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Introduction 

After a brief introduction to the context of education in the Middle East since the 60s, the first 

chapter of this paper explores the trends in the post-1977 movements to “Islamise” 

contemporary knowledge and education and their inherent ontological and epistemological 

difficulties. Mapping their connection to the historical Islamic reform movement and 

Islamism, the following chapter explores some of the social and political implications of 

attempting to islamise Western institutions, closing with a discussion of the Islamisation of 

the state construct and the takeover of the state by Islamists in Egypt, based on W. Hallaq’s 

recent critique of the idea of the Islamic state: The Impossible State: Islam, Politics, and 

Modernity’s Moral Predicament.1 This paper assumes some awareness of key figures and 

vocabulary of the Islamic reform movement. 

Key developments in education in the Arab world since the 60s  

In the Middle East, the rationale for “westernization” of Islamic social heritage to curb the 

overwhelming power of technologically advanced, efficient and aggressive Europe run 

parallel to, and in many cases pre-dates, many of the colonial incursions into the area;2 in 

many parts of the Muslim world, the debate over whether Islamic schools should teach 

modern science, provide training in philosophy as well as theology or offer instruction on 

modern politics and citizenship was already underway two centuries ago.3  

Though various post-colonial leaders and regimes in the Middle East have sought to 

implement modernity by means corresponding to their specific regional and historic 

situations, a universal theme subsumes all these strategies, namely the technocratic state 

                                                           
1 Hallaq, W., The Impossible State: Islam, Politics, and Modernity's Moral Predicament [Kindle Edition], 
(Columbia University Press, 2012). 
2 Hodgson, G.S. Marshall, The Venture of Islam, vol. 3: Gunpowder Empires and Modern Times (Chicago and 
London: University of Chicago Press, 1977), p. 303. 
3 Hefner, R.W, Introduction: The Culture, Politics, and Future of Muslim Education in Schooling Islam, Robert 
W. Hefner & Muhammad Qasim Zaman (ed.), (Princeton University Press, 2007), p. 3. 
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project. As Albert Hourani sums up the entire result of the region’s quest for independence: 

“The triumph of nationalism may (…) have appeared (…) to be that of the indigenous 

possessing classes, but (…) the victor was the state itself” (Author’s emphasis).4  

With the modern state project came modern education systems, which increased an already 

existing split between secular and religious education.5 Especially from the 60s onwards, this 

not only brought about a shift in the distribution and style of  knowledge - and Islamic 

knowledge in particular, as the earlier informal teacher-student ethos gave way to ordered 

classrooms, fixed curricula, examinations and professional teachers6 - but, more importantly, 

it gave way to the positioning of effective nation building over and above purpose of 

traditional religion and its central domain of “moral upbringing, moral education and worldly 

moral desiderata”7, in the hope that the potential political message of religious knowledge 

could simultaneously be stabilized and made regime-friendly.8 With this, Islam was relegated 

to a role of social engineering in the drive for the well-functioning, independent and powerful 

nation states.9 

In Egypt, a pivotal country due to the popularity of Nasser, the “crowning moment” in the 

state’s effort to functionalise and objectivise Islam in public education in order to construct a 

public Islam compatible with Egyptian national identity10 was the nationalization of al-Azhar 

in 196111  and, with this act, according to Zeghal, religious education itself had become “re-

centered” and “institutionalized.”12  

                                                           
4 Hourani, A History of the Arab Peoples (London: Faber and Faber, 1991), p. 381. 
5 Ahmed, M.K, Perspectives on the Discourse of Islamization of Education, American Journal of Humanities and 
Social Sciences, Vol 2, No. 1, 2014, p.45. 
6 Hefner, R.W, Introduction, p.33. 
7 Hallaq, Impossible State, p. 7. 
8 Ibid. 
9 This is the main theme of Gregory Starrett's “Putting Islam to Work - Education, Politics, and Religious 
Transformation in Egypt“, (University of California Press, 1998).  
10 Ibid. 
11 Hefner, R.W., Introduction, p. 24. 
12 Ibid, p. 24. 
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However, this “re-centering” and “institutionalisation” through modern governance and 

systematic mass education (as well as the ever increasing accessibility to print and electronic 

media) to reach into the consciousness and everyday lives of ordinary Muslims, 

simultaneously led to an unplanned pluralisation of knowledge and authority13 - which has 

continued unabated until the present day, with varied stakeholders spreading their opinions 

across an ever expanding range of media.14 In recent decades, this has only been amplified by 

globalisation, which “…has fragmented identities, destabilized social hierarchies, and 

challenged all traditions of knowledge and faith.”15 

In addition to this pluralisation, the victory of Israel in the Six-Day War in 1967, the general 

failure of Nasserism16 and decline of the pan-Arab project17 undermined the previously 

dominating assumption that Westernization and secularisation, in education and elsewhere, 

actually strengthened Muslim countries and were the irreversible trend of the future.  

These events brought unforeseen revival of Islam in the 1970s in the Middle East and around 

the Globe18 - in collusion with another key factor following the 1967 oil embargo; the flow of 

petrodollars from the Wahhabi Saudi Arabia to fund Islamic books, scholarships, fellowships, 

and mosques around the world. A part of this revival was the movement to Islamise 

knowledge and, per extension, education.19 

  

                                                           
13 Ibid, p. 13. 
14 Wiebke Lamer, Twitter and Tyrants: New Media and its Effects on Sovereignty in the Middle East, Arab Media 
& Society, Fall 2012, p.17, 
http://www.arabmediasociety.com/articles/downloads/20120826084958_Lamer_Wiebke.pdf, (accessed 
December 21, 2013). 
15 Hefner, R.W., Introduction, p. 3 
16 Podeh, E. and Winckler, O., Introduction in Rethinking Nasserism Revolution and Historical Memory in 
Modern Egypt, (University Press of Florida, 2004) p. 29. 
17 Sela, A., Arab Unity in The Continuum Political Encyclopedia of the Middle East, Avraham Sela (ed.), (New 
York: Continuum, 2002), pp. 160–166. 
18 Feldman, N., The Fall and Rise of the Islamic State (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2008), 
p. 87. 
19 Ahmed, M.K, Perspectives, p. 44. 

http://www.arabmediasociety.com/articles/downloads/20120826084958_Lamer_Wiebke.pdf
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The Islamisation movement 

The Islamic revival of the 1970s has often been associated with Islamist political movements 

(as epitomised by the Muslim Brotherhood), Wahhabi-inspired religious extremism and 

attacks on civilians and military targets, but, as Feldman argues, this in fact represents only a 

small part of the movement.20  

On the intellectual front, by far the most important aspect has been the attempt to recover the 

Islamic ethos by “the deliverance of knowledge from its interpretations based on secular 

ideology,”21 through a process known as Islamisation, a phrase first used in 1978 by the 

Malaysian scholar Syed Muhammad Naquib al-Attas in his book Islam and Secularism,22 

following the gathering of hundreds of prominent scholars in the First World Conference on 

Muslim Education in Makkah in 1977.  

The background of this key event was the realization among Muslim thinkers that the revival 

of Islamic civilisation and culture was possible only by revitalising Islamic education and 

reorganising it on the basis of Islamic concepts; an opinion that has been consistently voiced 

by leading 19th century Muslim reformers.23 The fundamental purpose of the 1977 

conference was “to bring back into the Muslim education, its true lifeblood of the Islamic 

vision.”24  

                                                           
20 Haddad, Y.Y. and Esposito, J.: Islam, Gender and Social Change, Yvonne Yazbeck Haddad and John Esposito 
(ed.) (Oxford University Press, 1997)), p. xvi.  
21 Al-Attas, S. M. N. The Concept of Education in Islam: A Framework for an Islamic Philosophy of Education 
(Kuala Lumpur: Institute of Islamic Thought and Civilization, 1999) p. 26. 
22 Al-Attas, S.M.N, Islam and Secularism, (International Institute of Islamic Thoughts and Civilization, 1978). 
23 Saqeb, G.N., Some Reflections on Islamization of Education Since 1977 Makkah Conference : 
Accomplishments, Failures and Tasks Ahead, Intellectual Discourse, Vol 8, No 1, (2000), p. 45,  
24 Ahmed, M.K, Perspectives, p. 44. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yvonne_Yazbeck_Haddad
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yvonne_Yazbeck_Haddad
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Interestingly, the rationale for Islamisation has a wider scope than what would be considered 

obvious, i.e. the generation of indigenous knowledge and improving the performance of the 

education system to strengthen the Muslim world. The moral critique of the secularised West 

plays a major part in the Islamisation narrative, which mirrors the reformers’ insistence upon 

Islam’s universal moral validity as a harbinger of “freedom, equality and the rights of 

brotherhood”.25 The conference papers define the global scope of its moral mission: “The 

ultimate aim of Muslim education lies in the realization of complete submission to Allah on 

the level of the individual, the community and humanity at large” 26 (Author’s emphasis). In 

the final chapter, we shall discuss how this moral critique and the potential global importance 

of Islam re-surface as key themes – but in a vastly different context – in Hallaq’s 2012 book.  

According to the Islamisation program, knowledge produced in the West no longer 

contributes to human happiness, which would include for Muslims such general issues as 

“trusteeship of man, sacredness of nature, social justice, public interest,”27 but, rather, in the 

words of Hallaq, “Western knowledge is programmatically geared to the service of power, 

discipline, domination…”28 

Opposed to this view, Al-Attas holds that the true purpose for seeking knowledge is “to 

inculcate goodness and justice in man as man and individual self and not merely in man as 

citizen or integral part of society.”29 Indeed Al-Attas himself at the turn of the century 

defined the Islamisation of contemporary knowledge as: “The deliverance of knowledge from 

                                                           
25 Qardawi, Y. The Lawful and the Prohibited in Islam, (Indianapolis, American Trust, 1960), p. 78. 
26 Conference Book, (Jeddah: King Abdulaziz University, 1977), p. 78. 
27 Al Migdadi, M.H. Issues in Islamization of Knowledge, Man and Education, Revue Academique des sciences et 
sociales, no. 7, (2011) p. 6. 
28 ibid, p. 76. 
29 Al-Attas, S. M. N. The Concept of Education, p. 26. 
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its interpretations based on secular ideology; and from meanings and expressions of the 

secular.”30  

According to the proponents of Islamisation, revelation and authority have been rejected and 

doubt and questioning have been accepted as valid tools in the pursuit of knowledge, leaving 

everything open to the whims of opinion; the argument goes that if the rational capacity of 

the human being is the only trusted means of attaining knowledge of the world, the outcome 

of questioning without the guidance of accepted norms will eventually be “Nothingness”.31  

Rejecting modern science and technology, however, was not an option although, as one 

Muslim researcher points out, “dualism and internal conflict of the Western scepticism gave 

birth to an unending curiosity in the West and the desire to know the unknown, which is the 

real motive behind all their new discoveries and inventions.”32 The problem facing the 

Muslim world and Muslim education was and is rather how to reconcile Islam and modern 

science.33 This segregation of secular and divine was the fundamental dichotomy that had to 

be overcome.34 

“Most importantly there was the problem of educational dualism. Unwarranted 

stiffness and taqlid (the emulation of Islamic scholars) anchored the traditional 

educational system. The ulama (religious scholars) had alienated themselves from the 

existing educational practices and trends.”  

While this “stiffness and taqlid” (the emulation of Islamic scholars) was seen to paralyse 

traditional orthodox scholarship and prevent it from bringing Islam effectively into 

                                                           
30 Ibid, p. 26. 
31 Ashraf, A.S and Hussain, S.S. Crisis in Muslim Education (Jeddah, Saudi Arabia: Hodder and Stoughton, 1979), 
p. 16. 
32 Amin, M. Muslim Epistemology: An Analytical Appraisal of Islamization of Knowledge, (Lahore: SAFA 
Educational Reforms Trust, 2009), p. 5. 
33 Ibid, p. 55ff. 
34 Ibid, p. 67-68.  
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modernity, the alternative - the modern re-centering we have discussed above - meant that, 

according to the proponents of Islamisation: 

“… Euro-centric concepts and secularism permeated the whole of modern Muslim 

education. Modern Muslim scholars suffered from chronic dependency and slavery of 

the mind, making them rely heavily on Western concepts. Since education did not 

endorse Islamic vision, it failed to end in the essential awareness among Muslim 

youth, of their identity of belonging to the Muslim Ummah (the global Muslim 

community).”35 

Indeed, given the level of secularisation of the Muslim world, nothing has engaged Muslim 

scholars as deeply as this epistemological, social and political issue of how Islam should 

engage the all-pervading paradigm of modernity.36 However the very process of pluralisation 

of knowledge we have outlined in the previous chapter has impinged negatively on the 

attempt to (re-)Islamise knowledge and education, with debaters not only often seeming to 

hold entirely different points of view, but talking past each other.37  

It is now widely recognised that the Islamisation project has failed to bear the fruit hoped for 

in 1977: As one scholar phrases it 28 years later:  

“All attempts for Islamization of knowledge so far have been a failure in the sense 

that these have only added to the moral degradation of the Muslims instead of cutting 

it down.“38 

As an example, after five further international conferences generating conceptual papers on 

the Islamic approach to knowledge and education - most of which have been published in the 

                                                           
35 Ahmed, M.K, Perspectives, p.45. 
36 Hashim, R and Rossidy, I. Islamization of Knowledge : A Comparative Analysis of the Conceptions of al-Attas 
and Al-Farruqi”, Intellectual Discourse, Vol. 8, No 1, (2000), p. 19. 
37 Al Migdadi, M.H. Issues in Islamization of Knowledge, p. 5. 
38 Amin, M. Muslim Epistemology An Analytical Appraisal, p. 13. 



10 
 

American Journal of Islamic Social Sciences - no textbooks on ‘Islamized’ social sciences 

had yet been produced by 2005.39 A 2012 survey conducted at the International Islamic 

University Malaysia (which, from its establishment in 1983, as a brain-child of al-Attas, “has 

been committed to the integration of Islamic values with the modern fields of knowledge”40) 

admitted a number of unsolved challenges, including “Lack of understanding in the concept 

of Islamisation of knowledge.”41 

Indeed, attempting to unravel the multiple interlocking issues has only seemed to add to the 

confusion. Included in the debate is not simply the question of how sciences might be 

islamised, but whether knowledge and education should be islamised at all. According to 

authors such as Bassam Tibi, for instance, Muslim backwardness in the development of 

science and technology is rooted in Islam itself42 and therefore Islamisation should be 

rejected off-hand.  

But while such secularised Muslim scholars are seen as “the enemy within”43 - agents of 

Western culture and civilization who cause “the de-Islamization of the Muslim mind”44 - 

surprisingly, their position is shared by a group of orthodox ulama – though for the exact 

opposite reason. This group rends the concept of Islamisation null and void because they 

view the Qur’an and prophetic traditions as both sources and means of knowledge. As all 

knowledge was islamised at the event of Divine revelation 14 centuries ago, they oppose all 

                                                           
39 Dangor, S. 2005. Islamization of Disciplines: Towards an Indigenous Educational System.” Educational 
Philosophy and Theory, Vol. 37, No. 4 (2005) p. 528. 
40 Ssekamanya S.A., Hussien, S., et al The Experience of Islamization of Knowledge at the International Islamic 
University Malaysia: Successes and Challenges, New Intellectual Horizon In Education, IIUM Press, Gombak, pp. 
91-110, p. 91. 
41 Ahmad, Z., Othman, R. et al., Integrating And Infusing Of Islamic Values In The Existing Engineering Course 
Subject: A Case Study 1, Advances in Natural and Applied Sciences, 6(5), p. 631.  
 
42 Tibi, B., The Crisis of Modern Islam: A Preindustrial Culture in the Scientific-Technological Age. (Salt Lake City: 
University of Utah Press, 1988), p. 5pp. 
43 Al-Attas, S.M.N., Aims and Objectives of Islamic education, (Jedda, King Abdulaziz University, London, Hodder 
and Stoughton), p. 12. 
44 Ibid, p. 10. 
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Western ideas and values without further assessment and thus have no interest in Western 

education,45 which has only served to support the modernist allegations against traditional 

scholarship of “stiffness” and taqlid (the emulation of Islamic scholars).  

Between these extreme poles, which are based primarily on ontological differences, are 

various shades of grey, where epistemological frameworks overlap, intersect and mix at 

various levels: 

In example of confusion relating to epistemology, some of the liberal Muslim scholars 

contend that “there is only one universal science, its problems and modalities are 

international and there is no such thing as Islamic science.”46 However, their intellectual 

opponents deploy Western scientist and philosophers to reject the notion of a value-free 

science; in his essay Islamization of Discipline, Mohammad Kaosar Ahmed quotes a number 

of notable Westen scholars, including Werkmeister contending that explanation and 

prediction are impossible without reference to the basic value commitments of the agents 

involved and Ravetz acknowledging that modern science is an integral part of European 

civilization.47 

Here, Western scholarship is aligned with both the two main thinkers of the Islamisation 

movement, that of Al-Attas and al-Faruqi. Al-Attas said: “…knowledge is not neutral, but 

can indeed be infused with the nature and content which masquerades as knowledge.”48  

But even though the two main branches the Islamisation movement agree on this key issue, 

and apparently “share similar metaphysical principles (…) as the foundation of their ideas 

[and] subscribe to similar epistemological and axiological principles which are grounded to 

                                                           
45 Al Migdadi, M.H. Issues in Islamization of Knowledge, p. 5. 
46 Hashim, R and Rossidy, I. Islamization of Knowledge, p. 20. 
47 Ahmed, M.K, Perspectives, p. 524. 
48 AI-Attas, Islam and Secularism, p. 127. 
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their metaphysics” 49 there is disagreement on key issues that are in fact of an epistemological 

nature. 

In Al-Attas’ school of thought, modern secular knowledge alone is the problem, as opposed 

to Islamic traditional knowledge “because the latter does not suffer from secularization.”50 

But for the other main school of thought, that of al-Faruqi (founder the International Institute 

of Islamic Thought (IIIT) with Dr. Abdul Hamid Sulayman) who published his Work Plan 

monograph in 1982, the concept of Islamisation of modern knowledge requires reconstruction 

of both modern and Islamic traditional knowledge. Here his call to identify Muslim 

intellectual legacy in order to establish its relevance to modem knowledge has led to 

criticism, especially since he also puts the mastery of modern knowledge prior to the 

understanding of the Islamic legacy and the establishment of the relevance of Islam to 

Western discipline. Nevertheless, his school dominates much of the Islamisation discourse, as 

it is aligned with the reform movements51 which now define the discourse of Islamic debate 

in the Middle East and elsewhere. 

This is also demonstrated by another fundamental difference in the viewpoints of the two 

schools, which is their relationship to Sufism. Al-Attas supports both intuitive knowledge and 

Sufism as a key part of Islamic heritage “...no formulation of a philosophy of education and a 

philosophy of science along Islamic lines can be developed by ignoring the great 

contributions of the Sufi masters on the ultimate nature of reality.”52 Al-Faruqi, on the other 

hand, reflects the hostility found in modern Islamic reform towards Sufism and is mainly 

focused on social transformation: “the spirituality as manifested through tasawwuf (Sufism) 

                                                           
49 Hashim, R. and Rossidy, I. Islamization of Knowledge, p. 38. 
50 Ibid, p. 35. 
51 See section on Social and Political Impact of Islamisation. 
52 Hashim, R and Rossidy, I. Islamization of Knowledge, p. 35.  
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only leads to decay and hence should be regarded as not only as not essential but also 

harmful.”53  

Some Muslim scholars, such as Ziauddin Sardar, argue that much of the “crisis” actually lies 

in the misunderstanding of the nature of knowledge itself; rather than “Islamis[ing] western 

disciplines, which are based on western philosophical assumptions, Muslims should evolve 

their own paradigm and innovate appropriate disciplines within them.”54 According to this 

viewpoint, Muslims must admit the standpoint that knowledge is always a human construct 

that results from human beings’ endeavours to understand the world around them. The 

classical knowledge that is based on the Islamic epistemology (i.e. text sources of Quran and 

Sunna) is therefore not unchangeable. 55  

However - assuming that Muslim scholars can agree on the basic ontology the existence of 

God and the validity of the revelation - which epistemology should follow from this 

“paradigm shift” and what are these “innovated disciplines”? As Dangor notes: “…neither the 

principles of an Islamic epistemology for the natural and human sciences, nor the principles 

of an Islamic methodology have been clearly formulated by scholars involved in the 

Islamization project.”56  

So one of the reasons for the failure of Islamisation, is not only the lacking agreement on the 

ontological basis, but even within the same ontological frameworks, such as we have seen 

with al-Attas’ and al-Faruqi’s approaches, the fundamental failure related to the basic 

premises of scientific theory -  to define and agree on method. 

                                                           
53 Ibid, p. 36. 
54 Cited in Hussien, S., Critical Pedagogy, Islamisation of Knowledge and Muslim Education, Intellectual 
Discourse, vol. 15, no. 1. (2007), p. 94. 
55 Ibid, p. 94. 
56 Dangor, S., Islamization of Disciplines, p. 528. 
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This leads us back to the negative impact of the plurality of knowledge created not only new 

media and the wider access to it. But more importantly, this plurality is the direct result of the 

scepticism towards traditional orthodoxy and the authority of classical scholarship in the 

Islamist mind-set, that is the most defining aspect of the Islamic reform movement, and an 

inseparable part of that movement’s intellectual, political and social legacy. This will be 

explored and exemplified in more detail in the following section. 

Islamism and Islamisation 

One cannot understand the difficulties faced by project of Islamisation without looking at the 

reforming of Islamic scholarship which underline the modern project of political Islamism. 

The confusion that these reforms have caused is shared between Islamism and Islamisation – 

the unravelling of the classical schools of fiqh (science of Islamic law) and aqida (Islamic 

theology) and the opening of the doors of itjihad (here: deduction of rulings directly from 

primary sources of Quran and Prophetic narrations) has deconstructed the cohesive 

epistemological framework of traditional Islamic societies57 to a level where they are now 

rendered virtually meaningless. 

An example of this is found in an article lauding Tunisian religious education’s break from 

the “Salafi” school, where a liberal writer, Lakhdar, promotes what on the surface appears to 

be a fusion, a “rational religious school” which “equips religious education with modern 

sciences.”58 What he means is that sciences drawn from a secular epistemological framework, 

(such as the comparative study of religions), should enframe Islam, reducing its claim to 

absolute truth. He exemplifies how such constructivist sciences as linguistics can teach:  

                                                           
57 Hallaq, W., The Impossible State, p. 168. 
58 Lakhdar, L. Moving from a Salafi to a Rationalist Education, Middle East Review of International Affairs, Vol. 
9, No.1 (2005), p. 30. 
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“…young generations that the religious text is a convergence of texts which interacted 

throughout history and that each text is prone to interpretation due to its metaphoric 

character. Students can then think about the sacred text on their own, and interpret it 

according to people’s interests and needs, as well as the requirements of the times.” 59 

Not only does the very proposition that “students can then think about the sacred text on their 

own” reflect exactly the rejection of taqlid that have made possible the Salafi (reformer) 

interpretation of Islam which he attacks in this essay. But especially interesting is that he uses 

classic fiqh arguments of abrogation to support his case for creating a spiritual, stateless 

Islam: “That some Koranic verses are invalidated by the Koran itself represents an overt 

admission that these were temporal verses whose provisions later became outdated.”60 

However, fully aligned to the doctrines of Islamic reform, while referencing the concept in 

the argument in the following passage, he the author ignores any reference to the complex 

rules that apply to this legal concept in the traditional sciences of Koranic exegesis and usul-

al-fiqh (foundation of jurisprudence), as well as the rationale for its historical deployment in 

the various madhabs (here: the four traditional schools of Islamic law which follow strict 

rules of deduction). By choosing and picking out virtually any aspect of Islamic intellectual 

heritage, without reference to its wider framework, Salafism has created an unintended 

utilitarian aspect to Islamisation in the wider social and political arena. 

The social and political impact of Islamisation 

While the phrase “Islamisation” may have been coined in the 1970s, the activity of the 

Islamisation of Western ideas and ideals goes back to the earliest reform movements of 

                                                           
59 Ibid, p. 31. 
60 Ibid, p. 32. 
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Abduh, Rashid Reda, et al. and has had a most profound impact on the social and political 

sphere across the Arab world. 

As we have outlined above, the key to understanding Islamic reform of the 19th and 20th 

centuries is the reduction of the specific laws of the Sharia to “Islamic principles” 61 through 

the dismantling of specific sciences such as exegesis and usul-al-fiqh as well as the four 

madhabs in their totality. As we have seen in the example of Lakhdar above, with this 

reduction to “Islamic principles,” any interpretation of any text from the Islamic heritage is 

possible in order to Islamise any Western concept. This has been an ongoing process, at 

which Islamist movements have been at the forefront from the earliest days of their inception: 

Hassan al-Banna, the founder of the Muslim Brotherhood, was a reformer in the vein of al-

Afghani and connected via the Dar-al-Ulum school in Cairo to his heir Muhammad Abduh. 

Al-Banna, promoted the same idea - though he did obviously not use the term Islamisation - 

that the modernisation process should take place, but in spite of his demand that it had to be 

brought in line with the Sharia,62 according to Cyril Glassé, “The Salafiyya [reformers] 

sought to accommodate Islam to the ideas of secular materialism, […] where there was a 

conflict, Islamic law could be changed” (Author’s emphasis).63 

Seen in this wide frame, the Islamisation project has had a range far wider than education. 

Over the past 150 years, modernist have attempted to Islamise virtually every Western 

institution and concept, including constitutional nation states,64 democracy65, and tolerance.66 

For example Shaikh Rashid al-Ghannouchi, a leading Tunisian member of the Muslim 

                                                           
61 Wright, Robin, Islam and Liberal Democracy: Two Visions Of Reformation, Journal of Democracy 7.2 (1996), 
p. 64-75, https://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/rwright.htm (accessed May 31, 2014). 
62  Yapp, M.E. The Near East Since the First World War, 2nd Edition, (Longman, 1996), p. 64. 
63 Baring, Evelyn, Modern Egypt vol. 2, (London: The Macmillan company, 1908), p. 181. 
64 Qutb, S. In the Shade of the Qur’an, (London, MWH; 1st Edition, 1979), p. 280-285. 
65 Qardawy, Y. Priorities of the Islamic Movement (Awakening Publications, 2000). 
66 Qardawi, Y. The Sunnah: A Source of Civilisation, http://muqith.files.wordpress.com/2010/10/sunnah_the-
source-of-civilization_yusuf-al-qardawi.pdf, p. 90. 

https://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/rwright.htm
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Brotherhood: “… Islam is not lacking in tenets and practices that are compatible with 

pluralism. Among these are the traditions of ijtihad (interpretation), ijma (consensus), and 

shura (consultation).”67 

This legitimization of Western concepts using the language of the Sharia has so deeply 

penetrated all public discourse on Islam in the Muslim World that it cannot be extradited 

from it, and therefore Islamisation shares its Achilles’ heel: Confusion. As al-Attas himself 

has stated:  

“The rise of the Modernist movement in the latter half of the last century heralded not 

so much the emergence of a Muslim intellectual and spiritual awakening and sobriety; 

it marked, rather, the beginnings of a widespread and systematic undermining of past 

scholarship and its intellectual and spiritual leadership, leaving us to inherit today 

their legacy of cultural, intellectual, and spiritual confusion.”68 

Al-Attas is no doubt indicating here is intellectual opponent, al-Faruqi, who has been 

responsible for bringing much of the language of reform into the discourse of Islamisation 

which al-Attas started in 1978. Al-Faruqi has translated Muhammad ibn Abdal-Wahhab’s 

treatise Kitab at-Tawhid in 1979, stating in the foreword that reason and scientific empiricism 

as compulsory element of Islam: “Religion itself commands [the liberated Muslim mind] to 

be critical, reasonable and empirical…”69 He is closely related to Dr. Abdulhamid Abu 

Sulayman, with whom he co-founded the International Institute of Islamic Thought (IIIT) in 

1981. The IIIT has developed a full-fledged system of reduction of the Sharia to “Islamic 

principles” (here phrased as “Islamic Values”) by using a “New Islamic Discourse” to 

“establish humanities [which] express the Islamic Value outlook. This, indeed, is the 

                                                           
67 Wright, Robin, Islam and Liberal Democracy. 
68 Al-Attas, S. M. N. The Concept of Education in Islam, p. 12. 
69 Al-Faruqi, I.R., Sources of Islamic Thought: Three Epistles on Tawhid by Muhammad ibn Abd al-Wahhab 
(Indianapolis: American Trust Publications, 1980). 
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Islamisation of knowledge.”70 Ten years after Al-Faruqi’s death, in 1996, the IIIT proposed a 

paradigm on which Islamic law could be (re-)formulated which: “…would adopt the form of 

a pyramid, at the top rests the testimony that there is no god but Allah, which is then 

succeeded downwards by the prime values such as justice and equality (…). The scope of 

ijtihad can then be expanded without fear of going wrong.”71 (Author’s emphasis). 

Especially with the rectorship of Dr. Abu Sulayman between 1989 and 1999, these ideas 

entered the International Islamic University of Malaysia (originally founded by al-Attas) 

which has been one of the prime movers of Islamisation of banking ever since; as late as 

2010, the IIUM halal-stamped a plan to offer Sharia-compliant derivatives that allow 

investors to hedge against interest rates. In line with Al-Faruqi’s statement, the rationale is 

fully rational and empirical: “Customers need hedging instruments,” (Author’s emphasis) 

said Aznan Hasan, assistant professor at the IIUM, when discussing whether this new product 

was permitted by Islamic law. Aznan sits on several advisory boards including the one at 

Malaysia’s central bank.72 

The political and social impact of Islamisation is that it has put all the tools of secular 

humanism, including its language, ideas, political institutions and financial instruments, now 

re-framed as Islamic, not only into the common discourse on Islam, but into the hands of 

Islamists to purport their political agenda. 

The rise to power of the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt mean Islamists may now take of the 

kid gloves and use the full power of these constructs to promote whatever interpretation of 

Islam is deemed rational at any given time. While embracing and promoting human rights as 

                                                           
70 Elmessiri, A. Ash-Shar’iyah as-Siyasiyah fil-Islam, Masadiruha wa-Dawabitha, Azzam Tamimi (ed.) (London: 
Liberty for the Muslim World, 1996.) Cited in Vadillo, U.I. in The Esoteric Deviation in Islam (Cape Town: 
Madinah Press, 2003), p. 655. 
71 Ibid, p. 656. 
72 Soraya Permatasari and Suryani Omar, Shariah Hedging Derivatives Start In Malaysia: Islamic Finance, 
http://www.daganghalal.com/HalalNews/HalalNewsDtl.aspx?id=1722 (accessed May 29, 2014). 
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an Islamic principle may be rational while one is powerless and opposing a violent secular 

state machine, it may not be deemed rational once running that same state machine. It would 

seem impossible to resist the urge to use the state machine to socially engineer good Muslim 

citizens in the state’s (new) image of “Islamic”. Indeed recent developments are thought of as 

a step in the “process of re-Islamisation of Egypt into the establishment of a tyrannical 

theocratic regime akin to that of Iran.”73 

Many of the articles associated with rights and freedoms in the new Egyptian constitution 

have a brief addendum which in practice threatens to render them almost null and void, 

according to some political observers. For example “The application of article 219 

undermines the concept of the rule of law, since matters can be adjudicated according to 

stances, views and positions expressed in the wide body of Islamic jurisprudence even if they 

do not exist in the country’s statutory laws.”74 (Author’s emphasis). The wide body of 

jurisprudence - made ever wider by 150 years of Islamic reform - and now readily available 

by picking and choosing at the state’s whim, dictated from a politicised and state-sponsored 

al-Azhar75 and now implemented with the full organisational force of the state, including 

everything from social services76 to of the intelligence services and police. 

The impossible state of Islamisation 

In Wael B. Hallaq’s 2012 seminal work “The Impossible State: Islam, Politics, and 

Modernity’s Moral Predicament,” he defines exactly the process outlined above: 

                                                           
73 Saleh, I., 365 Days of Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt: Contesting Media, Activism, and Power, (2014), 
http://acuns.org/365-days-of-muslim-brotherhood-in-egypt-contesting-media-activism-and-power/, (accessed 
May 30, 2014). 
74 Tadros, M Egypt: the Islamization of state policy, http://www.opendemocracy.net/printpdf/70234  
(accessed May 30, 2014). 
75 Ibid, p. 7. 
76 Ibid, p. 3. 
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“Shari’a lost its autonomy and social agency in favour of the modern state; Shari’a 

was henceforth needed only to the limited extent that deriving certain provisions from 

it – provisions that were reworked and re-created according to modern expediency – 

legitimized the state’s legislative ventures.”77 

This is in every way a direct opposite to the “well-ordered society” which was ”deeply 

democratic and humane in ways unrecognizable to the modern state and its law”78 and where 

“the Muslim court was the product of the community they served.”79 So the core message of 

Hallaq’s book is the oxymoron of “Islamic state” as “both an impossibility and a 

contradiction in terms.”80 According to Hallaq, the state is, and will always be, by its 

ontological nature a western concept, coming as it does with “its own arsenal of 

metaphysics.”81 At a superficial level, the argument is that “paradigmic Islamic governance” 

bears no resemblance to the “paradigmic modern state”82 – which “in its laws, politics and 

society, represents a closely knit unit”83 - and he bears this out in great detail, using historical 

research as well as a number of key western political and ethical philosophers to support his 

argument.  

It is worth noting that one of Hallaq’s key points is the apologetic moral message which is 

found in all reform literature, including texts by al-Attas and al-Faruqi, that, unguided by any 

other law than that which is dictated by expediency, the modern, secular and scientific project 

has no moral substance, and the Islamisation of the state construct - in Iran and now in Egypt 

- has done little to advance an acceptable form of genuine Shari’a governance of traditional 

                                                           
77 Hallaq, W. The Impossible State, p. 64. 
78 Ibid, p. 52. 
79 Ibid. 
80 Ibid, p. 54. 
81 Ibid, p. 155. 
82 Ibid, p. 27. Discussed in chapter 1 and 2 respectively. 
83 Ibid, p. 27. 
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Islamic societies, where “…the community organically made the law.” 84 Not only that, but 

the state’s capacity to operate on the minds of its subject-citizens has actively played a part in 

the creating the prevailing “disenchantment, fragmentation of the self and thoroughgoing 

narcissism”85 where, to use al-Attas’ expression, “Man is deified and Deity humanized:”86 In 

fact, Hallaq devotes the entirety of chapter 5, “The Political Subject and Moral Technologies 

of the Self”87 to a thorough comparison of Sufism as a, using Foucault’s classic term, 

“Technology of the Self” arguing that by its very nature, the state can only fashion a subject 

inconsistent with what it means to live as, or even be, a Muslim. 

But the true import of Hallaq’s book is not the comparison of forms, nor the moral argument,  

but rather that he manages what the combined effort of Islamic reform and the Islamisation 

project has failed to do: To formulate and deploy a critique of modernism that undermines its 

ontological framework, and without apology, all its related doctrines of rationality,88 

technical science and progress,89 as well as the political construct of the state, its bureaucratic 

machinery90 and all social institutions and ideals, including liberal democracy91 and even 

feminism.92 

In doing so, Hallaq has undercut the rationale for the entire reformist project of Islamisation 

of modernity; following his argument, with modernity posited as simply one world view 

among many - and an outmoded93 and dangerous94 one at that - there is no reason to even 
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89 Ibid, p. 15. 
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compare it with the vastly superior social and moral framework provided by Islam, let alone 

make room for it in Islamic discourse. 

By succumbing to the idea of modernism, the Muslims have nothing with which to contribute 

towards the solution to the global crisis, devastating their very claim to having the universal 

solution so boldly outlined in the original Conference papers of 1977, losing in the process 

the opportunity to subject modernity to a restructuring moral critique which “is the most 

essential requirement not only for the rise of Islamic governance, but for our material and 

spiritual survival.”95 Quoting John Gray, Hallaq drives the point home:  

“ (…) to coexist in peace and harmony (…) certain conceptions and commitments that 

have been constitutive, not merrily for the Enlightenment and so of modernity, but 

also, more fundamentally, of the central traditions of western civilization, must be 

amended or abandoned. (…) in which human subjectivity is not taken to be the 

measure of all things…”96 

In summary, although Hallaq does note that on a sheer practical level, the interlocking global 

system prevents a local re-vitalisation of “paradigmic Islamic governance,” this is a moot 

point, for while it may be true that Muslims find in Islam a resource on which they can 

capitalise while facing the challenges of the modern project,97 the attempts at Islamising 

knowledge has lost them not only their trust that their path has indeed been revealed by God 

to “exalt it over every other life transaction (sic),”98 but also the tools to operationalise this 

belief as practical Sharia –  “it’s institutions, hermeneutics and personnel have all vanished 

without hope of return.”99 In spite of all high intentions, the Islamisation process has not 

                                                           
95 Ibid, p. 170. 
96 Ibid, p. 170. 
97 Ibid, p. 171. 
98 Bewley A. and Bewley A. The Noble Qur’an A New Rendering of its Meanings in English, Sura Tawba, verse 
33, (Bookwork, 1999), p. 35.  
99 Hallaq, Imposible State, p.168. 
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developed a new Muslim epistemology to reframe and vitalise Islam against the modern 

paradigm, but has rather fused with the reformist discourse dating back to 19th Century and 

thereby, as noted above, only “added to the moral degradation of the Muslims.”100 To come 

full circle, we might quote Lord Cromer - mentor to the Egyptian reformer Muhammad 

Abduh - who asserted: 

“Reformed Islam is Islam no longer.”101 

  

                                                           
100 Amin, M. Muslim Epistemology An Analytical Appraisal, p. 13. 
101 Cited in Hodgson, Venture of Islam, p. 242. 
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