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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The Unbearable Intimacy of
Language and Thought in Islam

Ebrahim Moosa

Although Westerners may have the impression that Islam is and always has been
dominated by a radical fundamentalism that finds all meaning and value un-
problematically articulated in an ancient sacred text, as Ebrahim Moosa here
observes there have in fact long been real differences within the Muslim com-
munity concerning the nature of language, including sacred language, and the
proper modes of its interpretation. In this essay Professor Moosa explores in par-
ticular the ways in which the influential eleventh-century thinker, al-Ghazali, ad-
dressed the fundamental issues of the origin of language (divine or human?); the
development and change of language (how possible if language is divine in ori-
gin?); and the nature of interpretive authority (self-evidence or the judgment of
the community of Arabic speakers?). It is most fitting to close this book with this
essay, for it emphasizes simultaneously the deep pluralism that is the hallmark of
the conversation the book seeks to capture and continue, especially the continuity
across religious traditions of the most basic questions of language, meaning, and
authority.

A whole mythology is deposited in our language.
— Ludwig Wittgenstein, Remarks on Frazer’s Golden Bough

But we do not think in words. Or rather, we sometimes think in words. Words are scattered archi-
pelagos, drifting, sporadic. The mind is the sea. To recognize this sea in the mind seems to have
become something forbidden, something that the presiding orthodoxies, in their various manifes-
tations, whether scientistic or merely commonsensical, instinctively avoid. Yet this is the crucial
parting of the ways. It is at this crossroads that we decide in which direction knowledge will go.
—Roberto Calasso, Literature and the Gods
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Public discussions about Islam are often reductive, hiding more than they are
supposed to reveal. Talk about “Islamic fundamentalism” might give comfort
to those who like to talk in ideological keystrokes, but it remains a problematic
category precisely because it also carries an unusual and complex political
freight. For surely, literalism and fundamentalism are trends that are also per-
vasive in Jewish, Christian, Buddhist, and Hindu traditions; yet many politi-
cal pundits and commentators present fundamentalism as unique to Islam.

What most people avoid talking about is the heightened political conflict,
dramatized by the attacks on September 11, 2001, and subsequent events that
manifest hegemonic Euro-American dominance being met by Muslim resist-
ance. The latter is a political resistance that draws on religious resources and
cultural memories of a variety of Muslim societies. And since religio-political
discourse is an anomalous category in Euro-America, “political Islam,” “Islamic
fundamentalism,” or “militant Islam” are identified as problems. Of course
each of these categories have complex narratives and mean different things in
Western and Muslim contexts. This is not the place to discuss the interface of
religion and politics. Suffice it to say that those of us who examine cultural for-
mations are ignorant at our peril if we fail to account for the political battles
that are shaping the languages of the cultures in question.’

That caveat notwithstanding, it is equally true that within Muslim commu-
nities there are ensembles of critical issues being debated that, because they
do not make for tantalizing and sensational headlines, do not enjoy the seri-
ous scholarly scrutiny they deserve. For at least a century, Muslim thinkers
have been struggling with the impact of modernity on the premodern Mus-
lim traditions, especially the way modern modes of thinking affect the inher-
ited values and practices of tradition. Unique challenges arise when the forces
of social change and history disrupt values stemming from tradition. So, for
instance, when tradition reasserts itself in the lives of contemporary Muslims
as alternative political proposals informed by Islamic political and legal tra-
ditions, these initiatives clearly trigger fears in outsiders and pose challenges
to those who embrace Islamic discourses.

Some of these fears are sensationally mediated through malevolent repre-
sentations of Islam. Most Muslim law (shari‘a) is held up as an anachronism by
outsiders and insiders alike (for good humanitarian reasons), but it is equally
ubiquitous as a ground of attack against Muslims. In many instances, it is crude
abuses of Islamic law by demagogues that are held out as typical, as the trials
of women charged for adultery in Nigeria under shari‘a law in recent years
has so painfully demonstrated.
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