslim ought to recognize 

that he does not own what he buys nor does he deserve it, but that all belongs to God and 

is a gift from Him. The gratitude that comes from the spiritual connection to God would, 

according to Abderrahmane, translate into a deeper ethical commitment.249 

As for the principle of differentiation, Abderrahmane illustrates the sought Islamic shift 

through a severe attack on the dynamics of the modern Western family. Here as elsewhere, 

he sees the beginning of the problem as residing in the rejection of religious guidance and 

creating connections through the love of God. In this case, they are replaced with 

championing individual rights and personal happiness at the expense of the family’s 

wellbeing.250 This led to what Abderrahmane sees as the even more harmful postmodern 

family. He laments such developments as the undermining of the father’s authority, the 

control of women over their “reproductive function,” the separation of sex from sexual 

orientation, and the transformation of happiness into “games.”251 To avoid falling into the 

fate of the modern family in the postmodern context which became like “a body without a 

soul,” Abderrahmane calls for the correcting lens of Islamic teachings that would open the 

door for “guided differentiation” (tafṣīl muwajjah) instead of the structuralist or absolutist 

differentiation that Western modernity had engendered. The ethical guidance that the 

Islamic worldview adds to the picture would for instance reinsert a soul into the body of 

the modern family thanks to the importance given to God’s transcendence, the innate 
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disposition of human beings, and the eternal character of life, all of which empower 

individuals to maintain a sharp focus on their role within the bigger picture of existence.252 

The Islamic Implementation of the Principle of Universality 

The third principle of modernity is universality which builds on two concepts: extensibility 

and generalizability. In the hands of Abderrahmane, extensibility becomes wedded to 

spiritual values and otherworldly benefits whereas generalizability takes in consideration 

the impact of modernity on all creation and not just human beings. Universality in the 

Islamic implementation rises to a higher level.253 As an example of the extensibility beyond 

the material aspects, Abderrahmane discusses citizenship. While citizenship in modern 

political thought remains limited to basic legal foundations that connect people who belong 

to the same nation, the Islamic implementation of the spirit of modernity deepens the 

connection of citizenship by prioritizing the ethical level and stressing brotherhood 

(mu’ākhāt).254  

Abderrahmane argues that the Islamic perspective is superior to 1) the liberal conception, 

like the one developed by John Rawls, which favors a theory of justice outside the frame 

of personal ethics and morality, and 2) the communitarian conception, in the hands of such 

thinkers as Alasdair MacIntyre and Charles Taylor, which favors cultural communities as 

central organizational entities of the individuals who make up society and thus calls for  

tolerance towards  the cultural specificities of various communities. The liberal conception 

demands of individuals to strip themselves of their values and particularities in the public 
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sphere, ultimately encouraging a materialist individualism that undermines the social 

good.255 The communitarian conception ends up creating exclusion, tribalist attitudes, and 

conservative rigidity.256 Abderrahmane puts forward a corrective to the liberal and 

communitarian failures using the Islamic concepts of sincerity (ikhlāṣ) and religious nation 

(umma). The first deepens the drive of social justice by connecting it to the spiritual depth 

of the individual and to his relation to God.257 The second establishes society on the basis 

of ethical and moral commitment and therefore also establishes an equivalence between 

being a “citizen” and being a “human being.”258 Importantly, it stands in the position of 

“evaluating all other moralities, whether they are customs and traditions to which particular 

groups adhere or rights and responsibilities that real and fictional contracts establish.”259 

As far as generalizability is concerned, Abderrahmane sees its implementation within an 

Islamic framework as an expansion of care beyond the human sphere. Islamic modernity 

would include all creation within its concerns. Here again, Abderrahmane sees depth that 

is missing from the Western implementation of modernity.260 Whereas the latter limited 

solidarity to “support between the members of humanity,” the Islamic vision would 

upgrade it to a “connection between all creation in the world,” a level that Abderrahmane 

calls “reciprocal compassion” (tarāḥum). He writes, 

The principle of tarāḥum… branches into universal responsibilities that dictate the 

establishment of a world in which the connections between all living beings and 

things are connections between close relatives, close to each other and close to al-
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Raḥmān who manifest himself to them not through coercion but through 

compassion; so that they ponder the character of his compassion and imitate his 

ethics in a way that make their responsibilities to each other become ones for close 

relatives and not ones for foreigners.261  

   

D. “Entrusting” as a Social and Political Frame 

In extracting the spirit of modernity, Abderrahmane rejected the centrality of secularism to 

modernity. Instead, he tied secularism to the reality of modernity in its Western form. In 

other terms, Abderrahmane relegated secularism to the accidental that stemmed from the 

particular historical experience of the West. For him, modern Western thought embraced a 

break from religious authority and religious traditions within the context of a bitter struggle 

against the Church, creating a split not only between religion and politics, but also between 

religion on one hand and science, ethics, and social organization on the other hand. These 

were some of the realities that shaped the Western deliberative field and by extension the 

reality of modernity as we know it.262  

Expanded Human Existence 

The transfer of the spirit of modernity to the Islamic deliberative field, according to 

Abderrahmane, ought to overcome that separation or split between religion and any aspect 

of life. Instead of secularism, he proposes what amounts to its exact opposite, a concept 

that he terms “entrusting” (i’timāniyya), which, at one level, represents a fundamental unity 
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between religion and politics. There is in this frame no possible separation between 

managing society (tadbīr) and religious devotion (taʿabbud).  

At the core of i’timāniyya is the basic assumption that human existence is not limited to 

the world of the “seen” (al-ʿālam al-mar’ī) but extends to that of the “unseen” (al-ghayb). 

As evidence, Abderrahmane argues that embodiment is of many levels (taʿaddud ṣuwar 

al-jismiyya), the lowest being inanimate bodies and the highest human bodies, which shows 

that the lower the embodiment level, the closer it is to experience the spiritual realm or the 

realm of the “unseen.”263 This is particularly clear when one recognizes that the 

psychological make-up of human beings makes them always in pursuit of better worlds 

(ṭalab afḍal al-ʿawālim),264 that the capacities of those human beings show that their 

existence could not be limited to the material world (qudrat malakāt al-insān ʿalā al-

tajāwuz),265 and that the human soul is able to transcend the material world through 

memory, imagination, unconscious thoughts, and dreams (ikhtiṣāṣ al-rūḥ bi-tajāwuz al-

ʿālam al-mar’ī).266  

Diyānī Perspectives 

To this point, Abderrahmane’s conception might perhaps be described as equivalent to 

Islamist positions that some might not even qualify as modernist. However, Abderrahmane 

is critical of the inadequacies of the perspective of those he calls diyāniyūn (as opposed to 

ʿalmāniyūn), proponents of connecting religion to political governance.  He particularly 
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points out what he sees as the widespread presence of conceptual confusion (tashwīsh 

mafhūmī) in their positions and their use of core concepts like “religion,” “state,” and 

“politics.”. He writes, 

The technical terminology concerning the relation between religion and politics for 

the diyāniyūn is marked by a lot of mix-ups to the point of confusion. There are 

many reasons for that. Firstly, the thought of the diyānī is dispersed between a rich 

tradition and a mediocre modernization; he uses the same concept in its traditional 

meaning at times and in its modern sense at other times, consciously or 

unconsciously moving back and forth between them. Secondly, the diyānī does not 

master logical and theoretical tools the way the secularist does to be able to critique 

the concepts borrowed from secularists and define the procedural characteristics for 

using them, let alone create new concepts that transcend the borrowed ones. 

Thirdly, the diyānī, although strong in his belief, is not always strong in his 

competence, so you find him mimicking secularists in their language and 

perceptions in order to push away from himself the accusation of intellectual 

rigidity and backwardness vis-à-vis the contemporary period. Fourthly, the diyānī 

faces many types of attacks against his religious choices, both internally and 

externally, that secularists do not face. This forces him to practice dissimulation 

[taqiyya] and to carry a distorted combination of the old and the new which does 

more harm than good to his [religious] choices.267 

Abderrahmane sees the necessity of classifying the various ways that the diyāniyūn define 

the relation of religion to political governance. Three distinct perspectives emerge from his 

analysis. The first one sees religious activity as part of political activity, the second one 

views political activity to be part of religious activity, and the third one equates religious 
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activity with political activity. Whereas the former two perspectives build an overlapping 

relation, the latter one proposes a form of uniformity.268  

Abderrahmane calls the first group the “people of politicization” (ahl al-tasyīs). Here, the 

political goals trump religious commands. In other words, religious commands are 

interpreted away for the sake of political expediency. He sees many of the political rulers 

of Muslim countries as falling into that category, often using from religion only what 

benefits their own power and otherwise limiting religious devotion to rituals that “connect 

individuals… to the world of the unseen.” The main concern here is the management of 

public affairs.269 The second group, “the people of religionization” (ahl al-tadyīn), start 

from the premises of the comprehensiveness of Islam (jāmiʿiyyat al-islām), meaning that 

Islam does not neglect any aspect of life in the guidance it provides, and the complementary 

of Islamic teachings (takāmul), meaning that one cannot pick and choose from a system, 

the parts of which are dependent on each other. This is all encapsulated in the slogan of the 

Muslim Brotherhood: Islam is a religion and a state (al-islām dīn wa dawla) and illustrated 

in the work of Yūsuf al-Qaraḍāwī.270 The last group in Abderrahmane’s classification 

gathers under its umbrella “the people of ruling in the name of God” (ahl al-taḥkīm), like 

Mawdūdī (d. 1979) who coined the term ḥākimiyya,  and “the people of jurist rule” (ahl al-

tafqīh), like Khomeini (d. 1988). Both ahl al-taḥkīm and ahl al-tafqīh maintain that religion 

and politics are equivalent (mutamāthilān), the first favoring the principle of the political 

rule of religion and the second defending the rightful place of Muslim jurists as political 
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rulers.271  Unlike the first group, the last two are keen on taking the divine commands 

seriously in their political vision.  

Correcting the Shortcomings of the Diyānī Perspectives 

For Abderrahmane, all three diyānī groups fail to draw a comprehensive picture of the 

relation of human beings to the divine.272 Rather than a mechanical connection between 

divine commands and human management, Abderrahmane seeks a much more fluid and 

much deeper relation that connects what he calls divine authority (al-āmiriyya al-ilāhiyya) 

to being a witness to divine authority (shuhūd al-āmiriyya al-ilāhiyya). This is important 

in the Būtshīshī thinker’s mind because it keeps the human being away from a form of 

devotion to (or worship of) the self even as they endeavor to implement divine 

commandments as if the latter were simply the equivalent of human actions or human 

thoughts.273 But how does the witnessing (shuhūd) occur? Only through spiritual 

experience.274 In other words, it is the depth of the Ṣūfī experience that takes the whole 

process to the necessary level. The diyānī perspectives in all their varieties, according to 

Abderrahmane, neglect this dimension; he explains, 

…the preparation for this [act of] witnessing [shuhūd] is not accomplished until the 

spirit rises from the grave of the soul, owing to a work [done] in the depths that 

purifies the spirit and sanctifies it. If the diyānī groups, that stand for connecting 

religion and politics, have limited themselves to “commanding” and were unable 

to grasp the necessity of “witnessing” in order to obey divine governance, it is only 

because they did not break into the works of purification [al-ʿamal al-tazkawī] due 
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to either rejection, ignorance, or laziness. Therefore, they failed to learn how the 

spirit [al-rūḥ] connects between the two forms of governance, religious and 

political, owing to the highest governor [al-mudabbir al-aʿlā, i.e. God] standing as 

a witness on both so that governance becomes religious devotion and religious 

devotion becomes governance.275      

It becomes necessary then, in Abderrahmane’s eyes, to overcome the deficiencies of the 

diyānī perspectives by introducing spiritual depth into the relation of religion and politics. 

His alternative to secularism and the dominant forms of Islamism is the aforementioned 

conception of entrusting (i’timāniyya). This frame moves beyond the material focus of 

secularism but also rejects the premise that religion and politics need to be connected 

because that is a false dichotomy in the first place. The material world and the spiritual 

world of the unseen are already a natural unit. That indeed is the starting point of the trust 

(amāna) that human beings ought to carry forward; it is a human duty because human 

beings had accepted the trust in a primordial act, as recounted in the Qur’ān. And it is 

through devotion and acts of worship (ʿibāda) that they can fulfill the trust. This is why the 

very aim of creation is devotion to God. Importantly, ʿibāda is a way of life for the one 

who accepted that amāna, it is a process that finds its highest form in a complete 

transformation to the point of being in the constant presence of God, so that in the domain 

of governance and politics one is free from the love of being a master over people for one 

is busy instead loving that constant devotion to God.276 

One can argue that Abderrahmane, through the concept of entrusting, puts Ṣūfī spirituality 

at the center of political action because it is the most adequate guide to provide a truly 
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comprehensive form of governance. In other terms, secularists remain prisoners of the 

lowest form of reason, al-ʿaql al-mujarrad. It is impossible for them to see anything 

beyond the material needs of people within a political setting. The diyāniyyūn recognize 

the necessity of including religion in political governance, they have at their disposal al-

ʿaql al-musaddad, reason guided by revelation and the dictates of sharīʿa. However, they 

still fall short because they remain at the mercy of such things as the love of power and the 

corruptive elements of political activity. This is why only al-ʿaql al-mu’ayyad, the highest 

level of reason, which is supported by living spiritual experience, provides access to the 

wholeness of existence, standing as a witness in front of God and realizing the unity 

inherent in devotional activity and social governance, a unity that goes back to the 

primordial amāna.  

 

E. Secularism and Ethics 

Against Dahrāniyya 

While Abderrahmane pays particular attention to secularism as a harmful system in the 

political sphere because of the separation it creates between religion and governance, his 

elaboration of what he calls the entrusting paradigm (unmūdhaj i’timānī) moves beyond a 

fight against that specific form of separation. He describes it as a paradigm in order to shed 

a light on the fact that it is an alternative to all secular frames of reference. For him, the 

separation that occurs through Western modernity involves keeping religion out of all 

aspects of life, including science, art, and law. He chooses the general term dunyāniyya for 
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these secular frames of reference. Dunyāniyya can be translated as “this-worldliness” to 

highlight the disregard for the “other world” from the picture of existence. The more 

specific forms of separation would then carry other names, like ʿalmāniyya for the 

separation of politics from religion and ʿilmāniyya277 for the separation of science from 

religion.278  

However, Abderrahmane also points out that all forms of separation do not have the same 

weight in the large scheme. Some are more harmful than others. He claims that “the most 

dangerous and impactful” form of separation is the one between ethics/morals and religion. 

He thus decided to choose a distinctive term for it, dahrāniyya, which connotes a 

materialist focus.279 Interestingly, Abderrahmane writes in a footnote that dahrāniyya is 

the best equivalent of the English term secularism, as coined by George J. Holyoake in the 

nineteenth century.280 Given the passionate interest of the Butshīshī thinker in ethical 

questions that one can clearly see from the discussion of his work in this chapter and the 

previous one, it is fair to say that at a basic level, i’timāniyya represents the ultimate unity 

between ethical/moral concerns and divine presence in the world. Dahrāniyya is the biggest 

threat to that understanding.  

The Principles of the Entrusting Paradigm  

In his usual attempt at presenting his concepts in a systematized way, Abderrahmane argues 

that the entrusting paradigm is constructed on the basis of five principles, each one of them 
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standing in contrast to dahrānī propositions. “Bearing witness” (shāhidiyya) is the first 

principle; it means that the foundation of morality and ethics is the acceptance of God as 

being a witness over them. This is completely outside the frame of reference of dahrānī 

worldviews because they do not even consider the authority of God (āmiriyya), making 

instead the human being authoritative on what constitute ethical or moral actions. 

Shāhidiyya stands in complete opposition to that for not only is God the ultimate authority, 

he also “sees” all actions, disclosed and hidden alike, and judges them to give out rewards 

and punishments. Accordingly, shāhidiyya makes complete the process of being ethical or 

adhering to moral precepts.281  

The second principle is “signism” (āyātiyya). The idea here is that the connection between 

religion and the world is a connection of signs (āyāt) and not one of phenomena. In other 

words, religion provides the meaningful background of the world as it functions. Looking 

at the world as phenomena robs it of its meaning. The dahrānī perspectives look at the 

relation between human beings and God in mechanical terms, seeing divine revelation as 

an outside imposition on human beings. Abderrahmane insists that this is in reality an 

integral connection for “the world is a group of signs of creation [āyāt takwīniyya] and 

religion is a group of signs of duty [āyāt taklīfiyya].”282  

“Holding a trust” (īdāʿiyya) is the third principle. It entails that human beings become the 

temporary holders of “things”. Instead of the dahrānī perspective that promotes looking at 

the world as if owned by human beings, the entrusting paradigm starts from the assumption 

that everything belongs to God, the Creator, and that human beings are entrusted with them 
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because of the unique place that God granted them. This situation creates for the entrusted 

party rights and responsibilities, but enjoying the rights on them is dependent on living up 

to the responsibilities in front of God. The result is that ethics and morals are characterized 

by spiritual depth (takhalluq rūḥī) that maintains a connection to the “highest horizon” (al-

ufuq al-aʿlā), as one continues evolving along the “stairs of perfection” (madārij al-kamāl). 

Abderrahmane contrasts the latter to the ethics and morality of the dahrāniyyūn which is 

superficial and remains tied to the “lowest horizon” (al-ufuq al-adnā), keeping one trapped 

in the realm of utility.283 

Fourth is the principle of “innate disposition” (fiṭriyya) which states that ethics are 

ingrained in human nature. Importantly, that nature originates in “the divine speech to the 

souls of human beings in the world of the unseen [in which he stated] that there is no deity 

but he.” It is then that same message that the messengers of God would rely to their people, 

as a reminder in the face of the state of forgetfulness that embodiment engenders in the 

World of Witnessing (ʿālam al-shahāda). But the best form of access to that original human 

nature (and the ethics connected to it) is through spiritual action. This has the advantage of 

also being able to fight “religious rigidity” (taḥajjur dīnī) that occurs the farther one is from 

the moment of revelation. It also counters the claims of dahrānī thinkers that only the 

historical form of religion is accessible, not its pure form. In a typical Ṣūfī fashion, 

Abderrahmane admits that only an elite of seekers could reach such high spiritual states, 

but “they take it upon their shoulders, with all the vision and wisdom they received, to 
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benefit people from their spiritual transformation in order to awaken their hearts and renew 

their faith.”284  

The principle of comprehensiveness (jamʿiyya) is the last pillar upon which stands the 

entrusting paradigm. “Religion in its comprehensiveness is ethics,” claims Abderrahmane. 

In contrast to the dahrāni perspectives that pick and choose what parts of religion are useful 

to construct contemporary ethics, the entrusting paradigm begins from the premise that all 

revealed religion is ethics. This is partly because the “relation of signs between religion 

and the world” 1) makes the divine names cosmological emanations (tajalliyāt kawniyya) 

that carry values and meanings, from which come the ethical norms for human beings, and 

2) the revealed religious commands are not simply for outwardly compliance but are rather 

signs connected to ethical purposes (maqāṣid akhlāqiyya) and spiritual horizons (āfāq 

rūḥiyya). Abderrahmane argues that the most eminent dahrānī thinkers implicitly accepted 

that religion is ethics by attempting to construct such concepts as natural religion 

(Rousseau), rational religion (Kant), and social religion (Durkheim). However, all those 

attempts fall short because while they selectively benefit from the teachings of revealed 

religion, they fail to understand the value of the spiritual element in ethics and morals that 

expands their reach far beyond the narrow necessities of material existence.285 
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F. Conclusion 

A look at the central concepts and important arguments contained within Taha 

Abderrahmane’s work that this chapter and the previous one covered, shows that the 

Butshīshī thinker defends a religious modernism. His reformist strategy maintains an Islam 

that is comprehensive in its reach, guiding all aspects of life while benefiting from modern 

fields of learning and from the spirit of modernity, a general structure from which he 

excludes secularism and secular frames of reference. I had defined this kind of perspective 

in chapter two as revivalist modernism. I had also positioned the latter as different from 

reconstructionist modernism which generally privileges contemporary academic 

methodologies and philosophical notions and concepts, using their prisms to read the 

Islamic heritage and seeking to keep at the same time substantial spaces of human life 

outside the frame of Islam. The next two chapters provides a contrast to Abderrahmane’s 

views by looking at the work and intellectual project of a reconstructionist modernist 

reformer, Mohammed Arkoun, before going back in the last chapter to evaluate the two 

projects in a comparative fashion and to position them within the larger debates over 

religion and secularism at the international level.   
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Chapter V 

Mohammed Arkoun and Humanism in Islam 

 

A. Mohammed Arkoun in Context 

Born in 1928 in a small Berber village in the mountains of Kabylia called Taourirt-

Mimoun, Mohammed Arkoun would transcend his modest background and within a few 

decades become a familiar face of the Parisian intellectual scene as professor of the history 

of Islamic thought at the renowned Sorbonne University, living a career that allowed him 

to circle the globe as a speaker in countless conferences and visiting professor in a number 

of prestigious universities. As an emeritus professor, he remained very active in various 

intellectual circles around the Arab world, especially in Morocco where he spent most of 

the last decade of his life and in which he was buried shortly after his death in Paris in 

2010.286 

Family Background 

Arkoun belonged to a family from the lowest part (Ayyit Waddā) of his village, highlighting 

their lower social status. The family history recorded that their ancestor, a certain Lʿarbī 
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had moved to the area asking for the protection of the local tribe, Banī Yannī, after he 

escaped the region of Constantine in the eastern part of today’s Algeria, having had killed 

seven people as an act of revenge. That status of “protected” (laʿnāya in Kabyle) 

guaranteed that Lʿarbī’s descendants would remain at the bottom of the social hierarchy.287 

From a young age, Mohammed Arkoun was keenly aware of his low status in the village, 

often comparing his family to that of the other famed name to come out of Taourirt-

Mimoun, the novelist and public intellectual Mouloud Mammeri (d. 1989). The latter’s 

family belonged to the highest part of the village (Ayyit ufallā). His father Salem was the 

amīn of the village (i.e. its chief) and his uncle Lwannās was the tutor and later the chief 

of royal protocol of the king of Morocco, Mohammed V. This allowed Mouloud to 

continue his studies in Paris and to spend significant time among the Moroccan political 

elite of the Royal palace.288  

Social Status and Marginalization 

Arkoun has recounted on a few occasions an episode that marked him as a young man who 

worked extremely hard to be able to pursue higher education at the University of Algiers 

and who took the initiative to give a talk on the subject of women and Islamic law at the 

village, only to be strongly rebuked by Salem Mammeri. Not only did the amīn of Taourirt-

Mimoun command the young university student to never address the residents of the 

village, he also used language that aimed at reminding Mohammed Arkoun of his lower 

social status. Arkoun recalls being told with a menacing voice in front of stunned people,  
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Son of Lwannās Ayyit Wʿārab, how did you give yourself the authorization to 

speak in front of the confederation (lāʿrsh) of the Banī Yannī, knowing that your 

respected (dādāk) Salem is still the amīn of the village? Don’t you know that you 

belong to those of the lower part [italics in the original] and that if anyone has to 

speak [to the confederation] in Kabyle, it is dādāk Salem; and if it must be done in 

Arabic, it is the role of dādāk Lwannās; and if it must be done in French, it is the 

role of dādāk al-mulūd (Mouloud). You have transgressed the established 

hierarchies; luckily your father is known for his righteousness, I invite you to 

strictly follow in his footsteps.289 

The awareness that Arkoun had about his status from early on seems to have been 

influential in the way he interacted with his environment and would arguably have an 

impact on the direction of his academic research and writings later. We see traces of this 

in a number of instances throughout his life. For example, Arkoun, whose excellent grades 

in elementary and middle schools earned him a spot at the highly rated French high school 

in the city of Oran, was distressed that he and the other handful of Algerians who attended 

the school were ordered to sit separately at the cafeteria.290 Similarly, he later was on the 

verge of depression when the head of the History Department at the University of Algiers 

refused to support his application to pursue further studies in Paris.291  

On a different occasion, long after Algerian independence from France, another event left 

a permanent mark on Arkoun. After a speech he gave at a conference on Islamic thought 

in the city of Bejaia in 1985, Arkoun was immediately and vehemently attacked by the 

famed Egyptian scholar Muḥammad al-Ghazālī (d. 1996). The Azharī shaykh and former 
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Muslim Brother had been tasked with leading the Algerian government’s effort to revive 

and guide the development of the country’s Islamic identity. Al-Ghazālī as well as other 

important Mashriqī Muslim scholars like the Syrian Muḥammad Saʿīd Ramadān al-Būṭī 

(d. 2013) and the Egyptian Yūsuf al-Qaraḍāwī, had become common participants in the 

intellectual and cultural life of Algeria in the 1980s. On this particular occasion, the 

Sorbonne professor’s intervention, which included a call for the use of modern fields of 

knowledge to approach the Qur’ān, provoked the ire of al-Ghazālī. Sylvie Arkoun, 

daughter of Mohammed recounts the events in these words,  

Al-Ghazālī then asked an organizer to bring him a microphone and spoke in front 

of a quiet public, pointing the finger at professor Arkoun who was still on the stage, 

“you dare blaspheme against the Holy Book, you dare question the sacred character 

of the Qur’ān which is the word of God [italics in the original]. You are a bad 

Muslim, an apostate, a blasphemer; your speech is shameful. Get out! your place is 

not in this country.” The words of the shaykh had the force of a curse and this 

violence resembled a death sentence… From the back of the room… shouts were 

heard, “Allah Akbar”… Pale, professor Arkoun remained petrified, incapable of 

reacting to the violence of the blows. Merad [Islamologist and friend of Mohammed 

Arkoun] stood up and… led the professor towards the exit of the amphitheater to 

protect him…292   

From Arkoun’s perspective, this was felt like another ostracizing episode. He did not 

belong in his own native country and his voice was not welcome in the debates over Islam 

and Islamic thought. For him, the Algerian government’s ideological drive to create an 

Arab-Islamic identity for the country was part of a long pattern of silencing the diversity 
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of the Maghribī landscape that goes back centuries but that the powerful reach of the 

modern state had made even more oppressive.293  

Diversity 

Arkoun and many of the Maghribī students in Paris during the 1950’s had hoped for an 

independent and unified Maghrib that would celebrate its diversity and embrace modernity. 

The reality that unfolded was in Arkoun’s eyes disappointing; nationalism had won the day 

and the governments of the separate Maghribī states decided that their countries were 

“Arab.”294 He comments that “all of [the people of] Kabylia and… Mzab and, without 

doubt, all the Berbers of Morocco reacted negatively.” He adds, without giving a clear 

explanation, that he had constantly censored himself about this issue while delivering 

lectures in Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia.295 

This ideological direction contradicted what Arkoun saw as the rich diversity of the 

Algerian landscape that he experienced over the decades and that included the intellectual 

field that the French had introduced in the country. Arkoun’s native tongue was Kabyle 

Berber. He started learning French in elementary school at age six, began speaking 

colloquial Arabic while working in his father’s small grocery store around Oran, studied 

fuṣḥā in high school and deepened his knowledge of its intricacies at the University of 

Algiers.296 That linguistic diversity opened a variety of worlds to the young Mohammed 
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and it is no surprise that as an adult he sought to defend the plurality of the Maghribī 

experience. 

A similar picture emerges when considering Arkoun’s religious influences. Raised in a 

Muslim milieu, the young Mohammed encountered a syncretic form of religious practice 

that mixed local animist beliefs and Islamic elements. He recalls witnessing his mother and 

other women from his village walking long distances up the mountains to seek the help of 

spirits who, they believed, lived in a water source.297 But Arkoun also fully memorized the 

Qur’ān (without understanding classical Arabic) in the kuttāb, that his uncle Lʿarbī had 

established in the village, and he became sensitive to its liturgical recitation.298 He would 

attend the kuttāb every day at 6 am before walking 1.6 km to Aït Larbaa to spend the day 

at the collège (the equivalent of an American middle school) established and managed by 

the Pères Blancs (White Fathers), also known as the Society of the Missionaries of Africa.  

In that institution, Arkoun gained much admiration for Father Henry, the headmaster of the 

school, who treated the Kabyle children with great care even while being highly demanding 

about schoolwork.299 Importantly, Arkoun had a chance to learn Latin and to encounter 

Christian history, Christian theology, and the figure of Christ, the latter becoming a 

comparative frame for the figure of the Prophet in the young and curious student’s mind.300 

Noticeably, his respect for Christianity and Christians remained a constant throughout his 

life, as is made clear by the letters he had exchanged over the years with his friend, Father 
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Maurice Borrmans (d. 2017), a number of which Sylvie Arkoun published in her 

memoir.301  

Higher Education and the Challenge of War 

Later, Mohammed Arkoun studied Arabic literature at the University of Algiers before, 

thanks to the support of Islam expert Louis Massignon (d. 1962), finding his way to France 

where he prepared and passed the agrégation, a highly competitive examination of civil 

service that allowed one to have the credentials to teach at the high school and university 

levels. Ultimately, Arkoun would pursue a doctorate degree at the Sorbonne University, 

choosing at first to do ethnographic work in Kabylia to study religious practice in the area 

because “it was a manner of moving away from the widespread idea about Algeria (and 

Morocco) being uniformly Muslim.”302 However, with the start of the war, that research 

path was closed and Arkoun shifted his focus to the works of historian and philosopher Ibn 

Miskawayh (d. 1030) under the guidance of famed French Orientalist Jacques Berque (d. 

1995).  

The climate of the Algerian war of independence almost cost Arkoun his academic hopes 

on two occasions. The first episode occurred after a visit to Algeria in 1963. Arkoun was 

vigorously interrogated by the colonial authorities at the Airport of Oran and denied re-

entry to France, being suspected to having ties to the Front of National Liberation (FLN) 

that was waging a violent guerrilla war against the colonizers.303 This must have resulted 

from the strongly worded articles criticizing the colonial administration that Arkoun had 
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published earlier and from his membership in the General Union of Algerian Students 

(UGEMA), an organization that had called upon its members to boycott their studies and 

when necessary join the armed resistance.304 If it was not for the intervention, a few weeks 

later, of his director of thesis who had a friend in President de Gaulle’s cabinet, Arkoun 

would have been unable to continue his doctorate work in Paris.305  

The second episode occurred in the French city of Strasbourg where Arkoun taught and 

lived with his future wife Michelle for a while. Sylvie describes the situation based on her 

mother’s account. Two policemen knocked on the apartment’s door in the middle of the 

night, searched the apartment, but did not find anything. After they left, a frightened 

Mohammed admitted to Michelle that the policemen had luckily missed the suitcase for 

which they came looking. By the following weekend, the suitcase had disappeared and was 

never talked about again. The couple realized that they were very fortunate to have escaped 

unscathed for they could have faced the very serious accusation of treason at a time of 

war.306   

These episodes as well as the diverse cultural experiences of Arkoun and his academic 

choices show that he was a man torn between two different and clashing worlds and that 

he was constantly negotiating where he belonged in the midst of a very volatile and 

transitional period in the history of the Maghrib. Not surprisingly, he opted for pursuing 

his struggle in the intellectual field, positioning his reflection “not only within the Western 

context to which I feel that I belong, because I grew intellectually in it, but also as a member 
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of Islam, a participant in the Islamic experience of existence.”307 The beginning of that 

academic journey was in the company of the humanist figures that he encountered in his 

early research, Ṭāha Ḥusayn (d. 1973) in his undergraduate studies and Miskawayh in his 

graduate ones.  

 

B. Searching for Humanism 

Fascinated by what he described as his early naïve view of French history, the “mytho-

history” he was indoctrinated through the French colonial school system, Mohammed 

Arkoun was curious about the existence of intellectual perspectives on the Algerian side of 

history that matched the humanist and rationalist trends that he encountered in his 

philosophy and literature classes.308 A number of figures would become paradigmatic for 

Arkoun as he advanced in his studies. During his years at the University of Algiers, he 

would discover the Nahḍa movement in the Arab Mashriq and would choose as a topic of 

his mémoire de fin d'étude the work of Egyptian writer and intellectual Ṭāha Ḥusayn, 

concentrating on his reformist agenda. Later on, during his doctorate studies in France, he 

comes in contact with another movement, the much earlier adab ethos of the fourth/tenth 

century. After being unable to pursue ethnographic work in his native Kabylia, he turned 

his academic attention to the legacy of Miskawayh and other thinkers in the latter’s 

environment. It appears rather clear that Arkoun was attracted to particular figures, those 

who provided him with the tools and the confidence to embrace an enlightened Islam.   
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Ṭāha Ḥusayn as Early Model 

Mohammed Arkoun was interested in the modernizing reformist drive of Ṭāha Ḥusayn and 

admired his attempt at utilizing modern critical tools to approach the Arab past and present. 

Arguably, Ḥusayn provided Arkoun with the model of a Muslim with humanist sensibilities 

who also acted upon those sensibilities, seeking to share his experience and to change the 

situation of those around him. Not only were Ḥusayn’s literary masterpieces, like the 

autobiographical al-Ayyām, an example of highlighting the contradictions and complexities 

of the human condition in Egypt, he also took advantage of the opportunity he had as 

minister in the Wafd government to try and “implement at least part of the agenda he had 

previously expressed in his writings, eliminating the costs of public education, promoting 

the establishment of institutions of higher education, and institutionalizing [sic] the 

representation of Egyptian culture outside Egypt.”309  

Given the background of Arkoun and knowing how his later career unfolded, I would argue 

that the figure of Ḥusayn must have left a lasting impression on the young Mohammed, 

particularly when considering that Ḥusayn, like Arkoun later, insisted on the Mediterranean 

dimension of North African history and identity, even calling for “the teaching of Greek 

and Latin in Egyptian schools in order to maintain the long-standing links to such cultural 

roots through instructional curricula.”310  Yet, Arkoun also reached the conclusion that 

Ḥusayn and other figures of the Nahḍa remained unable to move past the limitations of 
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mythical elements imposed by religious orthodoxy. There was a sense of superficiality in 

the way the Nahḍawīs attempted to marry modernity to the Islamic heritage.311  

Adab 

Arkoun sought more intellectual depth than what he found in the Nahḍa and located it in 

adab, not in its narrower modern meaning as an equivalent to what literature is in European 

languages, but in the meaning that it carried in the classical Islamic period. Arkoun argued 

in his doctorate dissertation (and in other works since then) that the notion of adab is an 

equivalent of what came to be termed humanism in European languages. He writes, 

The spread of literature and profane knowledge was insured by the conjunction of 

many factors, political, economic, social, and cultural. Politically, an Iranian 

family, the Banū Buwayh or Būye (the Būyids), coming from Daylam, took the 

power in Baghdad in 945. The Caliphate, supposed to hold Islamic legitimacy, was 

maintained to avoid serious social troubles; the reality of power passed to [the hands 

of] Būyid emirs who leaned on cosmopolitan multiconfessional elites, united 

however by adherence to the philosophical-literary ideal of an eternal wisdom—

collected in numerous anthologies, encyclopedic works, and practical manuals in 

which the “honest man,” the adīb found all the knowledge necessary to exercise his 

profession… Economically, the merchant class experienced in the 4th/10th century 

an exceptional blossoming since it would begin declining starting in the 5th/11th 

century… the merchants controlled the maritime routes (Mediterranean Sea and 

Indian Ocean) and terrestrial routes (Sahara) as witnessed by the rich geographical 

literature in which humanist travelers recorded precise, expanded, and varied 

information on peoples, cultures, and civilizations… In urban centers, these 

enriched merchants constituted the welcoming social frame of a culture dominantly 

rational and profane. That was when cleavage lines were drawn between a 
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theocentric humanism controlled by the ʿulamā’—the managers of the sacred and 

a philosophical humanism centered on the human being as a seat of creative 

freedom and intellectual initiative, a source of responsibility and critical 

regulation… Socially, the class of administrative secretaries—kuttāb—

intellectuals, scholars trained in the discipline of adab, supported by rich and 

powerful benefactors, reinforce the impact of a secular humanism in urban 

environments.312 

A central figure in this humanist trend of the fourth/tenth and fifth/eleventh centuries CE 

in the central Islamic lands is Miskawayh whom Arkoun chose as the focus of his doctorate 

dissertation, titled Contribution à l'étude de l'humanisme arabe au IVe/Xe siècle: 

Miskawayh, philosophe et historien (Contribution to the Study of Arab Humanism in the 

4th/11th century: Miskawayh, Philosopher and Historian) and whose ethical treatise 

Tahdhīb al-akhlāq (The Refinement of Morals) Arkoun translated into French as Traité 

d'éthique de Miskawayh: Traduction française, introduction et notices.  

Miskawayh was both a philosopher and a historian who worked as a librarian and a 

secretary in the courts of some viziers of the Būyid dynasty in Baghdad, positions that gave 

him access to Greek philosophical knowledge within which he was particularly interested 

in ethical questions. He wrote about philosophical issues with unmatched clarity and a 

concern for didactic aims, privileging practical life and the search for worldly happiness 

(saʿāda) over metaphysical speculations.313 At the core of his worldview is a belief in the 

centrality of human reason to the extent that human virtue is but the perfection of the soul’s 
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rationality. Significantly, while he maintained that Islam was indeed important, it remained 

a tool among others to reach happiness and virtue.314  

I would argue that this epistemological plurality was appealing to Mohammed Arkoun 

whose later project included an insistence on challenging Islamic thought and the social 

and human sciences to test their limitations by engaging each other. He often called upon 

the social and human sciences to take Islam seriously in order to assess the validity of their 

theories and improve upon them. At the same time, he challenged Muslim thinkers to 

consider the findings of the social and human sciences in their articulations of a modern 

Islamic thought.315 In that sense, a secular space is necessary to allow for free thought 

outside the frame of theological limitations but that secular space must give room for 

religious thought to be a full participant in shaping the human condition. Religious thought, 

on the other hand, must also be willing to reconsider its articulations and premises based 

on the continuously evolving philosophical and scientific theories and methodologies.316 

Surely, Miskawayh did not formulate the issue in this manner, but his humanist outlook 

positioned human beings and their concerns at the center and thus allowed for the creation 

of a space of intelligibility outside the theocentric framework.  

From Miskawayh to the Generation of Miskawayh 

Miskawayh was not however an oddity in his time, Arkoun sees a humanist ethos as 

widespread in the Būyid sphere.317 Arkoun had chosen to title the translation into Arabic 
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of his Sorbonne dissertation, Nazʿat al-ansana fī al-fikr al-ʿarabī: jīl miskawayh wa al-

tawḥīdī, creating a neologism to replace the term adab and stressing its presence among a 

whole generation. A variety of figures of diverse backgrounds embraced this kind of focus 

on the human condition. Arkoun is keen on explaining that while philosophy played an 

important role in the shaping of this attitude, the age in question was different than the 

earlier world of the first two great philosophers of Islam, al-Kindī (d. 873) and al-Farābī 

(d. 950) whose books remained within the narrow sphere of the experts. Here, philosophy 

entered the world of more generic books and thus started having a much bigger influence 

on intellectual life to the extent that any educated person would have had encountered 

philosophical notions and perspectives in the process of learning.318 Those who engaged in 

philosophical study came from different backgrounds and varied in their grasp of the 

philosophical issues of the time. Muslims, Christians, and Jews interacted in intellectual 

discussions known as munāẓarāt. Their various identities and intellectual influences 

enriched the humanist outlook of both the independent study circles and the literary life of 

the courts.319 I would suggest that Arkoun’s insistence on showing the spread of humanism 

was a strategy to convince his readers that this was not simply a small elitist circle that 

might be dismissed as an aberration but rather a whole culture that embraced a humanist 

outlook and did not find that outlook to be in direct conflict with Islam. Part of that strategy 

was also to position Miskawayh in contrast the figure of al-Tawḥīdī (d. 1023). 
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The Humanist Ethos between al-Tawḥīdī and Miskawayh 

While Arkoun presents Miskawayh as the humanist sage benefiting from a stable socio-

economic situation and seeking ethical paths in the philosophical universe, he views al-

Tawḥīdī as a more distraught figure who, at times, experienced difficult social conditions 

and who came to embrace a rather pessimistic outlook on the human condition.320 Arkoun 

often uses a quote from al-Tawḥīdī as a symbol of the humanist frame of adab: “Inna al-

insān ushkila ʿalayh al-insān” (The human being is problematic for the human being).321 

A variety of intellectual corners influenced al-Tawḥīdī, which also highlights the eclectic 

character of his time. Not only was al-Tawḥīdī a member of the learning circles of 

philosophical luminaries like Yaḥyā ibn ʿAdī (d. 974), a Christian and Abū Sulaymān al-

Sijistānī (d. 1000), a Muslim, he also traveled around, wandering with “itinerant Ṣūfīs.”322 

Furthermore, despite the animosity that al-Tawḥīdī shows at times towards the kalām 

theologians, Arkoun notes that “Muʿtazilism, as perhaps mysticism, seem to have given al-

Tawḥīdī, not so much a profession of belief, but first of all an adequate method and frame 

to express a tragic feeling about life”.323 Interestingly, al-Tawḥīdī and Miskawayh had a 

fruitful conversation recorded in a stimulating book entitled, Kitāb al-hawāmil wa al-

shawāmil (The Book of Coherent Questions and Comprehensive Answers). Arkoun sees 

the works of these two intellectuals of the era as representative of its ethos, “a constant 

expansion of the horizons of the spirit through the cult of creativity, the quest of for beauty, 
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truth, and justice, the welcoming of all living cultural traditions in cosmopolitan cities like 

Baghdad, Rayy, Iṣfahān, and Shīrāz.”324 This eclecticism was an important feature of the 

age in question; Joel Kraemer describes it as characterized by a pronounced coincidence 

of piety and profanity, of spirituality and sensuality, and of esotericism and exotericism.325 

Arkoun seems to have found another model, this time not just one figure but a whole 

generation that he could brandish in the face of those who embrace rigid Islamic 

perspectives, claiming continuity with the Islamic past. 

 

C. Modern Islamic Discourses 

The diversity, cosmopolitanism and intellectual effervescence of the humanist era in the 

tenth-century Islamic heartlands plays the role of a foil to what Arkoun sees as the 

intellectual poverty and anti-pluralistic attitude of dominant modern Islamic discourses. 

This state of affairs, in Arkoun’s eyes, has long-term roots in the separation between the 

religious and philosophical lines of ethical inquiry that fed of each other and fostered the 

growth of humanism in the classical period of Islamic history.  

What has occurred, according to him, was a severe regression and a process of forgetting 

the intellectual pluralism of yesteryear.326  This was made worse by postcolonial states in 

Muslim contexts, including the Maghribī ones, who tied their national identities to 

ideologies of resistance and whose unprecedented reach allowed for the elimination of 
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existing “islands of freedom” and the imposition of religious orthodoxies that have been 

more interested in outwardly religious observance (conforming socially) than depth in 

religious experience and ethical commitment.327  

Wahhabism and Beyond 

The opposition movements to these authoritarian regimes who carried the torch of religion 

as a rallying cry would make the intellectual field of modern Islam even narrower and more 

impoverished. For Arkoun, this was especially the case with the spread of what he terms 

the Islam of the Ḥijāz, “an intellectually and culturally impoverished form of the Ḥanbalī 

school.”328 Arkoun’s critical stance towards Wahhabism is of course unique in the Maghrib 

nor in the works of Muslim thinkers all around the world. However, while critics often 

focus on the break that Wahhabism creates vis-à-vis the plurality of the premodern fiqh 

schools, Arkoun seems to be concerned with highlighting the contrast between the thought 

of Muḥammad ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb and his own frames of reference, namely the “Islamic 

humanism” of yesteryear and the European Enlightenment.329  He ironically notes that the 

Ḥanbalī school had counted among its scholars in the past adherents to the adab “as 

education and secular culture.”330 Also, the ascent of Wahhabism is particularly symbolic 

given the period in which ʿAbd al-Wahhāb’s career unfolded. Arkoun writes,  

Ibn ʿAbd al-Wahhāb (1703-1792) and E. Kant (1724-1804) are chronologically 

contemporaneous, but everything separates them intellectually, scientifically, and 
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religiously. We are in the eighteenth century; [the notion of] religion is an 

unthinkable and an unthought for ʿAbd al-Wahhāb in contrast to how Kant 

problematizes [that notion] for the first time. But also, the form of Islam that [ʿAbd 

al-Wahhāb] teaches his contemporaries and which would become the official 

version of a globalized [form of] Islam thanks to petrodollars, is the result of a slow 

sociohistorical process of forgetting, eliminations, restrictions, prohibitions, and 

ritualizations since the 13th-14th centuries [italics in the original].331 

The question then becomes about the ramifications of this process. Here, Arkoun seems to 

be highly concerned about the lack of interaction between philosophy and religious 

thought. In his eyes, there is an important discussion around the tensions between logos 

and mythos in Plato and Aristotle that Islamic thought has not fully integrated into its world. 

While “the problematics opened by Averroes on the relations between faith and reason had 

a productive continuation in the Latin Christian context in the 13th/14th centuries, they 

remained buried within the Arab and Islamic side.” This only worsened after the emergence 

of modern nation-states and the rise of a “fundamentalist management of Islam” that 

shunned philosophical and even theological reflection. This path, argues Arkoun, has led 

to contemporary Islamic discourses being unable to recognize the historicity of the 

“rationalities” and “reason” that they produce as well as creating a wall of “holy ignorance” 

that clashes with the uncontrollable forces of ultraliberal globalization, crushing along the 

way all ethical imperatives.332 
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Managing the Sacred 

So, to whom falls the responsibility to face these ethical challenges? Traditionally, the 

ʿulamā’ have played a significant role in shaping the ethical directions of Muslim 

communities. Yet, Arkoun does not see contemporary ʿulamā’ as capable of providing the 

necessary guidance. For him, those who have been tasked with managing the sacred in 

modern Muslim contexts have played the role of “guardians of belief” rather than 

“guardians of faith.” They continue to defend historically constructed beliefs as fixed by 

God, immutable. Yet, the freedom to interpret one’s faith given the changes to the human 

condition in the contemporary period is necessary, according to Arkoun; “faith is dynamic, 

never stable nor stabilized… otherwise, if it is, then it is only belief.”333 Beliefs are “always 

opposed to the free and optimal deployment of the subject’s personality,” creating an 

obstacle to one’s growth whereas faith “concerns the interiority and freedom of the human 

subject,” shaping one’s depth.334  

It appears that Arkoun aims here to deconstruct what he sees as a confusion in 

contemporary Muslim discourses between, on one hand, an individual and deeply personal 

commitment to a relation to the divine unmediated by the weight of religious authority and, 

on the other hand, the historically constructed set of beliefs that religious scholars have 

elaborated in interaction with scriptural sources and ideas/concepts in their environments.  

I would argue that this differentiation that Arkoun proposes between faith and belief is a 
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way of bypassing the role of the ʿulamā’ as speakers in the name of God and giving each 

individual the dominant hand in shaping her own interior spiritual life. 

Arkoun is not necessarily interested in impugning the character of the traditionalist 

ʿulamā’. Despite noting that they are officially tied to state institutions in their training and 

livelihood, he insists that they exercise their authority in good conscience, “convinced that 

the purest faith for Muslims can only be… the one they defend.” At the same time however, 

they know in their interiority that they are partners with states, the policies of which 

disrespect that same faith.335 Arkoun contrasts this position to that of the Islamists, the 

other social actors who carry the banner of religion, but who invoke Islamic sources to give 

themselves legitimacy in their quest to impose a political project. In reality, argues the 

Algerian intellectual, “[Islamists] mix everything in a terrible ideological catchall” and are 

more interested in the exhibition of belonging to an identity “in a showy and provocative 

fashion.”336 Therefore, both ʿulamā’ and Islamists “have lost contact with the dynamics of 

prophetic discourse and have equally lost the breadth of the political and scientific vision 

of the classical Middle Ages.”337 The brief intervention of reformist thinkers like 

Muḥammad ʿAbduh and other brilliant figures of the Nahḍa did not accomplish their 

goals.338 An intellectual regression occurred swiftly, as early as the mid-twentieth 

century.339 
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The Battles of Interpretation 

The dominant Islamic discourses, according to Arkoun, pushed the train towards more 

superficial and disorganized religious interpretations thanks partly to new forms of media. 

He writes, 

We draw, according to [a process of] uncontrolled associations of ideas, from the 

arsenal of the most frequently cited verses in sermons, official discourses, religious 

programs on television, and very inexpensive booklets at newspapers kiosks to 

communicate with the large community of Muslim men and women, of all ages and 

all sociocultural levels, who use the same verses and ḥadīths in similar existential 

situations. It is in this manner that was constructed, since the 1930s with the 

appearance of the Muslim Brothers in Egypt, a powerful contemporary Muslim 

imaginary. This imaginary still moves within the marvelous and the supernatural, 

fed not anymore by the great classical narratives, like the qiṣaṣ al-anbiyā’… but by 

a popular/populist literature of concordist and neo-mystical exegesis.340 

Thus, for Arkoun, the Islamist movements have helped create a situation that establishes a 

ritualist Islam, “reduced to merely ideological slogans and signs of socio-cultural identity” 

that also plays the roles of a refuge and a tool in political battles. Islamist literature masks 

narrow political goals with traditional religious terminology that mobilizes the masses.341  

The ethical and spiritual questions take the back seat in this setting. Only historians and 

Ṣūfīs have remained interested in “searching for Islam in the Qur’ānic sense… as a primary 

and foundational experience of the divine.”342    
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The only aspect of modernity that Islamist literature seems to embrace is the technical 

sciences because of their usefulness at the practical level of introducing technology. 

Otherwise, Islam is seen as self-sufficient; it has its “own scientific tools, and specific 

intellectual and epistemological system” and “does not need to learn anything from the 

West or to borrow from Western secular methods.” For Arkoun, this radical position 

toward modernity stems from a very narrow and simplistic understanding of Islam that is 

disconnected from the amazing vitality and plurality of classical Islamic thought.343 

Part of the solution to this predicament is to attempt and reintroduce humanism into 

contemporary Muslim settings. At a basic level, through the use of the notion of 

“humanism in Islamic contexts,” Arkoun seems to point to the creation of spaces of 

intellectual and cultural interaction that 1) are primarily concerned with the status and 

existential condition of man and 2) remain relatively independent of the control of Islamic 

orthodoxy. This does not make Islam irrelevant to such spaces, but it entails that no red 

lines should be drawn in the sand in the name of “Islamic teachings.” It is important 

however to clarify that Arkoun is not simply interested in a return to the approaches and 

perspectives of classical humanism to heal the wounds of contemporary Islam.  He argues 

that despite its openness and secular character, that humanist culture stayed, on one hand, 

prisoner of the dogmatic enclosure created by the religious experts and internalized by all 

social actors; and on the other hand, it carried within its productions the epistemological 

limits of reason in the medieval Mediterranean basin.344  
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In other words, a humanist ethos in the contemporary context cannot simply be a re-

articulation of the adab culture, given the vastly different situation at the intellectual, 

political, and cultural levels. Nevertheless, the humanism of the fourth/tenth century is 

useful in Arkoun’s project because it provides the proof that a humanist perspective is 

possible within Muslim contexts. The challenge is to be able to articulate a discussion that 

takes in consideration the epistemological shifts that have risen since the advent of 

modernity. In that sense, philosophical reason and religious reason within Islam can 

continue to function as complementary but within a new framework.345 However, a 

prerequisite to that would be a deep study of the Islamic heritage using the latest academic 

tools, a task that remains elusive both on the Muslim and Western sides.   

 

D. From Classical Islamic Studies to Applied Islamology 

As a holder of a doctorate from the Sorbonne University in Paris and as a professor in the 

same institution as well as lecturer around the world in a variety of academic settings, 

Mohammed Arkoun was a member of the Western study of Islam. Yet, Arkoun has over 

the years been very critical of what he terms classical Islamic studies in Western academic 

institutions as well as the later work of political scientists on “political Islam.” Both fail, in 

Arkoun’s opinion, in providing us with a scientifically adequate understanding of the 

Islamic heritage and the dynamics of contexts affected by the Islamic phenomenon 

(societés travaillées par le fait islamique). Despite their positives, these approaches remain 

                                                           
345 See chapter six for more details on Arkoun’s articulation of what I term a “renewed and renewable 

humanism.” 
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within the frames of what Arkoun calls the “Western imaginary of Islam” (imaginaire 

occidental sur l’islam).346 

Western Imaginary 

An “imaginary” is “the collection of representations conveyed by a culture, once 

popularized through epics, poetry, religious discourse, and even the positivist and 

nationalist historiography of the nineteenth century,” while “today, the media, diverse 

social, political, and even academic discourses reinforce the imaginary constructions of the 

self in a dialectical relation to the other.” This process leads to “ignorance of the self and 

the other,” with the situation worsening every time there is a conflict.347 The Western 

imaginary not only feeds on the contemporary global violence perpetuated by the actions 

of terrorist groups claiming adherence to Islam, it is built on a very long process of 

accumulations of misrepresentations and misunderstandings that go back all the way to the 

emergence of Islam and the rivalry over “the monopoly of the management of the symbolic 

capital” connected to the three religions of Islam, Christianity, and Judaism.348  

The Limits of Classical Islamic Studies 

While the academic study of Islam in the West is more sophisticated than the popular 

discourses, there is still within these academic circles widespread instances of semantic 

and conceptual confusions. Arkoun explains that, “we use indifferently ‘Islamic world’ and 

‘Muslim world’… we commonly publish under the global title ‘Islam’ works that deal with 
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347 Ibid., 34-5. 
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history, culture, institutions, societies, economy, politics, banking, etc.”349 While this 

assessment joins others (Anouar Abdelmalek, Edward Said) in highlighting the ideological 

drive of Orientalism as an ethnocentrism connected to a hegemonic agenda,350 Arkoun 

insists that his perspective stems mostly from a critique of the methodological and 

theoretical limitations of that scholarship351 without rejecting the valuable work done, 

particularly at the level of philology and the implementation of the historical critical 

method in the study of classical Islamic texts.352 

Arkoun highlights that classical Islamic studies remained focused on texts that were 

perceived as important and representative. When the work was done rigorously, he argued, 

the results have been valuable but the scholar remained simply an “impassive guide to a 

museum.”353 What was often neglected or at least severely understudied were important 

facets like the expressions of Islam in oral cultures, the lived Islam (not written) even 

among those who can write, the written expressions of Islam that are judged as not 

representative, and semiotic/non-linguistic elements of religious life (myths, rituals, music, 

material aspects…).354  

Arkoun also notes that Orientalists, with very few exceptions, have been uninterested in 

deep methodological discussions and stayed away from epistemological uncertainties.355 

Their world has been one of historical events, as recorded in texts. Furthermore, they have 

constantly bypassed the issue of meaning in religious discourse. In other words, the 
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contents of belief and what they mean to the believers is a non-issue for classical Islamic 

studies, although those contents are “psycho-linguistic, social, and historical constructions” 

that have a vital impact on social actors.356 This, for Arkoun, is a serious failure in a 

research agenda concerning religion. A researcher is supposed to “problematize all systems 

of thought that produce meaning and all formulations that disappeared or continue to be 

active and that [still] produce… meaning and effects of meaning.”357 

Political Science and Political Islam 

The shift in the last few decades within Western academia to a focus on what is called 

“political Islam,” especially within the departments of political science did very little to fix 

the problems of classical Islamic studies. In fact, for Arkoun, that shift has impoverished 

the field of Islamic studies further. In contrast to the impressive erudition of the leading 

Orientalists of the late nineteenth and first part of the twentieth centuries, the celebrated 

political scientists of the last few decades have a limited understanding of the long-term 

dynamics of Muslim societies and the various fields of knowledge within the Islamic 

tradition. Their expertise concerns short-term political developments and the literature 

produced by Islamist movements. These researchers “have imposed in the West, with their 

scientific authority, images that have become well anchored of radical Islamism, Islamic 

radicalism, integralist Islam, Islamic fundamentalism, etc…”358 The result is that, 

[in] all Western languages [exists] a redundant, influential, and often superficial 

literature that is disconnected from the precious teachings of history, with its 

irreplaceable perspective on long-term developments, and of modern anthropology, 

                                                           
356 Arkūn, al-Fikr al-uṣūlī, 20. 
357 Ibid., 22. 
358 Mohammed Arkoun, “Islam, pensée islamique, islamisme” Peuples Méditerranéens 50 (1990): 108. 
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with its [highlighting of] the confrontations between the local and the global and 

between mythical knowledge and historical knowledge. Today, this pervasive 

literature conditions not only the vision of political decision makers in the West, 

but also and more dangerously, the social imaginary of European countries... 

Carried away by their success in the media, many authors do not realize that they 

reinforce, through their methodological choices and their eschewing of any 

epistemological critique, the ideological impact of these Islamist movements whose 

discourse is transcribed and echoed in “scientific” works.359   

Arkoun sees this literature as easily commercialized for quick consumption. Flashy or 

sensationalized titles attract the attention of the public and the media, but the content of the 

published books show a lack of interest in the deeper philosophical questions surrounding 

social phenomena like religious fundamentalism or violence.360 

Applied Islamology 

Arkoun proposes a different shift in studying Islam and Muslim societies that would play 

a corrective role to the lacunae of contemporary dominant Islamic discourses and Islamic 

studies in Western settings alike. He gives this new paradigm the title applied Islamology 

(l’islamologie appliquée). The proposed shift starts from a number of premises, 

1. Islam plays a crucial role in “the elaboration of official ideologies, maintenance of 

psycho-social stability, and inspiration of individual vocations.” This requires the 

intervention of scientific analysis to participate in deepening the search for truth that drives 

the human condition within the context in question.361  
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2. A medieval episteme continues to generally shape Islamic thought. This means among 

other things, “confusion of the mythical and historical; dogmatic categorization of ethical 

and religious values; dogmatic affirmation of the superiority of the believer over the non-

believer, of the Muslim over the non-Muslim; the sacralization of language; the 

intangibility and univocity of the meaning communicated by God, explicated, safeguarded 

by the scholars; eternal reason, transhistorical for being rooted in the Word of God, 

provided with an ontological foundation that transcends all historicity.”  This necessitates 

the harnessing of the human and social sciences for deconstructing Islamic discourse in its 

transition towards a modern episteme.362 

3.The religious phenomenon is larger than what Islam or any other religion proposes. 

Applied Islamology would seek to reposition the “Islamic” within the larger “religious” in 

a comparative spirit that helps establish a religious anthropology.363 

4.The three “religions of the Book” have functioned as “cultural systems of exclusion,” 

historically building theological walls. A critique of Islamic reason fits within this wider 

quest of rethinking all these traditions within a modern episteme.364  

5. Like all other religions, Islam is many things at once: a psychic, psychological, historical, 

sociological, and cultural instance.  The task of studying the phenomenon of Islam then 

requires a multidisciplinary approach (sociology, anthropology, psychology, 

psychoanalysis…).365 
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6. There is no such thing as an innocent discourse nor an innocent method. This 

epistemological starting point alerts the researcher to the necessity of critical discourse 

analysis and openness to a plurality of methods. This is particularly important for the study 

of Islamic thought at a time in which ideologically driven currents dominate, some of them 

helping the human quest for liberation from certain forms of alienation but, at the same 

time, creating new alienating structures.366  

The ultimate goal that the Kabyle thinker assigns to his applied Islamology is “creating the 

conditions for the exercise of an Islamic thought liberated from old taboos and outdated 

methodologies [as well as] liberating vis-à-vis rising ideologies.” In order to guide this 

process, Arkoun, like Taha Abderrahmane, emphasizes two “poles” around which to have 

these vital discussions, namely the turāth and modernity.367 But unlike Abderrahamne’s 

revivalist reformism that gives priority to the “Islamic deliberative field” (al-majāl al-

tadāwulī al-islāmī) in the process of building an “Islamic modernity,” Arkoun’s 

reconstructionist reformism claims that “one cannot entertain a living link to the turāth 

without totally assuming modernity.” Moreover, participation in the shaping of modernity 

requires of Muslims to make a clear distinction between the “historical turāth” and the 

“mythological turāth.”368 Part of the dynamic is to avoid privileging one current of thought 

or social group in the way the Islamic heritage is studied and represented. This means that 

“all that was produced in terms of artistic, literary, and scientific creations, as well as 
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religious works, throughout history, deserves to be heard and be given a voice.”369 We will 

see in the next chapter how these themes are further elaborated in Arkoun’s project. 

The Unthinkable and the Unthought 

To better set the table for how Mohammed Arkoun articulates his reconstructionist 

reformism, we need to pay particular attention to how he uses the concepts of the unthought 

(l’impensé) and unthinkable (l’impensable). 370 The analytical couple 

“thinkable/unthinkable” resurfaces throughout Arkoun’s works, early and late. The 

thinkable of a particular context is “what is possible to think and make explicit using the 

available mental equipment” of that context.371 In other words, the framework of thought 

and intellectual activity, itself connected to socio-political realities, creates the boundaries 

of what can be thought within each historical context. This automatically establishes the 

domain of the unthinkable for which there is simply no room within the epistemological 

system in place, no conceptual and linguistic tools to articulate it with. Importantly, the 

accumulation of “unthinkables” over a long period of time leads to a large amount of 

“unthought”, making difficult to navigate deep challenges like the one that Western 

modernity throws into the intellectual fray.372 To illustrate how the unthinkable functions, 

Arkoun gives the following example about the Qur’ān, 

For Arab social discourse before revelation, everything touching on monotheism is 

still unthinkable. This explains on one side the subversive character of Qur’ānic 

discourse and on the other side, the climate of polemics and radical contestation 
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around the divine authenticity of the message delivered by Muhammad, still seen 

at the time, by the protagonists of conflict as a destroyer of ancestral beliefs [italics 

in the original]… [the final stake was not] the simple substitution of one 

sociopolitical power for another… the subversion primarily and fundamentally 

touched the thinkable of a society and a time, the whole symbolic capital of which 

was disqualified for the profit of a thinkable and a model of historical action that 

was new in the Arabic language (it is important to specify, in the Arabic language, 

since Aramaic, Syriac, Hebrew, and Greek expressed long before that an analogical 

subversion of ancient Near Eastern worlds)… The narratives [in Qur’ānic 

discourse] were not limited to a manipulation of marvelous characters, dramatic 

situations, and mythical setups for ludic, esthetic, or recapitulative aims; they were 

generated, at the same time, by a concrete history. They highlight the unthinkable 

of prior history, defining the frames, means, and horizons of an infinite thinkable.373  

I would argue that the concepts of unthinkable and unthought in Arkoun’s intellectual 

scheme play the role of creating a necessary space for a reconstructed Islam within a 

modernist fold that recognizes (and values) the epistemological shift that modern Western 

reason has initiated. A more complete image of how this fits in the overall Arkounian 

reconstructionist project will emerge after we take a close look at what he terms “a critique 

of Islamic reason.” 

 

E. Conclusion 

This chapter sought to contextualize Mohammed Arkoun as a Maghribī thinker whose 

trajectory was shaped by his Algerian Kabyle small village roots, the influence of French 
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colonial history, and the dynamics of academia in mid-twentieth-century France. The 

chapter also gave voice to Arkoun’s views on two topics that play a central role in his 

intellectual project, namely humanism in the classical Islamic period and the necessity of 

studying Islam through the use of modern academic fields. On the first front, we saw how 

the Algerian thinker interpreted the adab culture of fourth/tenth century Būyid sphere as 

humanist, highlighting the centrality of man in its intellectual and cultural articulations, 

and how he viewed those created proto-secular spaces as nurturing pluralistic, open, and 

innovative lifestyles and social conditions, thus giving contemporary Muslims an example 

to follow in their quest to marry “Islam” and “modernity”. On the second front, Arkoun 

proposes a more comprehensive field of Islamic studies that he calls applied Islamology 

and that overcomes the lacunae in the works of both traditional Muslim scholarship and 

Western Orientalism. Using the social and human sciences extensively to unearth the 

unthought and unthinkable in Muslim contexts, applied Islamology allows for a better 

scientific understanding of Islam and Muslim societies which is a first and necessary step 

to build modernity in Muslim contexts on solid grounds. We will see in the next chapter 

how Arkoun utilizes what he calls a “critique of Islamic reason,” a secular enterprise that 

builds on the comprehensive academic program of applied Islamology, to trace a way 

forward for contemporary Muslim societies, particularly the Maghribī ones. 
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Chapter VI 

From Reform to the Critique of Islamic Reason 

 

 

A. Rethinking Islam 

The previous chapter positioned Mohammed Arkoun as an Algerian of Kabyle ethnicity 

and highlighted how his complex personal trajectory drove him to locate and celebrate a 

“humanism” in the classical age of “Islamic” civilization. It also showed how he was not 

satisfied with reviving that humanism (due to its ties to a medieval episteme), but he was 

rather concerned with opening a space for a reconstructed Islamic humanism in a new garb 

that recognizes, values, and prioritizes the beneficial epistemological shifts introduced by 

modernity. The academic program, applied Islamology, that Arkoun proposed and that was 

discussed in chapter five above would, in his view, help achieve a “critique of Islamic 

reason,” a necessary step in building modernity within contexts in which Islam has played 

a central role.  

Beyond Reform 

In the eyes of Mohammed Arkoun, the task of the critique of Islamic reason is part of the 

field of intelligibility that the social and human sciences have opened in the second part of 

the twentieth century to “think, finally, at a more concrete and larger level about all the 
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dimensions of human reality.”374 Moving beyond the polemics caused by the debates over 

Orientalism and the study of Islam in Western contexts, it remains vital to focus on “the 

conditions of the production of meaning and of what is meaningful for human existence” 

as well as on “the construction and managing of the values that decide the fate of each 

human person inside the group, community, or society where that person’s existence 

unfolds.”375 Imperative questions must be asked, including “in the name of who and in the 

name of what [we ought] to henceforth engage in an effort of thought and a will of 

emancipatory action for the human condition.”376 In  the case of Muslim contexts, this 

begins with as a simple a task as differentiating some of the levels at which Islam functions. 

Arkoun discerns three levels. 

Islam as Religion-Powers, Religion-Forms, and Individual Religion 

Islam as religion-powers (la religion-forces) designates the “credible theoretical 

responses” to the big questions of life: ultimate meanings, authority, justice…377 Such 

responses, viewed by the insiders as connected to that which is sacred, transcend historical 

settings.378 Arkoun does not provide any examples but it appears that this is the equivalent 

of the central theological questions upon which can stand the whole religious edifice since 

they organize the relation of people to their larger environment.  

 Yet, the level of religion-powers is often already prisoner of the second level, religion-

forms (la religion-formes), which entails the historically and contextually contingent 
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shapes that Islam has taken.379 Unlike what Islamic orthodoxy maintains, religion is not 

above society but instead is completely and unavoidably within society.380 In a sense, I 

view Arkoun’s articulation of the relation between these two first levels as a parallel to the 

uṣūl al-dīn/furūʿ al-dīn dichotomy that traditional Muslim scholars had established, 

although it seems that in Arkoun’s construction, there is no creedal constraints that arise 

from the dichotomy; instead he is simply creating a classification. It thus becomes 

important, in Arkoun’s eyes, to avoid mixing between the arbitrarily sacralized and 

transcendentalized historical forms of religion on one hand and the religion-powers on the 

other, a task that requires the inputs of the modern social sciences.381  

The third level in this scheme is Islam as “individual religion” (la religion individuelle) 

which concerns the “interior life” of a person in interaction with religious teachings and 

other elements in a particular environment.382 Borrowing from the anthropological analysis 

of A. Kardiner and R. Linton, Arkoun articulates the development of the individual’s 

interior life in terms of a dynamic relation between one’s personality and one’s society, 

through the intermediary role of the “basic Islamic personality”, a sort of social blueprint 

for individual members of the group that receives the input of social forces on one side and 

individual creativity on the other.383 In other words, what Arkoun presents here is a way of 

highlighting that individual religiosity is not simply a calque of what the managers of the 

sacred construct as the ideal Muslim, but rather a unique experience that reflects deep 
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psychological and social phenomena and that ought to never be reduced to the level of 

religion-forms.  

Critique of Reason 

The classification of the levels of Islam above is a simple start to a much larger inquiry 

into the human construction of Islam through what Arkoun calls the critique of Islamic 

reason. But, what does he mean by “Islamic reason” as a concept? We have seen above 

that Taha Abderrahmane rejects the Greek philosophical notion of reason as an essence 

and argues that reason is a contextual activity that grows, so that one ought to rather speak 

about “reasons,” some higher than others.384 Here, Arkoun understands reason as a tool of 

intellectual production in a particular context. The critique of reason then plays the role of 

highlighting the limitations, shortcomings, blinds spots, and manipulations of reason as it 

is used within a given episteme (in the sense that M. Foucault conceptualizes it). In a more 

accessible formulation, Arkoun explains, 

Reason is not Islamic, Catholic, Jewish… It is evidently about the usage… of 

reason. The same reason—for example, the Aristotelian tools that Ibn Rushd as 

well as Thomas Aquinas use—can be made at the service of a different reading of 

a foundational text… There are then different rationalities more or less connected 

to what we globally call “reason”. Some rationalities accept to use philosophical 

tools, others only recognize the givens of the tradition… The critique of Islamic 

reason would be the critique of the manifestations of rationality in the societies 

guided by Islam and conditioned through it to different cultural and linguistic stages 

of its history.385  
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One of the main problems that Arkoun pinpoints is that Islamic reason navigates within the 

frame of a medieval episteme. That construction creates serious frictions in a world that is 

the child of the impactful epistemological shift of modernity. This is highly relevant to my 

central argument about the difference between revivalist modernist reform and 

reconstructionist modernist reform. Whereas Abderrahmane, as a sophisticated 

representative of the first trend, gives the priority to the “Islamic deliberative field” which 

entails a commitment to the foundations of Islam as a starting point in constructing an 

Islamic modernity, Arkoun, as an erudite example of the second trend, problematizes those 

foundations by critiquing “Islamic reason” using the tools of the modern social and human 

sciences. He thus seeks to show the radical historicity of that reason in contradiction to the 

transcendentalized picture that comes out of most Islamic discourses, including within 

Islamic revivalist modernism. The critique of Islamic reason plays out at a variety of levels 

and touches upon different aspects of the Islamic tradition, including its “sacred” sources. 

 

B. The Qur’ānic Fact 

A key distinction that Arkoun introduces, and that has ramifications for everything that his 

intellectual project builds over the years, is between the “Qur’ānic fact” (le fait coranique) 

and the “Islamic fact” (le fait islamique). According to him, Muslims (as well as most 

classical Western Islamicists) have failed to recognize the radical difference between the 

two.386  The Qur’ānic fact is “a linguistic, cultural, and religious event”387 that plays the 
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role of “a call addressed to the human conscience…  to center it on the existential 

conditions of its promotion and blossoming.” Importantly, that call was received in the 

language of seventh-century Arabia and through its “political, economic, moral, and social 

experience.”388 There is a tension here already between various levels of what is usually 

and simply called “the Qur’ān,” a term “too loaded with theological content to serve as an 

operational concept for a critical reassessment and prospective redefinition of Islamic 

tradition as a whole.”389   

Prophetic Discourse 

Mohammed Arkoun highlights that at one level the Qur’ānic fact refers to “a virtual, 

intentional, archetypal Islam,”390 connected to “a speech coming from elsewhere” and 

enunciated by a messenger, a prophet.391 This “prophetic discourse” has a history in the 

biblical heritage. We are looking at a long “tradition expressed linguistically in the same 

discourse of mythic structure, and using the same religious symbolism, the same 

metaphorical organization” to establish the covenant between God and human beings.392 It 

articulates in human language what is already present in the Archetype of the Book, a 

transcendent reality in the presence of God.393 Arkoun adds that, 

Thanks to the revelatory richness of ‘prophetic discourse’, man raises himself to 

the dignity of person through internalizing God as an inner protagonist, with the 

help of prayer, thanksgiving and a meditative deciphering of all the signs (āyāt) of 

creation and of the mark of Benevolent Care whereby man is singled out among all 
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creatures to receive the heavy responsibility of directing a just order as “God’s 

representative on earth”. All this leads to the emergence of a consciousness of self 

in relation to the Absolute of a God who is the ultimate Criterion and inevitable 

Referent for all the various activities of the “person-creature” [italics in the 

original].394 

Qur’ānic Discourse 

Prophetic discourse however quickly morphs into “Qur’ānic discourse” as it enters the 

world of an immediate audience, social actors who react to it (acceptance, celebration, 

rejection, attack, etc…).395 The key aspect of this interaction is that it is oral; it is heard by 

human beings in a socio-historical context. In that sense, there is a give-and-take form of 

interaction in which are involved a variety of social actors, sending the Qur’ānic discourse 

in particular directions. This claim reminds us of how one other reconstructionist modernist 

that we encountered earlier, the Moroccan Fatima Mernissi, positioned the role of the 

women and men in the entourage of Muhammad as having an impact on how revelation 

articulated the gender dynamics.396   

Although the oral status of the discourse continued through the liturgical recitation of 

Muslims through the ages as well as in their everyday discussions (whenever a verse is 

brought up to bear upon a particular social situation), Arkoun reminds us that the initial 

dynamics of orality during Muhammad’s career are unique and are also lost forever.397 In 

other words, the original audience received the message with the ears of an oral culture and 
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with an existential urgency that differs from every generation after that, especially when 

the Qur’ānic discourse was transformed into a written text, read within an increasingly 

different context, the larger Near East and beyond.  

The Closed Official Corpus 

The transition to the written corpus (muṣḥaf) creates challenges in terms of the rise of a 

written culture, with its learned elites in relation to a state that inherits the bureaucracies 

and political legacies of earlier empires in the Near East. This in turn creates forms of 

solidarity that have serious ramifications for revelation.398 The advent of the muṣḥaf 

engenders the impactful shift toward a situation of interpretation and imitation, which 

means “the necessity to read the sacred texts in order to derive law, prescriptions, and 

systems of belief and non-belief that organize the moral, juristic, and political order.”399  

But an added complexity comes from the fact that the collection of Qur’ānic discourse into 

a written corpus was done in the midst of a highly charged political context, marred by two 

bloody civil wars around issues of authority and legitimacy.400 Arkoun accepts the debated 

claim that ʿUthmān (d. 656) imposed a codex through a political decision despite dissent 

from a number of corners. This makes Arkoun speak of the rise of a “Closed Official 

Corpus,” (Corpus Officiel Clos) 401 which would with time (particularly after the failure of 

the Muʿtazilite school) lead to the orthodox belief that “all the pages within the muṣḥaf 

contain the very word of God, the Qur’ān thus being identified with Qur’ānic discourse… 
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itself being [seen as] the direct emanation of the Archetype of the Book.”402 I read Arkoun’s 

analysis here to posit the claim that Islamic theology ends up ignoring or at least 

minimizing the differences between four levels: 1) the Archetype of the Book at the divine 

level, 2) prophetic discourse, or the special mythically based articulation of the Prophet to 

make the divine accessible to humans, 3) Qur’ānic discourse, or the discourse that results 

from the interactions between the divine message and the responses to it in the milieu in 

which Muhammad lived, and 4) the Qur’ān as contained in the muṣḥaf, a collection of texts 

chosen by social actors after Muhammad’s death and subsequently closed through a 

political decision. 

 

C. The Islamic Fact 

A Hermeneutical Condition 

The establishment of the muṣḥaf creates a significant break from a discourse teeming with 

mythical, symbolic, and metaphorical language, open to the imagination and the 

multiplicity of meaning into a stage of “political, theological, juridical, mystical, literary 

and historiographical expansions, elaborations and doctrinal disputes.”403 This 

hermeneutical condition and its ramifications are what Arkoun terms the Islamic fact (le 

fait islamique).404 We could alternatively call this the institutionalization of Islam but we 

must be careful, if we accept Arkoun’s formulation, to see this as involving manipulations, 

attempts to found legitimacy within a process of alleged continuity with “revelation”.  
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Correspondingly, the Algerian historian is comfortable speaking of an “Islamic reason”, 

despite its elaborations in a variety of fields (law, theology, Sufism) and within a number 

of sectarian perspectives (Sunnī, Shīʿī, Khārijī). This is because the same episteme governs 

all the elaborations. One encounters the same claimed foundation in a transcendent source 

(waḥy), the same deference to authorities to be followed (a’imma), and the same medieval 

perception of the world and the cosmos.405 In a way, one can say that Arkoun proposes that 

Islamic reason constructs the Islamic fact. It follows that analyzing the Islamic fact gives 

us a window into how Islamic reason functions within the episteme in place, creating 

orthodoxies that have historically shaped the “imaginary” of Muslims and continue to do 

so until today in one form or another.   

The Risāla of al-Shāfiʿī 

To illustrate the dynamics of the Islamic fact and the functioning of Islamic reason, Arkoun 

chooses the Risāla of al-Shāfiʿī (d.820) as an “oeuvre-test” and as an important example 

of building a theoretical palace that shapes an orthodoxy. From a close reading of the 

Risāla,406 Arkoun argues that al-Shāfiʿī presented the textual sources of Islam in a way that 

divorces them from their initial context, thus undermining the very notion of historicity. 

He explains, 

The author of the Risāla contributed to closing Islamic reason inside a methodology 

that would function as a strategy of cancelling historicity… It is not sufficient to 

imbue law with ethico-religious values, it must be transcendentalized through 

formal techniques of inference of juridical rulings (istidlāl), starting from a closed 

corpus of divine or prophetic pronouncements… Human history is of little 
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importance since it is troubling, erring, and negative before the Qur’ānic revelation; 

after [the revelation], it must be purified and guided by the commands and 

prohibitions communicated by God and his messenger… the relation of truth to 

history is in one direction: the Qur’ān is a “sending down” of the Divine Word on 

the history of men; it [revelation] owes nothing to the latter [history]. To the 

contrary, it inscribes in it the flow of an eschatological time, since all the behaviors 

in this life (al-dunyā) would only carry their true meaning in the Other one (al-

ākhira). [italics in the original] 407 

For Arkoun, the problem with undermining historicity in this way is that human discourses 

and practices that are connected to lived realities and competing social actors are 

sacralized, hiding for example “the contingent and secular origins of the sharīʿa.”408 When 

this is added to another element that one finds in the Risāla, namely the limiting of 

intellectual activity to the process of qiyās from an aṣl to a farʿ409 (projecting inherited texts 

on experiences within necessarily changing circumstances410), we can see how al-Shāfiʿī 

participates in the creation of a dogmatic enclosure (clôture dogmatique) connected to an 

orthodoxy that imposes serious limitations on the ability of Muslims to rethink the Islamic 

tradition in a deep fashion.411  

Dynamics of Legitimation 

The Islamic fact then utilizes the Qur’ānic fact to sanctify, spiritualize, transcendentalize, 

ontologize, mythologize, and ideologize itself, “through all the doctrinal schemes, all the 

legalistic, ethical and cultural codes, all the systems of legitimation put in place by the 
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ʿulamā’.”412 In the legal realm, Arkoun sees a process that starts in the third/ninth century 

to sacralize law as a way to counter the infiltration of local customs within the empire and 

to support the power of the central state,413 which puts under the light the uniting drive of 

the Abbasids under the frame of State-Orthodoxy-Truth.414 It follows that the “so-called 

Muslim schools are ideological movements that support and legitimize the will to power 

of social groups that compete for hegemony.”415   

For modern Muslims seeking to rethink their tradition, these analyses show the necessity 

of an “archeological investigation” of the exhaustive Islamic tradition in order to “find and 

reconstitute… its aborted, repressed, and discredited parts, and not only the affirmations 

that were solidary of an official state and religion.”416 No school or orientation can be 

permitted “to define in an infallible fashion the true Islam.”417 As important, for Arkoun, 

is to recapture the open character of the Qur’ānic text and to rescue it from being reduced 

to an ideology, allowing it to instead “treat… the situations-limits of the human condition: 

being, love, life, death…”418 The distinction between the Qur’ānic fact and the Islamic fact 

helps trace a path towards these aims: one ought not to “speak indiscriminately of the Word 

of God, Revelation, Qur’ān and Islam.”419 Arguably, Arkoun is seeking to liberate the 

Qur’ān from the weight of later tradition which also limits the power of traditional 

interpreters and undermines their authoritativeness, opening the door to the possibility of 

creating a contemporary but critical “Islamic fact.” At the same time however, the above 
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discussion of the various levels of the Qur’ān itself relativizes its content by highlighting 

its human elements. The ultimate result is then arguably the empowerment of the modern 

(modernist) reader and her contextual needs, a necessity in Arkoun’s reconstructionist 

perspective.  

 

D. Islam and Politics 

Through the processes of manipulation that Arkoun describes, he seeks to show the secular 

and historical character of the “Islamic principles” and of “sharīʿa” on the basis of which 

many orientations in modern Islam want to establish a political order. He writes, 

Until today, laws that are largely positive continue to be presented, under the name 

sharīʿa, as Divine law. The restoration or the extension of the domain of the 

application of sharīʿa in many Muslim societies show to what extent the historicity 

of the reason that established the uṣūl remains an unthought within Islamic 

reason.420  

In other words, what is called Islamic law is a human construction, a secular exercise 

covered in a sacred garb. Modern secular discourses are thus to be put in conversation not 

with inherited religious/divine/sacred discourses but rather with inherited secular 

discourses hiding behind veils of sacralization. In different terms, one could say that 

Arkoun is keen to show that what is being challenged here is not “religion-powers” but 

rather “religion-forms”, which have always been a human construction, thus reconstructing 

them is not tantamount to rejecting the divine, as some might think. Importantly, such a 
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challenge and reconstruction are beneficial in allowing new avenue for Islam as “individual 

religion” to flourish more seamlessly within the contemporary settings.  

Governance 

Arkoun also challenges the notion that in premodern times, governance in “Muslim” 

contexts was universally based on Islamic law as defined by the ʿulamā’. This is a mistake 

that stems from relying for the description of the civilization of Islam on the “official 

perspectives that are perpetuated by the scholarly literature” and that give little if any room 

for popular movements and local lifestyles to be represented. The resulting picture creates 

the illusion of a homogeneous and unifying Islam that conforms to orthodox reason.421  

If one were to inverse all of this and start from the lived realities of populations, argues 

Arkoun, one would find a multiplicity of Islams. This plurality comes from the deep 

cultural and religious elements that predate the insertion of Islam into these socio-historical 

settings, but it also highlights the diversity of the relation of localized groups to the Islamic 

state. “The more powerful and stable” the latter was, “the more it was able to enlarge the 

domain of sharīʿa.” But when it “weakened, changed its social foundation, or cut its 

relations to big urban centers,” the practical sense of the local populations was more 

determinant.422   

Based on these analyses, Arkoun rejects the idea that Islam, unlike Christianity, could not 

accept a modern secular political system.423 Instead of this form of anachronism that 

reduces complex histories on both the European and Islamic side to such a simplistic 
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167 

 

formulation, Arkoun seeks to show the historical relation of religion to politics in the 

domain dominated by Islamic discourses. He enumerates five elements that play an active 

role in these interactions: traditional solidarities, the Medinan Experience, the Medinan 

Model, the state, and the ʿulamā’.  

Traditional Solidarities 

Traditional solidarities (ʿaṣabiyyāt) have been part of the Islamic experience from the 

beginning. “Elementary structures of kinship, strategies of alliance between families, clans 

and tribes, and ambitions to control the state apparatus” have recurrently shaped 

governance in Islamic contexts. Despite the insistent rhetoric of conversion and persuasion 

that the Qur’ān and the Prophet had utilized in order to replace traditional solidarities with 

an “ethic of the person fully oriented towards the Absolute of God,” the reality has been 

stronger than the ideal. Even nowadays, “traditional solidarities largely command the 

emergence and activity of the leading elites.424 

The Experience of Medina and the Model of Medina 

The Experience of Medina (l’Expérience de Médine) is the historical experience of the 

original community of Muhammad, characterized by 1) a unique mix of a “social, political, 

and cultural initiative” through the figure of Muhammad and 2) “a power of symbolization 

and sublimation” of that history through the Qur’ān. The symbolic capital accumulated in 

that historical experience would become a site of interpretation and imitation.425 

Significantly, the retrospective perception of the Experience of Medina by the collective 
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imaginary of the Umma is what Arkoun names the Model of Medina (le Modèle de 

Médine). The latter is “a slow collective construction of the first generations who would 

collect information about the Experience of Medina, but at the same time project on it 

contents [that were] in fact imposed by ambient values and socio-political, economic, and 

cultural necessities.” 426 Importantly, 

The Qur’ān and the Ḥadīth are supposed to recapitulate the Experience of Medina. 

Notwithstanding the authenticity issues surrounding the Ḥadīth, it remains that the 

access to the Experience of Medina is conditioned by a very incomplete 

historiography and by all the problems of exegesis of sacred texts. For example, the 

vision constructed by the Sīra is a model that belongs more to the social imaginary 

of the time of Ibn Isḥāq... than to a critical history of Muhammad’s life. Yet, the 

version of Ibn Hishām remained the essential reference for every representation of 

Muhammad’s life, functioning as model (uswa) for all the believers.427  

The State 

Ever since the time of the Umayyads, argues Arkoun, the state is a political structure that 

tends to dominate the religious sphere but it also slowly spreads the domain of secular 

activity, so that by the time of the Abbasids, its institutions and culture owe a lot to 

Sassanian traditions, Greek thought, and Ancient Near Eastern customs. With these 

developments, a secularization of thought and culture occurs. Arkoun notes as well that 

historically, the caliphate remained in general no more than an ideal, the political power 

usually resting elsewhere.428  
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The ʿUlamā’ 

Arkoun claims that despite their varying social positions due to their level of culture, the 

form of their insertion in the state and social structure, and their occupations, the ʿulamā’ 

played the role of social control and guidance. Some were ideologues of the regimes, others 

were religious guides of the illiterate masses, yet others were spiritual masters of narrower 

groups. In the classical times, the ʿulamā’ also played a critical function, “tirelessly 

reminding the holders of power of the necessity of implementing sharīʿa,” while also 

having the realism to avoid insisting on the necessity of the caliphate in the presence of 

foreign military amīrs and sultans.429 

Arkoun concludes that it would be highly inadequate to boil all this complexity to “Islam”:  

One sees the arbitrariness, confusions, amalgamations that result from the 

designation by the same term—Islam—of massive and extremely differentiated 

realities. Far from moving in the direction of clarification, the currently used 

language increases the semantic disorder by pouring into the same term, always, 

recent developments that are alien to Islamic inspiration (I think of all the 

phenomena that are tied to the economic, political, and cultural development of 

societies that we continue to plainly call Islamic). It is no surprise, in these 

conditions, that we reinforce the dogma of confusing the three instances dīn, dawla, 

and dunyā.430 

To remedy some of these problems, the French-Algerian intellectual calls for a 

comprehensive comparative analysis of the experiences of Western societies and “Islamic” 

ones using the academic fields of history, sociology, and anthropology. In his mind, such 
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an analysis would show that “the question of secularism deserves to be rethought today 

beyond the approximations and ideological divides that still shape our lives even in the 

West.431 But speaking from the French context, Arkoun is keen to differentiate between 

laïcité and laïcisme, embracing the first one and seeing it as an open philosophical attitude 

to face the challenge of knowledge and rejecting the second one as a militant ideology that 

seeks to eliminate the input of religion in society.432 His goal is to enrich the first one by 

taking “the religious” more seriously and “reintegrate[ing] what has been, until now, 

considered ‘revelation’… into this experience, still historically young, of laïcité.”433 

 

E. Islam, Secularism, and Emergent Reason 

A close look at how Mohammed Arkoun attempts to reintegrate “revelation” into the frame 

of a secular order shows that this is at the same time a way of moving beyond the dichotomy 

of religion and secularism. He ties this process to a rethinking of that concept of revelation 

as well as moving reason beyond the limitations of modern reason of the Enlightenment. I 

propose to consider the contribution of Arkoun on these points under the following two 

headings: 1) problematizing the secular-religious divide and 2) emergent reason and a new 

humanism. 

Problematizing the Secular and Religious Divide 

In Arkoun’s perspective, the discussions around secularism and Islam are prisoners of 

“belief.” He does not shy from speaking of religious believers and secular believers to 
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highlight the attitude of rejecting the other side’s perspectives without taking the time to 

listen and analyze what they put on the table nor embracing a self-critical attitude toward 

one’s own positions. When “belief” is consciously or unconsciously postulated, there is 

little attention being paid to the harmful existence of “cognitive, philosophical, legal and 

psychological” barriers that hinder constructive, enriching discussions.434 There is a 

necessity of approaching all experiences “through a radical criticism.”435 That is the way 

to show that the dichotomy of religion and secularism is not ontological but a product of 

history.436  

Regimes of Truth 

Religions have over the centuries sought to monopolize “Truth” in terms that make 

“reason, imagination, and memory… associated in the articulation, the transmission and 

the protection” of that Truth against all the nonconformities and the perspectives of all 

challengers. This created “religious regimes of Truth” that wanted to control all levels of 

people’s lives. Importantly, modern secular revolutions introduced their own “regimes of 

Truth” without being able to move religious Truth aside; “‘ethics of conviction’ continue 

to determine the perception, interpretation and motivation of each person.” Scientific 

knowledge, often limited to technical specializations and reproduction of technical 

knowledge, continues to function at a superficial level when it comes to the psychology 

and emotions of the individual. Thus comes violence as a tool to impose regimes of Truth 
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for “in human affairs, all things start with mystical high hopes, transcendentalizing visions 

to end up with politics, and the constraining power imposed by a ‘legal’ violence.” 437  

At the time of crisis of all political systems, Arkoun is wary of the “return of religion,” 

which some are celebrating “as a platform of resistance to the ‘materialist’, secular, 

corrupted, corrupting regimes,” without paying attention to “new status and functions of 

this religion manipulated, in fact, by politically oriented and obscurantist ‘leaders’.”438 This 

deepens the crisis, particularly given the “growing fear and anger in the face of so many 

forms of violence generated by the powerful and obscure forces of globalization.”  

While secularized spaces are created in Muslim contexts through the influence of the 

media, modern schooling, demographic shifts, and other factors, Arkoun seeks to stress 

that “the intellectual and cultural dimensions of what we call secularism in Western 

contexts… are absent and unthinkable” among both impoverished masses who live in 

difficult conditions and small wealthier classes who mix material modernization and 

cultural traditionalization. The result is that any call for the separation of Mosque and state 

seems to social actors in those Muslim contexts to be “just imposing a foreign formal 

ideological model.”439  

Arkoun’s analysis of how regimes of Truth have functioned historically and how they 

continue to function aims to show the destructive role of exclusion on social wellbeing.  It 

also highlights the harmful ramifications of the inability of even considering whether there 
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are alternative ways of looking at the world let alone benefiting from those ways to improve 

the human condition.  

Postcolonial States and the Social Psyche 

The general policies of postcolonial regimes, that manipulated the social psyche of their 

societies for the benefit of the state and political elites, worsened a situation that the 

alienating colonial experience had already pushed in a dangerous direction. This has been 

rather clear in the Maghribī context where 

the late king Ḥassan II… supported a policy of traditionalization while fully 

supporting the modernization of sectors of social development, apart from so-called 

personal status, especially concerning the legal status of women, the religious 

institutions of learning and places of worship, the ceremonial allegiance to the king 

and the royal family and the ceremonial of religious teachings during Ramaḍān led 

by the king himself, with his sons seated on the ground to listen humbly to the 

teachings of God, delivered from a magnificent seat symbolizing the throne of God, 

by learned men officially invited for that purpose… [Another example of this is] 

the Algerian president, Houari Boumediène who imposed a socialist collectivist 

government inspired by the Soviet regime, but supported a paralleled policy of 

Islamization through the annual Seminar of Islamic Thought, the University of 

Islamic Studies on the model of Zaytūna in Tunis, Qarawiyyīn in Morocco, al-

Azhar in Egypt, and the great number of mosques built throughout the country. 

Boumediène thought that with this dual strategy he could introduce a ‘modern’ 

Islam, compatible with the socialist collectivist ideology brutally imposed upon the 

Algerian peasantry and pastoral nomads of the Saharan Desert. This tragically 

mistaken vision translates clearly into the emergence of the FIS party and the civil 

war that broke out in 1990, illustrating the devastating political and cultural 

consequences of the unthought in contemporary Islamic thought.440 
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Arkoun rejects these half-baked attempts at marrying Islam and modernity. For him, only 

a subversion of all systems of thought and regimes of Truth can create a meaningful path 

towards a modern peaceful civil society. Only the social sciences, as evolving 

methodological and theoretical tools, can guide this process, critiquing all forms of reason, 

rethinking “the religious”, and reinterpreting secularism into wider spaces of 

intelligibility.441 

Emergent Reason and a New Humanism 

The critical posture that Mohammed Arkoun champions and to which he attaches the work 

of the social and human sciences is part of what he sees as an emergent reason442 (raison 

émergente) that builds on the gains of classical modernity but introduces new problematics 

that seek to correct its shortcomings in a continuous process of critical inquiry. Emergent 

reason does not completely break from earlier historical articulations of reason but rather 

builds on them critically after a process of deconstruction that shows the manipulations 

that occur in each one of them.443  

Characteristics of Emergent Reason 

Part of emergent reason’s critical position is awareness about its own positioning and 

limitations as well as honesty in the articulation of these elements and a constant 

willingness to put them into the frays of debate and research. This is coupled with a 

commitment to the theory of “conflict of interpretations” that values the process of seeking 

to understand the various rationalities, contextualizing them, using a comparative lens to 
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highlight their similarities and differences, and evaluating their reception and impact within 

various settings. Such a stance helps emergent reason keep dogmatic enclosures at bay.444 

Dogmatic enclosures are indeed what emergent reason seeks to liberate religious 

communities and secular systems from at the same time. That is why it stays clear of the 

trap of foundationalism and claiming foundations for Truth. Any attempt at establishing 

foundations only leads to assumptions and postulations that themselves require foundations 

and so on; every foundation is thus historically bound.  Instead of seeking foundations, 

emergent reason celebrates intellectual complexity that matches and values the complexity 

of the human condition, embracing experimenting with virtual thought that opens the door 

to all kinds and levels of questioning and problematizing.445  

Furthermore, there is a concern for comprehensiveness that leads to a drive to expend great 

effort in taking in consideration the intellectual production in a variety of languages, 

constantly highlighting what is new, corrective, or different within each field and school 

of thought. This contradicts the attitude of positing “the superiority of one nation, tradition, 

language, era, religion, or philosophy over the others in terms of commitment to knowledge 

and the methods of its production.” 446  

Postmodernism 

Arkoun’s emergent reason might appear, based on these characteristics, as simply 

postmodernism or postmodern reason, a self-critical attitude within the Western 

constructions of modernity that has sought to provide avenues for previously neglected, 
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oppressed, and marginalized voices. Describing Arkoun’s emergent reason as postmodern 

in that sense, as does for instance Aziz Esmail,447 is not completely accurate because while 

emergent reason welcomes a plurality of voices, its reach goes beyond the critique of the 

Enlightenment, its metanarratives, its Eurocentrism and connection to hegemonic agendas. 

For Arkoun, such a critique is not sufficient because the various forms of reasons and 

rationalities that are to be given “voice” are not receiving a similarly robust critique. 

Arkoun explains: 

A transition is now taking place from the ideological polarities of the time of the 

‘great narratives’ of emancipation of the human condition led by the abstract 

humanism of Enlightenment reason to the no-less ideological opposition of 

‘human-rightism’ and humanitarian action to the identity-related demands of the 

many groups, peoples, communities, languages and cultures that passed from 

colonial domination to the oppressive political voluntarism of single-party nation-

states in the second half of the twentieth century—states wanted, supported, 

‘enlightened’ by the geopolitical strategists of the great powers, themselves divided 

by nationalist rivalries that have still not been overcome. Since the 1960s, people 

have been calling in vain for a new economic and monetary order, and for the 

creation of an international law which would not only abolish the baleful 

inheritance of the dispossession of the world by a conquering Europe, but set up a 

juridical authority on an adequate scale for the violence unleashed by so many 

wills-to-power across the world. To prepare institutions to accept the diversity of 

faces, values, styles and cultures? Yes of course; but only on condition that the 

problems posed by the ‘plurality of the new tribes’ (political parties) are radically 

rethought, to undermine demands for ‘difference’ or ‘identity’ which are just 

dialectical responses (themselves bringing violence and antihumanism) to the 
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devastating effects of the structural violence introduced everywhere by tele-

technoscientific reason.448 

If we are to re-enter the discussion of multiple modernities, I read Arkoun as saying that 

all those modernities, not just Western modernity, must be constantly and critically 

evaluated. Arkoun wants then to participate in building a new form of humanism, one that 

is not detached from the harsh realities of the world and one that takes in consideration the 

input of diverse perspectives; a humanism that cannot however become without carrying 

the weapon of critical deconstruction. 

Humanism Revisited 

We have seen in chapter five that Mohammed Arkoun was keen on highlighting what he 

called the humanism of the adab culture of the fourth/tenth century in the Būyid sphere. 

He had to create a neologism for it in Arabic, al-ansana because the term al-adab had 

become limited in modern usage to signifying the literary field. Unlike other prominent 

thinkers in the Maghrib who share many of his sensibilities, like al-Jābrī whom we 

encountered in chapter three as a neo-Averroist, Arkoun does not believe that a re-

introduction of the frames of the adab or classical ansana would be sufficient or even 

adequate in the contemporary times. The philosophical and humanistic culture of the adab 

remained prisoner of the episteme of its logosphere, i.e. its linguistic mental space.449 

Neither is it desirable or emancipatory to simply imitate the humanistic reason of the 

Enlightenment with its own limitations and blind spots.450  
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A new humanism is possible in the line of emergent reason, a humanism that is also 

constantly renewable because of the revisable critical arsenal of the social and human 

sciences. In Arkoun’s words, “the battles to create another humanism will never end 

because every form of humanism must confront the perverse effects of all activities in 

human society. It is necessary to continue listening to all parties that are active and compete 

in the process of producing history.”451 This is not simply a theoretical necessity, it is an 

existential one: 

How long can reason resist the violence of angry masses, the wars carried under 

the banners like the party of God, holy war, justice and development, fronts of 

liberation, the Axis of Good versus the Axis of Evil, democracy and human rights, 

enduring freedom, and nation building against intolerable terrorism, tyrannical 

oppressions, anarchic divisions? And until when will reason be content with 

denouncing the techniques of distortion of all systems of inequality and exploitation 

through “humanist” speeches and “humanitarian” actions?... the humanist attitude 

ceases henceforth being naïve, fantasizing, romantic, and manipulatable. It knows 

that no war, no torture, no army, no politico-financial mafia, no electoral fraud, no 

revolutionary chant, and no false transcendence can overcome the unfathomable 

vocation of the human subject for internal freedom and creative drives to push 

further back the limits of the human condition.452    

We see that for Arkoun, speaking of humanism is only truly meaningful if the human being 

is allowed as much freedom as possible in taking charge of the self and its destiny. The 

more emancipatory the context, the more humanistic it is because it gives people better 

opportunities to reach their human potential. In addition, freedom and creativity go hand 
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in hand in deepening our understanding of the human condition and imagining new ways 

to move it towards new vistas.  

Importantly, revelation has an important role to play in all these processes. But revelation 

must be rethought beyond the systems of exclusion in which each one of the great religions 

of the Mediterranean Basin (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam) imprisoned it. According to 

Arkoun, revelation occurs “every time a new linguistic event comes to radically modify 

man’s perception of his condition, his being-in-the-world, his relation to history, and his 

activities concerning the production of meaning.” This transformative experience is 

connected to an advent in “the interior space of the human being” that opens “unlimited or 

recurrent chances of meaning for human existence.” Arkoun adds that this articulation of 

the notion of revelation unlocks the door for the inclusion of “the teachings of Buddha, 

Confucius, African sages, and all the great voices that recapitulate the collective experience 

of the group to project it toward new destinies and to enrich the human experience of the 

interiorized divine.”453 

 

F. Conclusion 

I had argued in chapter two above that out of the intellectual frames of modernist reformism 

in early twentieth century Maghrib came a sense of ambiguity towards secularism and 

sprang two trends of reformism: revivalist and reconstructionist respectively. I had defined 

a reconstructionist modernist thinker as someone who prioritizes contemporary 

                                                           
453 Arkoun, ABC, 82-3. 
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methodologies and philosophical notions and concepts, using their prisms to read the 

Islamic heritage. The reconstructionist vision did not accept the priorities or categories of 

the late Sunni orthodoxy or even the text of the Qur’ān itself in some cases. Moreover, a 

reconstructionist modernist keeps substantial spaces of human life outside the frame of 

Islam, defending what can be labeled a secular space and embracing a more or less secular 

political system.  

This chapter and the previous one showed how the Algerian Mohammed Arkoun was a 

sophisticated representative of this trend until his death in 2010, leaving behind him an 

important legacy that gave secularism and secular frames of reference an important place 

in the construction of modernity in Muslim contexts. Not only are his “applied Islamology” 

and “critique of Islamic reason” secular undertakings that posit the secular academic 

disciplines of the social and human sciences at the center of interpreting Islam, he also 

defended a secular system of governance. Nevertheless, Arkoun was keen on critiquing the 

historical experience of secular reason as it developed in the West and sought to enrich it 

with a positive encounter with religious reason in the hope of constructing a renewed 

humanism. The next and concluding chapter will attempt to evaluate the intellectual 

projects of Mohammed Arkoun and Taha Abderrahmane in a comparative fashion as well 

as position them within the larger contemporary debates over religion and secularism at the 

international level. 
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Chapter VII 

Conclusion:  

Religion and Secularism as a Global Debate 

 

 

 

The last four chapter have introduced the works of Taha Abderrahmane and Mohammed 

Arkoun as examples of a mature phase of the process of modernist reform within the 

Maghrib in the second part of the twentieth century, a process that was influenced in that 

stage by a more direct, sophisticated, and critical engagement with the intellectual legacies 

of Western modernity. With all of that in the background, this chapter will attempt to 

evaluate the particular contributions of Taha Abderrahmane and Mohammed Arkoun on 

the one hand and examine where they could be positioned in relation to the recent academic 

debates over secularism and religion more generally.  

 

A. On Taha Abderrahmane’s Intellectual Project 

Personal Experience and Intellectual Commitments 

Not surprisingly, the personal experiences of Abderrahmane and Arkoun shape their 

intellectual commitments. Abderrahmane, from a young age, sees a deep disconnect 

between his upbringing within a traditional household by a religiously orthodox father on 
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one side and the lifestyles and interests of his classmates throughout his education years 

from elementary school through university on the other side. He particularly highlights the 

spiritual isolation he felt throughout the years.454 Abderrahmane’s memories catch the 

dynamics of identity making in a Moroccan context that was transitioning from colonial 

rule to independence with all the difficulties inherent in searching for a socio-political 

direction amid the construction of a modern nation-state. The Islamic tradition loomed 

large but was in the process of being reconstructed through the prism of new institutional 

settings as well as uneven and uncertain economic and political conditions.455 In the face 

of these challenges, it appears that, from early on, Abderrahmane tied his own certainties 

to a strong spiritual and moral commitment to an Islamic worldview, which seems to have 

become more robust after joining of the Butshīshī Ṣūfī order. Importantly, Abderrahmane’s 

academic training in philosophy opened for him the door to modernist ways of thinking 

about those foundational commitments.456  

While it is hard to pinpoint the decisive moments in the development of Abderrahmane’s 

thought, it seems very plausible that his drive to articulate a socio-political order with Ṣūfī 

spirituality at the center is not simply an ideological orientation that he picked up as an 

adult but instead stems from a deeper connection to an ideal from a young age, an ideal 

that was at odds with how people socialized in his larger environment, making his younger 

self feel “isolated.” In all cases, Abderrahmane ends up developing a sophisticated 

modernist intellectual project with an insistence on the Arab-Islamic right to difference and 

                                                           
454 “ṬāhaʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-faylasūf al-mujaddid.”  
455 See chapter two above. For more details and analysis, see also Zeghal, Islamism, 9-76. 
456 See chapter three above. See also “ṬāhaʿAbd al-Raḥmān al-faylasūf al-mujaddid.” 
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with “supported reason” (al-ʿaql al-muʿayyad), that benefits from direct Ṣūfī experience of 

the divine, as the center of an i’timānī socio-political order.  

The Threat of Authoritarianism 

The articulation  of Ṣūfī experience at the center of Abderrahmane’s i’timānī socio-political 

order raises a number of critical questions. If Ṣūfī experience guides the social and political 

direction of the community/nation, whose spiritual experience of the divine is this exactly? 

Is there someone or a group of people who are closer to God that would make the important 

decisions? What makes those particular religious experiences superior to others? How do 

we know if a religious experience is “authentic” and is worth adhering to by all? One could 

argue that the idealistic vision that Abderrahmane proposes is not practical and, if 

implemented, is clearly amenable to corruption and authoritarianism in the name of having 

(exclusive) access to higher forms of knowledge. 

A possible rebuttal to such critique is that a polity and social order must at the basic level 

be bound by the implementation of Islamic law, which stems from what Abderrahmane 

calls “guided reason” (al-ʿaql al-musaddad), and that Ṣūfī spirituality just strengthens the 

commitment of individuals to that vision. In that case, the social and political institutions 

and conceptions of the inherited tradition must be given center stage.  But then what 

Abderrahmane puts on the table would be equivalent to the diyānī perspectives that he 

criticizes for their lack of depth.457 I had argued in chapter three that indeed Abderrahmane 

must also be read within the frame of providing a guiding hand to the Islamist movement 

in its attempt to read Islam as a comprehensive system to be implemented in the 

                                                           
457 See chapter four above. See also ʿAbd al-Raḥmān, Rūḥ al-dīn, 323 ff. 
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contemporary world. Abderrahmane had made it clear that al-ʿaql al-mu’ayyad is however 

much higher than al-ʿaql al-musaddad, around which the diyānīs build their perspectives. 

In practical terms, this tension creates the challenging issues that the questions above raise, 

potentially leading, if accepted, towards a deepening of the crisis of political 

authoritarianism from which the Maghrib has suffered since its independence from France.  

The other challenge of utilizing Ṣūfī tazkiyya, as Abderrahmane sees it, at the center of a 

socio-political project is that such a spiritual drive is first and foremost an individual 

process, despite being connected to established spiritual traditions. It might even arguably 

fit better within Mohammed Arkoun’s scheme of a secularism that is open to the input of 

revelation and spiritualities and to the moral commitments that are connected to them, 

while maintaining individual independence and personal freedom. This is especially 

relevant given how Abderrahmane, for example, describes his ideal “faqīh i’timānī.” This 

latter is the one who moves beyond just clarifying the aḥkām to the believers, leaving to 

the judges and political authorities the role of enforcement, and instead also clarifies the 

ethical values behind those aḥkām and “monitors the implementation by others of these 

values [italics mine].” Such a figure has special discernment (baṣīra) to be able to achieve 

that task.458 It is not hard to see how this formulation raises red flags in terms of suppressing 

dissent. What happens to democractic norms and individual liberties? The specter of 

authoritarianism is again a serious issue to consider in any practical implementation of 

Abderrahmane’s vision.  

 

                                                           
458 ṬāhaʿAbd al-Raḥmān, Dīn al-ḥayā’: Min al-fiqh al-I’timārī ilā al-fiqh al-I’timānī (Beirut: al-Mu’assasa 

al-ʿArabiyya lil-Fikr wa al-ibdāʿ, 2017), 23. 
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Universality and Difference 

Taha Abderrahmane’s project stands as well on the idea that Arabs and Muslims have a 

right to intellectual and philosophical difference. Thus, any transferring of notions, 

concepts, or institutions from the West, including the various aspects of modernity, must 

respect the values of what he terms the Islamic deliberative field (al-majāl al-tadāwulī al-

islāmī), which he sees as primarily based on the teachings of the Qur’ān and as tightly 

connected to the Arabic language. The borrowed notions, concepts, and institutions are to 

accordingly be either rejected if they do not fit in the field or, if they are useful and do not 

contradict its values, re-rooted within it. This is because philosophy, in Abderrahmane’s 

eyes, is not universal; it is bound by the limitations of the language in which it is 

articulated.459   

More questions must be raised here. Firstly, if we were to accept that the values of the 

Islamic deliberative field are “different” as a starting point, who has the final word to decide 

what these values are? Claiming that some values are authentically Islamic while others 

are not so is a dangerous exercise not only because it creates the need for a superior 

authority to speak for “authentic Islam” in a contemporary diverse Maghribī setting, but 

also due to its sidestepping of the continuous historical crosspollination between the 

domains we call today “the West” and “the Islamic world.” As Khaled Abou el Fadl writes, 

[C]laims about the origin and lineage of values, like claims about racial 

genealogical purity, are essentially sociohistorical constructs that are motivated by 

ideological considerations. Considering the numerous cultural interactions and 

cross-intellectual transmissions between the Muslim world and Europe in history, 

                                                           
459 See chapter three above. See also ʿAbd al-Raḥmān, al-Ḥaqq al-ʿarabī, 51-65. 
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it is highly unlikely that one can identify with any level of precision values that are 

primarily Judeo-Christian as opposed to Islamic. Any attempt to do so will quickly 

falter on a bed of challenging and uncomfortable historical facts... Put differently, 

because of the pervasive historical interactions between Europe and the Muslim 

world, there are no primary values that have a pure and unmixed Western lineage.460  

One could confidently add that there are no primary values that have a pure and unmixed 

Muslim lineage; and if somehow there are any, they would be difficult to pinpoint with any 

historical certainty.  This is true in terms of the pre-Islamic cultural and intellectual 

traditions (Greek/Hellenistic, Persian, Indian) that Muslims integrated into their world, but 

also true of the long history of interaction within the Mediterranean area up to the 

contemporary period. 

Secondly, Abderrahmane’s claim that the Islamic deliberative field was only shaped by the 

culture of the Qur’ān and only produced by the history of Islam461 is misleading because, 

if we put Abderrahmane in discussion with Arkoun’s analysis of the “Islamic fact”, that 

history is not simply the outcome of divine revelation but rather of competing social actors 

in all their complexities hiding behind sacred garbs. Even if one stops short of embracing 

Arkoun’s radical historicity of the Qur’ān, it would be untenable for a historian to accept 

the idea of an interpretative process that allows Muslims to maintain access to a “pure” 

version of Qur’ānic values. This is especially clear in the diversity that characterized the 

interpretations of Islam historically and in the big role that disagreement played in the fields 

of kalām, fiqh, and taṣawwuf, as Abderrahmane himself constantly reminds his readers.462     

                                                           
460 Khaled Abou El Fadl, Reasoning with God: Reclaiming Shariʿah in the Modern Age (Lanham, MD: 

Rowman & Littlefoeld, 2014), 131. 
461 See for example, ʿAbd al-Raḥmān, al-Ḥaqq al-ʿarabī, 202. 
462 See chapter three above. See also for instance ʿAbd al-Raḥmān, Fī uṣūl al-ḥiwār, 68-9. 

 



187 

 

Furthermore, leaving aside the genealogy of values, another important question is the 

dilemma that contemporary Muslims might face with some inherited values, even if they 

were somehow judged to be integral to the Islamic deliberative field and grounded in the 

Qur’ān. What if one finds some values (and the practices connected to them) to be 

problematic or counter to one’s sensibilities or general ethical sense? For instance, Kecia 

Ali has shown how issues surrounding sex and gender pose such a significant challenge for 

contemporary Muslims.463 She notes that, 

[t]hose Muslims who strive for gender equality, considering it an essential 

component of justice, must address the central issue: what is justice and on what 

basis does one know it? Is something good because God says so? Or does God say 

it is good because it is, inherently, so? If what God says—and indeed, what the 

Prophet, “a beautiful example” (Q.30:21), does—is automatically good, then what 

happens when this clashes with one’s own view of what is just or good? Arriving 

at a working resolution of this dilemma requires a consciousness of history and an 

acceptance of the role of the individual conscience. If one wants to consider certain 

moral standards as absolutes—such as the injustice of slavery—one must accept 

that God sometimes tolerates injustice… it also implies a much more significant 

responsibility for the individual human being to make ethical judgments and take 

moral actions.464 

Thirdly, Abderrahmane rejects the universality of philosophy, arguing that this is the result 

of its connection to the language of its articulation and the limitations that such language 

and its deliberative field.465 Yet, he is adamant that the Qur’ān and the Islamic message are 

universal.466 This creates a major inconsistency. The Qur’ān is articulated in the Arabic 

                                                           
463 Kecia Ali, Sexual Ethics and Islam: Feminist Reflections on Qur’an, Hadith, and Jurisprudence 

(Oxford: Oneworld, 2006). 
464 Ibid., 149-50. 
465 ʿAbd al-Raḥmān, al-Ḥaqq al-ʿarabī, 51-65. 
466 See chapter four above. See also ʿAbd al-Raḥmān, Rūḥ al-ḥadātha, 86-9. 
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language, doesn’t that make it carry the limitations of that language and its deliberative 

field? If Abderrahmane insists that Qur’ānic teachings can transcend their original settings 

and the language in which they came to life, then he must also acknowledge that 

philosophical perspectives have the potential to be universal at a level or another. One way 

of articulating this would be to focus on the “human being” as the universal element, a sort 

of humanism like the one that Arkoun attempted to formulate. In such a case, Muslims 

ought to participate, using their experiences and intellectual articulations, in shaping a 

universalist humanism alongside others. Perhaps, Abderrahmane’s main concern is the 

hegemonic agenda that has accompanied the claim of the universality of Western 

philosophy. That is a valid concern, but the same thing can be said about the universal 

claims of religions, like Islam and Christianity, in the hands of those seeking hegemony in 

one context or another.  

 

B. On Mohammed Arkoun’s Intellectual Project 

Personal Experience and Intellectual Commitments 

Like Abderrahmane, Arkoun was put on a particular trajectory from a young age by his 

circumstances and immediate environment. Arguably, his Berber family that practiced a 

popular form of Islam, his constant awareness of the lower social condition within which 

he grew up, and his encounter with the French-speaking world (schooling) and Arab-

speaking world (working with his father), as well as with a variety of religious perspectives 
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within each one of them, shaped a personality that seems to have tied success to reconciling 

a plural reality.467 If that assessment is true, then one might also ask whether it was possible 

for him to find any comfort beyond a constant fight to include and integrate within his own 

world everything that he encountered, an idealist fight without a realistic end.  

In his academic career and intellectual project, one could easily see that Arkoun was eager 

to include all kinds of fields and methodologies.468 His writings also seemed to betray an 

animosity towards all forms of “certainties” that made people exclude others. He often 

ranted against orthodoxies and ideologies; he often called for critiquing all types of 

exclusions.469 While this attitude might be enriching, it also creates tasks that are too large 

for one human being. He could not possibly have mastered all those fields nor applied all 

those methodologies. That was a monumental undertaking.  

Orthodoxies and Ideologies 

Another way of looking at the centrality of an overwhelming multiplicity in Arkoun’s work 

is that he had all along meant to open the door for other researchers from a variety of 

disciplines to participate in changing the field of Islamic studies. That is probably the case; 

many of his writings read like manifestos for studying Islam better. Nevertheless, he did 

not lead by example, at least not nearly enough. The more interested in theory he became, 

the less interested he seemed in studying the texts of the Islamic heritage. This kept him 

from further testing his theoretical propositions. The situation was made worse by the 

dearth of interest within both Western academia and the intellectual circles of the Maghrib 

                                                           
467 See chapter five above. See also Arkoun, Humanisme et islam, 295-301. 
468 See the characteristics of his “applied Islamology” in chapter five above. See also Arkoun, Pour une 

critique, 50-7. 
469 See chapter six above. See also for example Arkūn, Qaḍāyā, 232-3 and Arkoun, ABC, 82-3. 



190 

 

in the implementation of his islamologie appliquée. In the later years of his life, people 

who interacted with him noticed that he had become less patient, more combative and 

preachy.470  

Furthermore, Arkoun was unwilling (or perhaps unable) to consider that there might be 

real value in orthodoxies and ideologies. While religious orthodoxies limit the scope of 

what belongs to the domain of acceptable beliefs and practices, they often do so through a 

process of integrating elements from what would become heterodoxies. Sunnī orthodoxy 

is a case in point. It took centuries for Sunnism to be defined and it did so in constant 

discussion with legal, theological, and mystical elements originating or developing within 

a variety of intellectual and religious currents. Part of this process was the integration of a 

number of these elements within the synthesizing framework of Sunnī thought, what 

Jonathan A.C. Brown astutely and adequately called “the great convergence of Sunni 

Islam.”471  

This lessens to a certain extent the impact of apparent exclusion.  Moreover, there remained 

within Sunnī orthodoxy a great deal of diversity through the acceptance of many schools 

as part of that orthodoxy and through the debates that occur within those schools 

themselves. Importantly, the rise of orthodoxies helps with the creation of stable and 

harmonious social environments. This statement is not meant to negate the important role 

of “heretics” in challenging the problematic aspects that might arise with socio-political 

status-quos. I would argue that there is always a dialectic at play in religious settings 

                                                           
470 See for instance Esmail, “Mohammed Arkoun,” 39. 
471 Jonathan A.C. Brown, Misquoting Muhammad: The Challenge and Choices of Interpreting the 

Prophet’s Legacy (London: Oneworld, 2014), 46. See Brown’s elaboration of these dynamics in ibid, 46-

68. 
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between “orthodoxy” and “heterodoxies”; and because of that orthodoxies are not 

inevitably static. Furthermore, attempts at reform are parts of the dynamics of what we 

term “orthodox” settings. Sunnism provides us with a good example. Felicitas Opwis 

explains that in the domain of law, 

[e]fforts at renewal have been a constant feature… An early example is provided 

by the transition from the “ancient schools of law” to more formal school 

affiliations. The teachings attributed to Muhammad ibn Idris al-Shafiʿi (767-820) 

reflect the desire to make Islamic law Islamic, in the sense of rooting law in the 

scriptural sources. Shafiʿi was probably not the first and certainly not the last jurist 

attempting to change the ways laws were derived. Throughout the ages one finds 

scholars such as Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (1058-1111), Taqi al-Din ibn Taymiyya 

(1263-1328), Abu Ishaq al-Shatibi (d. 1388), Muhammad al-Shawkani (1760-

1834), and Muhammad ibn ʿAli al-Sanusi (1787-59) who emphasized that legal 

authority rests in the Qur’an and the sunna alone. The thought of these reformers is 

far from identical, and even within one scholar’s body of work inconsistencies 

exist, some the result of intellectual evolution, some of changed circumstances. Yet, 

what these reformers have in common is a conviction that the status of Islam, and 

Islamic law in particular, in their respective times was not as it ought to be and that 

renewal was needed.472  

So, although religious orthodoxy dictates the direction of thought, it might just be a 

necessity in religious settings to help create a tradition with some sorts of boundaries, real 

or fictional. Something similar could be said of ideologies on the secular side of things. 

The term ideology was originally coined in the aftermath of the French Revolution by a 

group of intellectuals, under the leadership of Antoine Destutt de Tracy (d. 1836),   to name 

a “science”, a secular alternative to religion as the guiding force of social organization and 

                                                           
472 Felicitas Opwis, “Changes in Modern Islamic Legal Theory: Reform or Reformation?” in An Islamic 

Reformation?, ed. Michaelle Browers and Charles Kurzman (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2004), 28. 
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morality.473 There is generally a practical necessity to the existence of ideologies. The 

challenge is how to keep them in check. Arkoun’s embrace of secular criticism in the 

contemporary context as a constant might be useful in that process.    

Foundations and Practicalities 

The other question that must be posed is whether what Arkoun proposes is practical, 

especially in terms of his radical critique of central elements of the Islamic tradition that 

still shape the imaginary of Maghribīs and other Muslims around the world. While Arkoun 

opens very interesting spaces of intellectual reflection at a number of different levels, his 

critique would not remain at the theoretical level if it is to be taken seriously by social 

actors in the Maghribī sphere. In his own words, he speaks of a hoped transition to “an 

after Islam understood and lived as a non-religious Islam in the sense of giving itself all 

the intellectual, scientific, cultural, and political means to enter an era of another salvation 

history [italics in the original].”474 Arkoun certainly did not articulate this vision as a tool 

of destruction, as some of his detractors claim. It is clear from the discussion of his 

intellectual project in the chapters above that his concern is to rather deconstruct some 

common discourses in order to highlight the sacralization processes that occurred within 

Islam and to free Muslims to think outside the inherited boundaries. Nevertheless, the result 

in practical terms might end up being the same, namely the undermining of the very 

foundation of meaning for Muslims, the very vehicle they use to navigate the murky waters 

of existence.  

                                                           
473 Brian W. Head, Ideology and Social Science: Destutt de Tracy and French Liberalism (Dordrecht: 

Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 1985), 31-2. 
474 Arkoun, Humanisme et islam, 60. 
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Arkoun is keen on showing that the foundationalism that the likes of Abderrahmane seek 

is impossible because all attempts to establish a foundation would postulate things that 

must be themselves be founded, leading to an endless process and highlighting the 

historical character of all foundations. However, one could argue that in a sense Arkoun 

himself posits a foundation, namely the human and social sciences through the prisms of 

which he reads Islam and Islamic contexts. These sciences also start from (secular) 

assumptions and postulates; what gives them then the final say on any of the issues 

surrounding the Islamic heritage. A possible resort is that rethinking the assumptions and 

postulates are integral to the social sciences for doubt is a central element in the way they 

function. If this is accepted then it is possible to summarize the epistemological battle 

between Arkoun’s work and Abderrahmane’s as a battle between shakk (doubt) and yaqīn 

(certainty). More precisely, Arkoun posits doubt first (through emergent reason) before 

getting to any discussion over arriving to potential certainty (if that is even possible) while 

Abderrahmane posits certainty first (through Ṣūfī experience) before tackling the doubt 

that might arise in a socio-political context.  

In a way, Arkoun and Abderrahmane end up at the two opposite edges of Islamic 

modernism, so that one might raise a question that imposes itself: is there any Islam left 

after Arkoun’s project? And is there any modernity left after Abderrahmane’s project? But 

posing the question in this fashion makes us prisoner of short-term history; neither Islam 

nor modernity are static or monolithic. Lasting legacies take very long to develop. 

Importantly, if we liberate ourselves for a moment from the (often necessary) 

classifications we create as human beings, perhaps we could imagine this indirect debate 

between Abderrahmane and Arkoun as part of a trajectory towards a post-“Islam” and post-
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“modernity” global human future, an unavoidable path, full of tensions and conflicts at all 

levels of human existence, leading not towards some utopian future but to the construction 

of another “tradition” that builds on the religious and secular traditions but is not limited 

by their histories.    

 

C. Secularism, Religion, and Postsecularism  

Desecularization and Postsecularism 

While Mohammed Arkoun and Taha Abderrahmane are the products of the Maghribī 

environment and their works bear its imprint, it would be a mistake not to consider at the 

same time their perspectives within the larger global discussion over religion and 

secularism that has evolved in recent times into new directions. Not only did the two 

thinkers complete their higher education within French academia and, in the case of 

Arkoun, teach in France, they have also learned English, the dominant language of our 

times for science and learning, and interacted in their research with works produced in 

anglophone settings around the world, especially the United States. I would like to consider 

whether the intellectual projects of Arkoun and Abderrahmane have something to offer that 

global discussion, if nothing else the example of how Maghribī Muslim thinkers compare 

to others in the world in their approach to issues surrounding religion and secularism at a 

time when Western thinkers are speaking of postsecularism.475  

                                                           
475 This section of the chapter is partly guided by the excellent conversations in two edited volumes: Craig 

Calhoun, M. Juergensmeyer, and Jonathan Van Antwerpen, ed., Rethinking Secularism (Oxford: OUP, 

2012) as well as David Scott and Charles Hirschkind, ed., Powers of the Secular Modern: Talal Asad and 

his Interlocutors (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2008). 
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The discussion within European and American intellectual and academic circles over 

secularism in recent times has touched upon the viability of the so-called secularization 

thesis as well as upon whether and how to rethink secularism within Western societies on 

one hand and if secularism was applicable universally on the other hand. Secularization 

theory in the social sciences had claimed that the process of modernization would lead to 

the decline of religion and its privatization, some theorists even predicting its eventual 

disappearance. Over the years, this had become a form of dogma in the social sciences but 

is also “part of the doxa of everyday life.”476  

However, time has shown that religion remains a strong presence in the global south and 

in North America too. In fact, by the 1980s political movements carrying the banner of 

religion have made spectacular gains within the political scenes of contexts as varied as the 

United States, Poland, Iran, Nicaragua, and many others.477 Even in Western Europe where 

secularization has made the strongest impact, the growth of communities of Muslim 

background and the negative reaction of populist parties, often carrying some kind of 

Christian banner, to that growth has put religion back in the public scene in significant 

ways. As a result, thinkers, scholars, and theorists have started questioning the received 

wisdom about secularization and related concepts like the secular and secularism. Even 

someone like the sociologist Peter Berger, a strong proponent of the traditional 

secularization theory, shifted his view to the point of speaking of “desecularization.”478 
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Charles Taylor and the Secular Age 

The debates over secularism and secularization have gone in a number of directions and 

the debaters have used a variety of methods and approaches to elaborate their perspectives. 

One influential trend can be described as liberal in the sense that it has tried to 

philosophically move the issue of secularism into new paths but within the general confines 

of the liberal tradition. The Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor for instance has provided 

a comprehensive history of what he terms the “secular age” but has also shifted the 

conversation towards a new way of thinking about the role of religion in that secular age.479 

He positions himself against “subtraction stories” that see secularism, science, progress, 

rationality to be the fate of human beings as they leave behind religious superstitions and 

archaic traditions.480 While it is true for him that in the North Atlantic sphere, there arose 

in the last five hundred years a self-sufficient humanism as an alternative to religion, 

seeking to push God onto the margins and establishing an “immanent frame” for society,481 

it would be inadequate to view these changes in a linear and purely positive fashion.482  

In the latest stage of the growth of the secular age, characterized by increased individualism 

and autonomy, Taylor sees that the nova effect, “the steadily widening gamut of new 

positions—some believing, some unbelieving, some hard to classify—which have become 

available options for us,”483 has been intensifying into “a spiritual super-nova, a kind of 

galloping pluralism on the spiritual plane.”484 That situation has opened the door to religion 
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to come back and fill the void of meaning and thus provide relief from the doubt and 

instability that the secular order, an exclusive humanism, has created among the Western 

populations.485 Importantly, the presence of religion must not be viewed negatively but 

rather welcomed within modern society for while morality does not seem to need any 

foundation in divine transcendence, religion is still able to produce desired meaning.486  

Furthermore, Taylor calls for rethinking secularism in a way that allows religious 

communities to be full participants in pluralistic societies. Rather than keep the focus on 

particular institutional arrangements that have particular histories, like the “wall of 

separation” in the U.S. or the “republican public space” in France, which end up limiting, 

in the name of “hallowed tradition”, the ability of religious communities to freely practice 

and feel fully included in the decision-making of how larger society functions, there must 

be a shift towards a system that seeks to “maximize the basic goals of liberty and equality 

between basic beliefs.”487 Taylor is keen on shifting the perception and practice of 

secularism from being a relation of the state to religion towards being thought in terms of 

“the (correct) response of the democratic state to diversity.”488  

Jürgen Habermas and the Public Sphere 

In a different way, but within the same general frames of the liberal tradition, Jürgen 

Habermas has moved away from his old position of maintaining the discussions of the 

public sphere exclusively “secular.” The German philosopher had developed some 
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valuable notions that became influential in the debates about the democratic process and 

social organization, and communication in the contemporary world. Of particular import 

here is his notion of the public sphere, that he presents as the space in which are articulated 

public communications and through which the ideals of the Enlightenment are given 

voice.489 The introduction of civic rights and freedom of expression and association were 

in Habermas’ view central to the emergence of places, like salons, coffee houses, and clubs 

within bourgeois circles, that would evolve later into a larger public sphere.490  

Habermas initially conceived of the discussions within the public sphere to be strictly 

secular, but he revised that position in later writings and lectures, describing civil society 

as the hosting social environment for the public sphere,491 allowing it to “transform the 

diverse messages, contributions, and claims which originate in the lifeword [i.e. the domain 

in which non-public issues are discussed] into unified forms that regulate social processes 

in the equal interests of all parties affected.” 492 In that way, the laws that come out of that 

process find their legitimation in its inclusiveness. Of interest here is the fact that Habermas 

argues for the necessity of including religious voices and perspectives in the debates of the 

public sphere under the condition that these perspectives are translated into a neutral 

language within the institutions of the secular state.493  
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Habermas speaks of “post-secular” societies to describe societies that have lived under a 

secular state and in which “people’s religious ties have steadily been lapsed, in fact quite 

dramatically so in the post-War period,” creating a general sense in the minds of the citizens 

that they “are living in a secularized society.” 494 Yet, there is a change of consciousness 

that stems from recognizing that the “the secular understanding of the world” has been 

undermined, seeing religious organizations as “increasingly assuming the role of 

‘communities of interpretations’ in the public arena,” making “relevant contributions to 

key issues, irrespective of whether their arguments are convincing or objectionable,” and 

realizing “the difficult problem of how to integrate immigrant cultures socially.”495  

Beyond sociological observations, the emergence of post-secular societies raises the 

serious normative issue of how to maintain a peaceful civil society with reciprocal 

expectations between its members. For Habermas, “the universalist project of the political 

Enlightenment by no means contradicts the particularist sensibilities of a correctly 

conceived multiculturalism.”496 In practice, admits the German thinker, this is not easily 

achieved. He recognizes the major clash between those who see the preservation of cultural 

identity as the primary value and those who defend the primacy of enforcing shared 

citizenship.497 Yet, a compromise must be achieved beyond the strict dichotomy of 

multiculturalist vs. secularist. What is at stake is not simply the inclusive character of a 

liberal democratic state, but also the fact that society cannot be cut off from possibly 

valuable “resources for the generation of meanings and the shaping of identities” that 
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religions provide. Religious traditions help in the creation of “moral sensitivities and 

solidaristic intuitions” for citizens especially at times of “vulnerable social relations.”498   

Notwithstanding the differences that one finds between the works of Habermas and Taylor, 

the two thinkers defend the achievements of Enlightenment reason and seek to correct its 

blind spots, but they maintain the role of the secular state as a guarantor of neutrality in 

conversation with the needs of the various components of civil society, religious and 

secular. In the way that he places the emancipation of human beings, a critical humanism, 

at the core of how we ought to construct our societies, Mohammed Arkoun fits well within 

this frame, closer to Habermas’ commitment to secular critique than Taylor’s neo-

Catholicism. Arkoun’s project promotes a continuous conversation between secular frames 

of reference and religious traditions within a robust civil society. Importantly, while he 

welcomes the inclusion of religious voices in the public sphere, he adds to the picture the 

necessity of providing those voices, as well as the secular ones that interact with them, with 

the critical tools to think deeper about the “religious fact.”499 

Arkoun disapproves of the kind of state secular neutrality (like in France) that refuses to 

allow any study of religion in public educational institutions. For Arkoun, it is necessary 

for members of modern democratic societies to be religiously literate through the school 

systems. This does not mean allowing confessional religious teachings in the classrooms 

of public schools, but rather introducing the academic study of religion in an adequate 

fashion.500 Such a policy gives individual citizens a chance to think deeper about their 
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individual moral and religious commitments, but also enriches the debates within the 

religious communities to which these individuals belong, promoting pluralism within the 

Muslim communities as a corollary to a pluralism in the larger society.  I would suggest 

that Arkoun’s vision attempts to help bridge the gap between the responsibilities of 

individual citizenship and the needed inclusion of religious communities, a central tension 

that Habermas also seeks to manage. Given Arkoun’s intellectual commitments, one might 

add that he wants to create opportunities of Islamic reform to find a fertile ground through 

expanding the access of religious individuals to philosophical and academic debates 

outside the confines of the dominant discourses within their own communities.  

As a critic of secularism and defender of the superiority of the Islamic “entrusting 

paradigm”, Abderrahmane would see the compromises made to integrate religious 

perspectives into the public sphere as insufficient. He seeks to maintain the holistic nature 

of existence and puts forward a complementary model between individuality and 

community using the concepts of sincerity (ikhlāṣ) and religious nation (umma). Sincerity 

deepens the drive of social justice by connecting it to the spiritual depth of the individual 

and to his relation to God. Umma shapes society on the basis of ethical and moral 

commitments in order to establish an equivalence between being a citizen and being a 

human being and to be able to evaluate all moralities, customs, and traditions from a 

religious/ethical position.501 
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Talal Asad and the Genealogy of Secularism 

In contrast to the theorists who seek to rethink secularism within the general frames of the 

liberal tradition, others see those attempts as flawed because secularism itself needs a 

deconstruction. Building on the genealogical methods of Michel Foucault, theorists like 

Talal Asad have challenged the claims of secularism as a normative system.502 Asad 

attempted a genealogy of the secular, studying it as a formation that came to be taken as a 

normative stance, judging the religious from above. He therefore sees his work as “a 

counter to the triumphalist history of the secular.”503  

Asad argues that although the secular is not simply a mask for the “religious” nor a simple 

continuation of a Christian perspective in new clothes,504 the formation of the secular is 

tightly connected to the history of Christian Europe and is its child. It carries within it 

exclusionary positions that were once articulated in a theological language. Thus, the 

secular state becomes the new way of establishing supremacy over the other, imposing as 

normative its judgment while hiding its history. Importantly, by relegating religion to the 

private sphere and dealing with religious individuals outside their communal being, there 

is a hierarchical oppression that occur and that does not allow for religious practitioners 

(and religious traditions) to be fully themselves.505    
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In the case of Islam, Asad insists that a “practice is Islamic because it is authorized by the 

discursive traditions of Islam, and is so taught to Muslims…”506 It follows that orthodoxy 

is central to how Islam functions and that Muslims adhere to that orthodoxy through 

embodied performance. As such what is representative of Islam is the practice of Muslims 

in their adherence to orthodoxy. This raises the question of the ability of that performance 

to be within a secular setting that claims neutrality, but that in fact decides what kind of 

religion is allowed to be performed. This is why Asad claims that Muslims would never be 

accepted “as Muslims” in European democratic secular states.507 He calls for a different 

form of pluralism, one built around communities as independent entities beyond the 

formulation of majority/minorities: a pluralism of multiple minorities in interaction. 

Accordingly, “Muslims in Europe… should be able to find institutional representation as a 

minority in a democratic state that consists of only minorities.”508  

Saba Mahmood on Religion and the Secular State 

Saba Mahmood has made important contributions to the line of thinking that Talal Asad 

prominently represents. Studying religious movements led by women in Egypt, Mahmood 

sought to show the inadequacy of looking at the Islamic revival through the prism of 

“fundamentalism.” She argues instead that it is piety that is a driving force in the lives of 

Muslims, embodying a commitment to the Islamic tradition.509 This is at the same time and 

necessarily a political act. Importantly, these commitments are adhered to with full agency 
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even though they do not fit within the understanding of subjectivity that the humanist and 

secularist legacies have imposed or tried to impose through imperialist agendas.510 It is not 

surprising that Mahmood is highly critical of Muslim secularists and reformers who, in her 

eyes, pursue reform to reinterpret the sacred sources and end up serving the aims of 

Western imperialist powers.511 

In a different work, Mahmood analyzes the situation of the Coptic minority in Egypt and 

argues, in a way that is reminiscent of Asad’s discussion of European Muslims, that the 

biggest impediment to the improvement of the status of the Copts is the secular Egyptian 

state.512 The promise of religious liberty that the latter promotes is an illusion513 because 

ultimately the very existence of that system makes the state interfere with the inner 

workings of the Coptic minority, becoming a threat to its freedom and ability to run its own 

religious affairs.514 In this sense, the authoritarian Egyptian regime is no different than the 

European democracies that carry the banner of minority rights, all give the state the power 

to interfere with the religious minorities and define what forms of religion best fits the 

ideological needs of the state.515 What is important to Mahmood here is that it is erroneous 

to view the problems of non-Western polities “to be the signs of their incomplete 

secularization.”516 Secularism as a project of liberal Enlightenment is thus itself part of the 

problem for both Asad and Mahmood. It is not clear however what the alternative to the 

secular state is in their eyes. Perhaps one might read between the lines of the analyses of 
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these two thinkers a certain nostalgic feel for premodern political frameworks, particularly 

within Muslim contexts.517 Taha Abderrahmane leaves no ambiguity about a commitment 

to such a vision of the world.  

Abderrahmane would certainly join Asad and Mahmood in their seeming rejection of 

secularism and secular frames of reference. At the same time, he provides an alternative 

that posits Islamic orthodoxy with a Ṣūfī focus at the center of the socio-political order, 

thus highlighting the importance of tradition to the present and future of Muslims. Yet, he 

is also willing to engage modernity in a constructive way, setting the stage for what he 

terms an Islamic modernity. This latter would be a good example of the specific forms that 

modernity could take in different contexts, according to some theorists who speak of 

multiple modernities.518 To what extent is Abderrahmane’s Islamic modernity acceptable 

to critics of the secular state like Mahmood and Asad? It is hard to have a confident answer 

on that front. 

On one hand, Asad and Mahmood seem to have sympathy towards the Islamic movements 

that are politically active in contemporary Muslim contexts; nevertheless they are also keen 

on maintaining a rather pristine notion of tradition sans the influence of European thought, 

the latter introducing categories that are alien to that tradition. Does Abderrahmane’s use 

of pragmatics and modern logic for instance in his reformist work put him outside the 

tradition as Asad and Mahmood understand it? Maybe the notion of majāl tadāwulī is a 

valid alternative to the notion of tradition, given that, according to Abderrahmane, it is 
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within it that Islamic discussions ought to occur, including concepts and ideas that stem 

from foreign sources but that are re-rooted Islamically. 

Abderrahmane would also agree that piety is at the core of religious practice in a Muslim 

context, highlighting the crucial role Sufism has played in shaping that piety throughout 

Islamic history, but he would also insist that ethics are even more important in how 

Muslims have practiced their religion to the extent that piety is but one way in which that 

ethical drive manifests itself, insisting that ethics (akhlāq) and works (ʿamal) are deeply 

interconnected.519 Importantly, secularism and a secular state does not only endanger piety 

but ethics/morals themselves. As discussed in chapter four, Abderrahmane sees no ethics 

or morals outside the guidance of religion; secular frames of reference can simply not be a 

basis for ethical values that are necessary for the health of the socio-political order.520 In 

that sense, postsecularism as a conception is useful as a way of recognizing the severe flaws 

of secularism and giving religion, in this case Islam, the guiding hand in driving the train 

of modernity.  

Arkoun would certainly disagree with this assessment because, for him, secular critique is 

necessary to keep all perspectives in check. It is the best tool to fight all attempts at 

sacralizing discourses for the benefit of particular social actors and at the expense of others. 

This would include the practices of the secular state and the claims of the managers of the 

sacred.  What Asad and Mahmood call “tradition” and “orthodoxy” are themselves the 

work of human beings and must be deconstructed as much as the forms that secularism 

takes in particular contexts. The critique of Islamic reason that Arkoun has attempted 
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implies a positioning within a secular space, away from the red lines drawn by Islamic 

orthodoxy. Does this mean that Arkoun is irrelevant to the development of tradition? Not 

necessarily, it depends on how many ears his work finds in the coming decades and in how 

many fruitful directions they take its insights. Tradition develops in direct and indirect 

discussion with all kinds of voices, internally dissenting ones as well as external ones, 

especially as the globe continues to shrink in the future. Perhaps, a new “great 

convergence” is part of the future of Islam, but that would include a much larger tension-

laden conversation involving the full spectrum of thought within Islam, modernist 

reformism in all its forms being only one approach among many. Importantly, if there is a 

path towards such convergence, it appears that we are still very early in the process.   

Without being comprehensive, by putting Abderrahmane and Arkoun in discussion with 

some of the influential trends in the contemporary academic debates around secularism and 

religion, we see that the two Maghribī thinkers can enrich those debates, each from his own 

position of Islamic modernism. Abderrahmane can be situated within the camp that sees 

secularism (and secular frames of reference) as a part, if not a cause, of the problems that 

face contemporary societies around the world. His intellectual project provides a blueprint 

for an alternative to secularism. Arkoun on the other hand joins those theorists who defend 

a new secularism by taking in consideration the critiques of the “masters of suspicion” 

(Nietzche, Marx, Freud), as Paul Ricoeur called them, and of those who followed in their 

steps (Foucault, Derrida, etc…), but without giving up on what they see as important 

achievements of the Enlightenment. Arkoun thus advocates a deeper conversation between 

secularism and religion with the aim of reformulating both for the service of human beings, 
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constructing a new (and renewable) humanism that builds its universality through the 

practice of dialogue.  

   

D. General Conclusion 

This study started with raising a number of questions about how modernist reform in 

Muslim contexts approached the issue of secularism and the input of secular frames of 

reference, elements that imposed themselves during the colonial period and after 

independence. With the advent of nation-states and the encounter with modern legal 

systems, a variety of responses can be seen in the intellectual scenes of the Muslim world. 

I chose to zoom in on the Maghribī context to see how modernist Muslim reformers 

constructed their worldviews, starting from a historical survey that contextualized the 

debates of reformism since the three countries of Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia became 

French colonies.  

From a close reading of the intellectual contributions of important early modernist 

reformers, I argued that they all began from the premise that Muslims had deviated from 

the path of true Islam and that there was a need to recapture the spirit of the original 

message in order to reconnect to that powerful divine blessing. I saw in this commitment 

what I termed a revivalist drive, an attempt to retrieve an alleged pristine Islam that has 

been obfuscated and that needed to be revived to guide Maghribī society at a dire time of 

its history. At the same time, these reformers embraced conceptions and institutions that 

were clearly part of the modern Western intellectual legacy and practice, including 

democracy, constitutionalism, freedom of thought and individual liberties. The difficulty 
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resided in the attempt to locate these conceptions and institutions in a perceived pristine 

Islam with the goal of radically reimagining the inherited Islamic legacy. This is what I 

termed a reconstructionist drive. Importantly, these two drives remained in serious tension 

because all these early attempts at reconciling them remained rather superficial. Of 

particular interest is the ambiguous attitude towards secularism and secular frames of 

reference that one finds across the works of the major figures of early Maghribī modernist 

reformism, like the Moroccan ʿAllāl al-Fāsī, the Algerian ʿAbd al-Ḥamīd ibn Bādīs, and 

the Tunisian ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz al-Thaʿālibī. 

I also argued that in the second half of the twentieth century, while modernist reformism 

lost ground to other perspectives, its engagement with modern Western intellectual thought 

became more direct and sophisticated, partly as a result of much stronger familiarity with 

the intellectual legacies of the West. The methods and approaches that emerged within the 

various fields of the humanities and social sciences in Europe became part of the arsenal 

of modernist reformers; nevertheless, the extent and frequency of use of such methods and 

approaches differed depending on whether a thinker leaned more heavily towards 

reconstructionism or revivalism. Yet, I also suggested that the epistemological priorities 

that a modernist displayed in her or his work made it easier to differentiate between a 

reconstructionist camp, that kept substantial spaces of human life outside the frame of 

Islam, defending what can be labeled a secular space and embracing a more or less secular 

political system, and a revivalist one, that maintained Islam as an all-encompassing system, 

subsuming all reforms and changes under the rubric of an Islamic framework, shunning 

secularism and secular frames of reference. 
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In order to illustrate the difference between revivalist modernism and reconstructionist 

modernism as they evolve in the second part of the twentieth century, I presented the works 

of Taha Abderrahmane and Mohammed Arkoun. This part of the study sought to show that 

a revivalist modernist thinker, like Taha Abderrahmane, would posit a solid and 

identifiable Islamic core based on a strong commitment to texts, doctrines, norms, and 

practices that were part of what Sunnī orthodoxy deemed authoritative and unquestionable. 

That core was seen as beyond critical enquiry and became a starting point for the further 

elaboration of a modernist reformist vision using a range of methodologies in implicit or 

explicit discussion with modern fields of knowledge. Abderrahmane made use of 

pragmatics and modern logic to think about how to establish an Islamic modernity. This 

latter would benefit from the spirit of modernity and its principles, rather than from the 

reality of Western modernity, which is just one possible (and flawed) application of that 

spirit. But whatever is borrowed must either fit or be re-rooted within the Islamic 

deliberative field in accordance with foundational Islamic values as discovered through the 

use of guided reason (based on revelation) and the even higher level of supported reason 

(based on Ṣūfī experience). Therefore, secularism and secular frames of reference that are 

based only on pure reason (based on rationalist philosophical tools) and that reject the 

relevancy of the unseen dimension (ghayb) cannot be a basis for thought or practice in an 

Islamic context. Instead of secularism, the Islamic social order, for Abderrahmane, must 

be based on the “entrusting paradigm” (namudhaj i’timānī), highlighting the role of human 

beings as carrying a trust (amāna) from God under his constant watch and presence. 

 In contrast, a reconstructionist modernist thinker, like Mohammed Arkoun, would 

prioritize contemporary methodologies and philosophical notions and concepts, using their 
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prisms to read the Islamic heritage. The priorities and categories of the late Sunnī 

orthodoxy or even the scriptural sources themselves were not beyond critical assessment. 

Arkoun started his career rediscovering what he termed humanism in fourth/tenth century 

central Islamic lands that carried an open secular spirit and created a culture of openness 

to all forms of knowledge, religious and mundane. This era provided Arkoun with the proof 

that a modern humanism can coexist with Islam. But, this new (and renewable) humanism 

must be constructed out of a commitment to the latest methods of the human and social 

sciences (particularly linguistics, anthropology, sociology, psychology, and history) to 

study Islam critically and deconstruct the sacralizing processes that transformed past 

human intellectual efforts into unquestionable religious truths. For these efforts to continue 

and develop, Arkoun highlights the necessity of secularism as an open philosophical 

attitude that helps face the challenge of knowledge in a constant and consistent manner, 

but not as a militant ideology that seeks to eliminate the input of religion in society. The 

Algerian thinker sees great value in the input of revelation as a linguistic event that changes 

our perception of the human condition, our relation to history, and our activities in the 

production of meaning.  

Finally, I sought to briefly position the intellectual contributions of Abderrahmane and 

Arkoun within the larger recent debates in Western (and global) intellectual circles around 

religion and secularism, showing that both Maghribī thinkers have something valuable to 

add to these conversations. At the same time, I sought to highlight how Mohammed Arkoun 

falls closer to the intellectual trend that defends the continuous viability of the secular state 

but with a drive to rethink secularism to make room for religious discourses to be part of 

the public sphere whereas Abderrahmane is closer to those theorists who see the current 



212 

 

crisis of humanity to be related to secularism and the secular state being tools of hegemony 

and control.   
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———. Le Réformisme musulman en Algérie de 1925 À 1940: Essai d’histoire religieuse 

et sociale. Paris: Mouton & Co., 1967. 

 

Mernissi, Fatema. Le Harem politique: Le Prophète et les femmes. Paris: Albin Michel, 

2010. 

 

———. Islam and Democracy: Fear of the Modern World, trans. Mary Jo Lakeland, 2nd 

ed. Cambridge, MA: Perseus Books, 2002. 

 

Mernissi, Fatima. Beyond the Veil: Male-Female Dynamics in Modern Muslim Society. 

Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987. 

 

Micaud, Charles A. “Bilingualism in North Africa: Cultural and Sociopolitical 

Implications.” The Western Political Quarterly 27, no. 1 (1974): 92-103.  

 

Michel, Marc, ed. Pouvoir et Vérité. Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1981. 

 

Miller, Susan Gilson. A History of Modern Morocco. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2013. 

 

Moosa, Ebrahim. “On Reading Shāṭibī in Rabat and Tunis.” In Maqāṣid al-Sharīʿa and 

Contemporary Reformist Muslim Thought: An Examination, edited by Adis 

Duderija. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014.   

Myers, Sondra, and Patrice Brodeur, eds. The Pluralist Paradigm: Democracy and 

Religion in the 21st Century. Scranton: University of Scranton Press, 2006. 

 



226 

 

An-Naʻīm, ʻAbdullahi A. Islam and the Secular State: Negotiating the Future of Shariʻa. 

Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2008. 

 

———. Toward an Islamic Reformation: Civil Liberties, Human Rights, and 

International Law. Syracuse, N.Y: Syracuse University Press, 1990. 

 

Najjar, F. M. “The Debate on Islam and Secularism in Egypt.” Arab Studies Quarterly 

18, no. 2 (1996): 1–22. 

 

Opwis, Felicitas. “Changes in Modern Islamic Legal Theory: Reform or Reformation?” 

In An Islamic Reformation?, edited by Michaelle Browers and Charles Kurzman. 

Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2004. 

 

———. “Maṣlaḥa in Contemporary Islamic Legal Theory.” Islamic Law and Society 12, 

no. 2 (August 1, 2005): 182–223.  

 

Rahman, Fazlur. Islam and Modernity: Transformation of an Intellectual Tradition. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982. 

 

Rippin, Andrew, ed. Defining Islam: A Reader. London ; Oakville, CT: Equinox Pub, 

2007. 

 

Roy, Olivier. Secularism Confronts Islam. New York: Columbia University Press, 2007. 

 

Ruedy, John. Modern Algeria: The Origins and Development of a Nation, 2nd ed. 

Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2005. 

 

Sadri, Mahmoud. “Sacral Defense of Secularism: The Political Theologies of Soroush, 

Shabestari, and Kadivar.” International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society 

International Journal of Politics, Culture, and Society 15, no. 2 (2001): 257–70. 

 

Said, Abdul Aziz, Mohammed Abu-Nimer, and Meena Sharify-Funk, eds. Contemporary 

Islam: Dynamic, Not Static. London; New York: Routledge, 2006. 

 

Sajoo, Amyn B. ed. Civil Society in the Muslim World: Contemporary Perspectives. 

London; New York: I.B. Tauris, 2002. 

 

———, Muslim Ethics: Emerging Vistas. London; New York: I.B. Tauris, 2004. 

 

Salāmah, Ghassān. Democracy without Democrats?: The Renewal of Politics in the 

Muslim World. London; New York: I.B. Tauris, 1994. 

 

Salvatore, Armando. “Tradition and Modernity within Islamic Civilization and the 

West”. In Islam and Modernity: Key Issues and Debates, edited by Muhammad 

Khalid Masud, Armando Salvatore and Martin van Bruinessen. Edinburgh: 

Edinburgh University Press, 2009. 



227 

 

 

Scott, David, and Charles Hirschkind, eds. Powers of the Secular Modern: Talal Asad 

and His Interlocutors. Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 2006. 

 

Sedgwick, Mark. “In Search of a Counter-Reformation: Anti-Sufi Stereotypes and the 

Budshishiyya’s Response.” In An Islamic Reformation? Edited by Michaelle 

Browers and Charles Kurzman. Lanham: Lexington Books, 2003. 

 

Servier, Jean. Les Berbères. Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 2011. 

 

Sharabi, Hisham. Arab Intellectuals and the West: The Formative Years, 1875-1914. 

Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1970. 

 

Sonn, Tamara. Interpreting Islam: Bandali Jawzi’s Islamic Intellectual History. New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1996.  

 

———. “Islamic Fundamentalism and Political Islam.” History Compass 4, no. 1 

(January 1, 2006): 181–85. 

 

———. “Secularism and National Stability in Islam.” Arab Studies Quarterly 9, no. 3 

(July 1, 1987): 284–305. 

 

Taji-Farouki, Suha. Modern Muslim Intellectuals and the Qur’an. OUP, 2006. 

 

Tamimi, Azzam. Rachid Ghannouchi: A Democrat within Islamism. Religion and Global 

Politics. Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2001. 

 

Tamimi, Azzam, and John L Esposito, eds. Islam and Secularism in the Middle East. 

New York: New York University Press, 2000. 

 

Taylor, Charles. A Secular Age. Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard University 

Press, 2007.  

 

 ———. “Why We Need a Radical Redefinition of Secularism.” In The Power of 

Religion in the Public Sphere, edited by Eduardo Mendieta and Jonathan Van 

Antwerpen. New York: Columbia University Press, 2011. 

 

Al-Thaʿālibī, ʿAbd al-ʿAzīz. Rūḥ al-taḥarrur fīl-qur’ān. Translated by Ḥammādī al-

Sāḥilī. Beirut: Dār al-Gharb al-Islāmī, 1985. 

 

Tozy, Mohammed. “Le Prince, le clerc et L'État: La Restructuration du champ religieux 

au Maroc.” In Intellectuels et militants de l’Islam contemporain, edited by Gilles 

Kepel and Yann Richard. Paris: Seuil, 1990. 

 

Vahanian, Gabriel. Praise of the Secular. Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 

2008. 



228 

 

 

Vikør, Knut S. The Maghreb Since 1800: A Short History. London: C Hurst & Co 

Publishers, 2012. 

 

Volpi, Frédéric, ed. Political Islam: A Critical Reader. London: Routledge 2011. 

 

Waardenburg, Jean Jacques. Islam: Historical, Social, and Political Perspectives. Berlin; 

New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2002. 

 

———. Muslims as Actors: Islamic Meanings and Muslim Interpretations in the 

Perspective of the Study of Religions. Walter de Gruyter, 2007. 

 

Warner, Michael, Jonathan VanAntwerpen, and Craig J. Calhoun, eds. Varieties of 

Secularism in a Secular Age. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2010. 

 

Al- Wazzānī, Muḥammad H. al-Daʿwa ilā al-nahḍa wa al-inbiʿāth. Fez: Muʻassasat 

Muḥammad Ḥasan al-Wazzānī, 1993. 

 

———. Ḥurrīyat al-fard wa-suluṭāt al-dawla. Fez: Muʼassasat Muḥammad Ḥasan al-

Wazzānī, 1987. 

 

———. al-Islām wa al-dawla aw ḥaqīqat al-ḥukm fīl-islām. Fez: Muʼassasat Muḥammad 

Ḥasan al-Wazzānī, 1987. 

 

———. Al-Islām wa al-mujtamaʿ wa al-madaniyya. Fez: Muʼassasat Muḥammad Ḥasan 

al-Wazzānī, 1987. 

 

Zeghal, Malika. Islamism in Morocco: Religion, Authoritarianism, and Electoral Politics. 

Translated by George A. Holoch. 2nd ed. Princeton, NJ: Markus Weiner 

Publishers, 2008. 

 

Zaman, Muhammad Q. Modern Islamic Thought in a Radical Age: Religious Authority 

and Internal Criticism. Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 

2012. 

 

 

 

 


