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the state of islamic studies  in american universities  
was a project undertaken by IIIT and the Center for Islam and 
Public Policy (CIPP) between the years 2004 and 2007 resulting in 
the publication of the 1st edition of Observing the Observer: The State 
of Islamic Studies in American Universities. As IIIT presents this second 
edition we reflect on the journey it has taken since its initial release. 
The insights, findings and discourse contained within the essays that 
make up the volume resonated with readers, sparking discussion and 
inspiring further research. 

Indeed, at the time of writing and the protests which have taken 
place across American campuses the need for open discourse has 
never been more pressing. The complexities surrounding identity, 
culture, and religion demand thoughtful engagement, particularly in 
the field of Islamic studies and the work remains as relevant today as 
when first published, if not more so.  

Today as then the current state of relations between the U.S. and 
the Muslim world, as well as debates about Islamic education and 
study programs in American campuses, necessitated a thorough and 
rigorous study of Islam in American universities. Through both 
qualitative and quantitative research, the project sought to develop 
an understanding of the origins, history, and growth of the disci-
pline, tracing the historical roots of Islamic studies in American uni-
versities, examining their current state, presenting and analyzing the 
theoretical frameworks and methodologies of approaching the study 
of Islam and Muslim world affairs, and collecting and disseminating 
data on the major academic programs for the study of Islam and 
Muslim world affairs in American universities. 

To reierate, as part of the project research, a scholarly and edited 
volume was compiled forming this work: Observing the Observer, a 

foreword
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collection of papers covering a wide variety of topics, including the 
historical development of the field, Western approaches to Islamic 
studies, the study of Qur’an, gender, and Sufism in Islamic studies 
programs, conversations with scholars, and analysis of Islam 101 
courses.  

We hope that both general and specialist readers benefit from the 
perspectives offered and the overall issues examined in the book. 

Where dates are cited according to the Islamic calendar (hijrah) 
they are labelled ah. Otherwise they follow the Gregorian calendar 
and labelled ce where necessary. Arabic words are italicized except for 
those which have entered common usage. Diacritical marks have been 
added only to those Arabic names not considered modern. English 
translations taken from Arabic references are those of the author. 

The IIIT, established in 1981, has served as a major center to  
facilitate serious scholarly efforts based on Islamic vision, values and 
principles. The Institute’s programs of research, seminars and confer-
ences during the last thirty years have resulted in the publication of 
more than five hundred titles in English and Arabic, many of which 
have been translated into other major languages.  

We express our thanks and gratitude to the contributors for their 
cooperation throughout the various stages of production. We would 
also like to thank the editorial and production team at the IIIT London 
Office and all those who were directly or indirectly involved in the 
completion of this book including, Shiraz Khan, Dr. Maryam 
Mahmood, Tahira Hadi, and Salma Mirza. May God reward them for 
all their efforts.  

 
IIIT LONDON OFFICE  

March 2025

forew o rd
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THIS Introduction addresses two key aspects of the study of Islam at 
U.S. universities. The first part briefly situates how the study of Islam is 
linked to and shaped by U.S. policy considerations and geopolitics. 
This topic was previously explored in the 2014 introduction of 
Observing the Observer: The State of Islamic Studies in American Universities 
by Mumtaz Ahmad and his co-editors. A decade having passed since 
then, I will highlight only a few salient issues. 

The second aspect offers a more substantive examination of the 
intellectual agenda that Islamic studies at U.S. universities might con-
sider, keeping past experiences and anticipated developments in mind. 
The demographics of faculty and students engaged in the study of 
Islam have shifted noticeably, leading to inevitable changes that have 
sparked debate within the academy about the role and place of Islamic 
studies in U.S. higher education. 

 
part 1:  geopolitics and scholarship on islam  

in the united states 
 

It is worth briefly recapping the venues and learned societies in the 
United States where the study of Islam is cultivated. The 2014 intro-
duction to this book detailed the relationship between Islamic studies 
and U.S. government policy. A recap is necessary because Islamic 
studies has yet to achieve an autonomous position in the academic 
landscape of U.S. universities and remains deeply intertwined with 
national learned societies as well as global and national politics. 

The American Oriental Society (AOS), founded in 1842, is one of 
the oldest learned societies in the U.S. dedicated to the study of the 

ix
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Reading Tradition: Pathways to  
the Study of Islam
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cultures, histories, and literatures of the Near East and Asia. Addressing 
more contemporary issues is the Middle East Institute, established in 
1946 to promote knowledge of the region, though critics argue that it 
tends to align with the policies of incumbent administrations. The 
larger and more dynamic Middle East Studies Association (MESA) was 
founded in 1966. The platform for Islamic studies was further expand-
ed through the American Academy of Religion (AAR), established in 
1905 and renamed in 1963 with its current title. In 1973, Ism¥¢Ïl R¥jÏ 
al-F¥r‰qÏ (d. 1986) presented at a co-convened panel on the “Muslim-
Christian Encounter” at the AAR. That same year, an Islamic Studies 
Consultation – later formalized as a “Group” within the AAR – was 
established. However, by 1983, F¥r‰qÏ resigned in frustration over the 
AAR Program Committee’s failure to give Islamic studies the atten-
tion it deserved.1 F¥r‰qÏ was a pivotal figure behind the International 
Institute of Islamic Thought (IIIT), under whose imprint this book is 
published. 

Since F¥r‰qÏ’s time, and that of his contemporary Charles Adams – 
who recalled being sometimes the sole presenter on Islamic studies at 
the AAR – the field has grown significantly. Today, the AAR hosts 
several specialized committees dedicated to Islamic studies, has had 
multiple presidents specializing in a field of study related to Islam, and 
has at least one Muslim president. Demographically, these learned 
societies now include a broad range of participants, with a growing 
number of scholars of Muslim heritage, many of whom were born in 
the U.S. and others who trace their ancestry to various parts of the 
Muslim world. 

The views of Carl Ernst on research questions, methodologies, and 
the diverse audiences in classrooms and the reaction of the broader 
American public have already been discussed in Essay 10 of this vol-
ume, authored by the late Mumtaz Ahmad. Unlike the last decades of 
the twentieth century, the field of Islamic studies is gradually diversify-
ing in both its participants and areas of focus. Increasingly, scholars of 
Muslim heritage hold teaching and leadership positions at U.S. univer-
sities. Their participation in learned societies like the AAR, MESA, 
and AOS, as well as their influence in classrooms and research agendas, 
has generated new interests, questions, and occasionally, suspicion and 
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dissatisfaction. These interests vary widely, encompassing professional, 
societal, and personal dimensions, as well as impacting political and 
public spheres. 

Scholars unaffiliated to Islam as a faith tradition have long set the 
agenda for Islamic studies in the West. Many maintain a keen interest 
in Islam as a religion, approaching it through comparative religion or 
theology, and they bring distinct inquiries to the academic table. These 
contributions are significant and valued, enriching the field’s diversity 
and advancing its intellectual rigor. However, for some, recent shifts in 
research focus are difficult to accept.The orientalist approach to 
Islamic studies is not monolithic—and many scholars who identify 
with this label do so freely. Others whose research agendas are more 
hostile to Islam, an attitude once widely accepted, now find their views 
increasingly challenged in the academy. 

Historically, the academic study of Islam in the West has passed 
through multiple stages, each tied to distinct political and economic 
phases in the West’s encounters with Muslim-majority and Muslim-
minority societies. From the period of Muslim rule in Spain, Christian 
scholars eagerly sought knowledge about Muslims and their scriptures. 
In the premodern era, European embassies frequently visited Muslim 
lands for diplomatic purposes. However, European colonization from 
the sixteenth century onward introduced a distinct agenda: to study 
the Orient and Africa in order to govern and control their peoples. 
Islam, as both a faith and a civilization, remained a central focus of this 
colonial enterprise. 

The essays in the 2014 edition of Observing the Observer highlighted 
some of the political issues shaping the academic study of Islam, the 
Middle East, and its languages and cultures. The introduction and 
essays documented various thematic issues affecting Islamic studies in 
the United States. Some authors identified historical trends, elaborated 
on specific fields of study, and commented on disciplinary develop-
ments, while others proposed ideal frameworks for the flourishing of 
Islamic studies in the American academy. Contributors also noted 
constitutional challenges affecting the study of religion, including 
Islam, at public universities, as well as the impact of landmark security 
legislation on the study of the Middle East and Islam. For example, the 
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1958 National Defense Education Act encouraged the acquisition of 
less commonly taught Middle Eastern languages.2 It is worth noting 
that a decade earlier, in 1947, Britain’s adoption of the Scarborough 
Report had similarly emphasized the study of Asia and Africa in British 
academia as a national priority.3  

Recent campus protests in the U.S. present a complex challenge for 
universities, particularly with regard to balancing the principles of free 
speech with the need for a safe and inclusive environment for all stu-
dents. On the one hand, universities encourage diverse viewpoints as 
essential components of academic freedom. On the other hand, they 
voice concerns in relation to parties who may feel marginalized or 
threatened by certain expressions. This dual commitment is placing 
universities in a difficult position. The dynamic raises important ques-
tions about the role of academic institutions in fostering open 
discourse while also considering the implications of speech that in their 
opinion may be harmful or divisive. It is an interesting time in which 
thoughtful dialogue is required and a commitment to fostering a 
respectful campus climate. 

The evolving political landscape in the United States, coupled with 
the increasing diversity of the American Muslim population, has sig-
nificantly transformed the study of Islam and Muslim societies, both 
domestically and globally, in profound and intriguing ways. While the 
academic focus on politics in the Middle East, Asia, and Africa will 
continue to fluctuate in response to global events – particularly those 
impacting U.S. interests – the domestic ramifications of these develop-
ments on the broader public and the Muslim community, remain 
difficult to predict. At no point in history has the responsibility of  
the academic community been more critical in educating domestic 
audiences about how the media, and special interest groups perpetuate 
the scapegoating of Muslims, Arabs, and people of color to advance 
narrow agendas. 

As these challenges loom – or, in many cases, as they are already 
unfolding – the study of Islam faces a pivotal moment. The field’s  
trajectory will likely involve a complex interplay of challenges and 
opportunities, shaped by the existing networks of learned societies and 
the evolving academic landscape at American universities. Moving 
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forward, the discipline must navigate these dynamics with both rigor 
and sensitivity, ensuring that it remains a vital force for fostering 
humanistic understanding and justice in an increasingly interconnected 
world.4   

 
part i i :  challenges and opportunities   

in islamic thought 
 

One of the key challenges facing Islamic thought today is the growth 
of an interdisciplinary field that integrates both quantitative and quali-
tative disciplines affecting Islam and Muslims, cultivated in U.S. 
universities and beyond. Here I will focus on the study of Islam. This 
scholarly legacy is marked by tensions between dispassionate, descrip-
tive approaches to the study of religious phenomena and those who 
approach the subject with a commitment rooted in faith or in human-
istic pursuits. These tensions manifest both within the academy and in 
interactions with traditional practitioners of Islam outside academic 
institutions, and this constituency is also addressed here. My approach 
in this introduction was to signal trends, point to debates and signpost 
possible pathways without claiming to be exhaustive. 

In many parts of the world, including the United States, the divide 
between the academy and society – between university-educated 
scholars of Islam and traditionally-trained theologians, madrasa-edu-
cated scholars – has become increasingly apparent. These differences 
are not merely about confessional versus non-confessional approaches, 
but also about how the history and tradition of Islam are interpreted by 
a wide array of scholars. While the tension between confessional vs 
non-confessional is often unproductive and avoidable, it persists. 
Notably, there has been a rise in institutions of higher Islamic learning 
within Muslim communities in North America, including Islamic col-
leges, madrasas, and traditional seminaries (d¥r al-¢ul‰ms) focused on 
Islamic theology and law. Many graduates of these institutions aspire to 
pursue advanced education at universities to better serve their com-
munities and educational institutions. If this trickle of students turns 
into a steady stream, there is reason for optimism that they will become 
valuable contributors to advancing Islamic thought. The conditions in 

Introduction: Reading Tradition: Pathways to the Study of Islam

xiii

NEW EDN 19MAY 2025 Observing the Observer TEXT.qxp_Revised Papers  16/10/2025  10:59  Page xiii



North America could foster respectful intellectual exchange rather 
than unproductive hostility. Dismissing these traditional institutions as 
merely confessional divinity schools unworthy of academic recogni-
tion would be an unfortunate and shortsighted attitude. In many parts 
of South and East Asia and Turkey, among other countries, graduates 
from traditional institutions are admitted to different fields of studies in 
the humanities and the social sciences. Instead, there are opportunities 
for U.S. universities to embrace multiple approaches to the study of 
Islam, promoting greater complexity and expansion in Islamic thought. 
Changing demographics and new student cohorts might encourage 
universities to reconsider rigid methodologies and explore more open, 
creative, and experiential approaches. 

Decades ago, Isma¢il al-Faruqi championed the idea of the 
“Islamization of knowledge,” which sought to align knowledge pro-
duction with Islamic conceptual and normative frameworks. Initially 
met with enthusiasm, this project led to the establishment of several 
Islamic universities worldwide. However, like any hyper-normative 
and ideological endeavor, its limitations became evident over time. 
Attempts to wed knowledge to ideological projects often constrain 
intellectual exploration. A less prescriptive alternative, epistemic inte-
gration, represents a more laudable direction in intellectual thought.5  

The process of knowledge integration requires ongoing refinement 
and intensification, meaning rigorously pursuing the virtue of differ-
ence in the pursuit of knowledge. The goal is to uncover the reality of 
the world as it is, for it is in this effort that creativity flourishes. 
Rigorous pursuit of Islamic thought demands an equally rigorous 
embrace of knowledge in its most comprehensive forms. This is where 
proposals for Islamic thought often falter: when the pursuit of knowl-
edge is subordinated to narrow identity or ideological agendas. Only 
through unfettered intellectual exploration can meaningful break-
throughs in Islamic thought be achieved. Embracing analog thinking 
that anticipates a continuous spectrum of knowledge in the field of 
Islamic studies is better than its opposite—digital thinking that espouses 
binary and either/or units of thinking. Binary thinking encourages the 
search for an intellectual saviour, a feature that still predominates the 
field of Islamic studies. Scholarship is additive; some scholars make a 
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larger impact than others, but no one provides the totality of answers to 
complex questions either in a single book or in a lifetime’s scholarly 
output.  

Islamic thought, as a field encompassing multiple disciplines and 
approaches, necessitates both disciplinary openness and a creative, 
active engagement with learning. Learning (ta¢lÏm and tarbÏya) opens 
one to living concepts and ideas, which are inherently antithetical to 
fixed modes of thinking. Fixed modes generate similarities, shared fea-
tures, hierarchies, and limits but fail to produce dynamic, living con- 
cepts.6 In theory, there is no single modality for experiencing faith, 
practicing religion, or understanding a complex civilizational tradition 
like Islam – even within a broad framework of normativity. It is pre-
cisely when individuals exercise their choices that a tradition becomes 
dynamic and flourishes. 

Of course, one cannot be naive: all forms of knowledge have pedi-
grees, or genealogies. Knowledge emerges as a creative and active 
process, cultivated and nurtured within specific contexts. Each con-
text in which knowledge is produced becomes embedded, con- 
sciously or subliminally, into the mechanisms of knowing. Existence – 
or being in the world – is inseparable from knowing (epistemology), as 
our beings and bodies participate in the learning process. Thus, knowl-
edge continuously produces new ways of knowing and being. Viable 
truths sustain life, but since no two moments are identical, there is 
always potential for creativity and renewal. Knowing and existence are 
continuous processes. Knowledge also generates power, which can 
both empower and be abused. 

As an active process, knowledge inherently resists ideological pres-
sures, power impositions, and prescriptive ways of knowing. Learning 
new ideas, engaging with the discourses of others, acknowledging and 
organically integrating them into one’s understanding are all part of the 
creative act of learning and knowing. The method is simple, not com-
plicated: to deploy knowledge in a way that harmonizes all human 
faculties. Achieving collaboration among the complex faculties of an 
individual – or within a university – is perhaps the most daunting task. 
Pursuing rigid methods is as futile as searching for a treasure with a 
map; most treasures do not come with a guide. 

Introduction: Reading Tradition: Pathways to the Study of Islam
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Yet, many contemporary Muslim thinkers hesitate to immerse 
themselves fully in the pursuit of knowledge – particularly when it 
comes to issues related to the dÏn (practices that offer deliverance, 
called religion in modernity), with its ethical, theological, spiritual, 
and legal dimensions. Traditional ¢ulam¥ (scholars) trained in Islamic 
universities, madrasas, and ̂ awzas worldwide could benefit from expo-
sure to complex forms of knowing and exploration, making the 
inherited Muslim tradition more dynamic and capable of addressing 
the increasing complexity of the post-modern world. 

When it comes to Islamic thought, many Muslim thinkers and 
practitioners still practice a form of knowledge segregation – distin-
guishing between knowledge of the Islamic tradition and “other” 
knowledge produced in secular spheres. The former is deemed licit, 
while the latter is often viewed with suspicion or outrightly rejected, 
save for a few who are open to cross-pollination between knowledge 
traditions. For most traditionalists, the two shall never meet. In their 
view, knowledge is not cosmopolitan but confined to geographical, 
imaginary, and faith-based boundaries. The decolonial critique of 
Western knowledge is often misunderstood; it is not a wholesale rejec-
tion of Western intellectual traditions but an exposé of their 
limitations, prejudices, and harms. It cannot entail a total rejection of 
what we know. Instead, there is a need to robustly pursue pluriversality 
– the embrace of diverse knowledge formations. However, it would 
be misguided to think that an entirely new discursive tradition can be 
built only on a foundation of disenchantment, disappointment, and 
resentment. 

 
ReImagining Islamic Tradition 
 
Let’s explore how one might engage with the Islamic tradition. It is not 
helpful to discuss “Islam” without qualifying the time, place, and con-
cepts involved. When lay people or non-experts invoke the term 
“Islam,” they often mean something prescriptive and normative, 
assuming there is one right answer. The reality is more complex, but in 
a practical sense people need answers. In a more informed context, the 
term “Islam” can refer to civilization and culture possessing internal 
diversity and plurality. 
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Historically, it is preferable to discuss the Islamicate – cultural prac-
tices, political systems, and global interactions fostered within societies 
where Islam was the dominant “religious tradition,” as Marshall 
Hodgson describes. A civilization, for Hodgson, consists of “formative 
ideals” that are not static but continuously evolve. Islamicate civiliza-
tion encompassed multiple cultures and diverse religious traditions, 
including Jewish, Christian, Hindu, and Buddhist, all of which con-
tributed to its cultural dialogues. Hodgson, as explained by Edmund 
Burke III, argued that “the notion of a dialogue with the formative 
ideals permits him [Hodgson] to conceive of an Islamic civilization 
that is sufficiently generously defined to admit all manner of sub- 
dialogues, parallel (often competing) cultural traditions, and regional 
variations.”7 In doing so, Hodgson was open to various practices of 
Islam without succumbing to the sterile debate over the “real” Islam.  

For Hodgson, “culture” centered on a lettered tradition historically 
distinctive of Islamdom, where Muslims and their faith were domi-
nant, and where Muslims and non-Muslims shared and participated in 
society. As Bruce B. Lawrence noted, “Islam is radically cosmopoli-
tan…Islam, born in an Arabian niche, became a cultural and trade 
entrepôt linking the Mediterranean world to the Indian Ocean via the 
Red Sea.”8 After the seventeenth century, Muslim intellectual and 
cultural actors tapped into “Muslim networks,” which involved a 
choice to connect across recognized boundaries. Socio-political 
movements linked with each other in the early nineteenth-century 
ummah, providing a bond of faith and practice. With the rise of 
nation-states and nationalist identities, the discourse of civilization has 
receded but not entirely. People now discuss Islamic civilization in the 
past and Islamic culture in the present. Given the diversity of Islamic 
cultures, which merge universal Islamic features with national ele-
ments, “tradition” serves as the link to the past to address concerns 
related to continuity and authenticity. Debates about Islamic tradition 
are complex and contested.9 However, the quest for a civilizational 
discourse continues. Several authors committed to Islam in the late 
twentieth century aspired to a civilizational debate where faith and 
ethics were the starting point for a dynamic civilization.10 These 
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avenues are worth revisiting for more critical discussions especially the 
role of the political in making of tradition and civilization. 

 
Thinking of Tradition 
 
In the debates surrounding the Arab awakening (nah\a) in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, the term “tradition,” or tur¥th in 
Arabic, gained significant attention, especially by the mid-twentieth 
century.11 The Arab awakening focused on intellectual revival and 
reform in education, politics, society, and religion, involving transla-
tion, literary innovation, historical and philosophical inquiry, modern 
schools, modernism, and nationalist social reforms. It generated sub-
stantial intellectual ferment – reinforcing and preserving older 
scholarly traditions, undermining existing ones, importing new tradi-
tions, or creating hybrids. A most unhelpful feature in the engagement 
with the tur¥th is a regrettable feature of what I call, “scapegoat histori-
ography.”12 By this I mean the predisposition to study the tradition 
with a view to establish causes and reasons why Muslim civilization 
ceased to flourish in the view of these ideologues. Based on very 
sketchy evidence, centuries of complex scholarship is unthinkingly 
scapegoated as the cause of civilizational decline. Some of the standard 
scapegoat narratives that masquerade as ‘causes’ are to hold Ab‰ 
¤¥mid al-Ghaz¥lÏ (d. 1111) responsible for arresting philosophy and 
reason-based discourses, for his critique of some of the views of the 
Muslim philosophers. Another is to blame sufism for the infusion of 
debilitating gnostic thought into the body-politic of Islam from the 
eleventh century onwards.13 While these debates about the tur¥th 
were energetically pursued in the Arab-majority regions of the 
Muslim world, they manifested under different names elsewhere, par-
ticularly in Muslim communities in North America and Europe, as 
well as through global academic scholarship on Islam.  

In both Arabic-speaking and non-Arabic-speaking religious schol-
arly circles of the¢ulam¥, the term tur¥th was not frequently employed as 
a conceptual resource. Some ¢ulam¥ involved in Islamic reform, such as 
Jam¥l al-DÏn al-Afgh¥nÏ (d.1897) and Muhammad ¢Abduh (d. 1905), 
used the term with reference to the archive. ¢Abd al-Ra^m¥n Ibn 
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Khald‰n (d.1406), whom some traditionalist scholars referenced, used 
the term tur¥th in two senses: securing a political legacy for offspring 
(^if· al-tur¥th ¢ala al-abn¥) and as material inheritance, but not as an 
intellectual tradition.14 A shift is noticeable in the discourses of  
legendary spiritual master and anti-colonial activist ¢Abd al-Q¥dir al-
Jaz¥ʾirÏ (d.1883). He cautioned against abandoning the “tur¥th of our 
pious ancestors” in favor of foreign novelties. Muhammad ¢Abduh is 
alleged to have remarked: “The tur¥th of our ancestors is a treasure, but 
it must be sifted with the sieve of reason.” 

It was customary among traditional scholars to discuss various disci-
plines of thought (¢ul‰m) and the diversity of perspectives documented 
and canonized. In one sense tradition is largely a canon of exemplary 
texts, with some deemed more important and referred to as “classics” 
and the discursive traditions they inhabit.15 At least some traditional 
¢ulam¥, including those involved in the nah\a, preferred to use the term 
ijtihad, meaning “intellectual effort,” to engage the tradition to arrive 
at new discursivities. The texts and the history of the tur¥th serve as a 
repository for memory, insights and wisdom, but also difference 
between the past and present. They invite repeated engagement and 
re-readings that may yield new interpretations. Nowadays it is com-
mon to refer to the complex tradition as simply ‘the Islamic tradition.’ 
However, greater specificity is required and should be encouraged. 

The vocabulary of ‘tradition’ might imply singularity, but it is not. 
When ‘the Islamic tradition’ is invoked, closer investigation reveals a 
multiplicity of meanings and traditions. Islamic practices, both histori-
cally and contemporarily, are marked by difference. Ideas, concepts, 
and practices across different geographical areas, from the Nile to the 
Oxus historically and in today’s globalized world, demonstrate that 
differences persist.16 Normative claims are understood and practiced  
differently by various actors due to changes brought about by time, 
geography, and technology. 

Students of Islam in the American academy might hope to advance 
the literacy and understanding of Islam as a complex tradition. 
Renowned anthropologist Talal Asad reflects on tradition in terms of 
critique, good order, as a network, and as a means of navigating dis-
agreement.17  Asad argues that tradition occurs in a traditional mode of 
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thought, and that critique and invention are processes through which 
traditions overcome their limitations. He posits that tradition serves as 
a way of navigating uncertainty and disagreement regarding what is 
inside and outside of a tradition. 

The study of Islam in the American academy can benefit from a 
deeper engagement with Asad’s proposal for critique, constructive dis-
agreement, and embracing uncertainty for creativity and movement. 
Arabic thought distinguishes between two related words, each signify-
ing differently within a conceptual framework. One is khil¥f, meaning 
contrarian and adversarial, resulting in conflict without addressing a 
constructive purpose. Thus, in matters of dÏn, or required practices for 
deliverance, maintaining a conflictual stance (khil¥f) is viewed as 
heresy (bid¢a).18  

To understand the more meaningful term ikhtil¥f fully, philologists 
suggest examining the Arabic language’s lifeworld. In ancient Arab 
life, people observed various animal behaviors. For instance, if a hyena 
saw a rider, it would flee (khil¥f), while a fox would confront the rider. 
An Arabic parable states, “you are as contrary as a hyena, shunning a 
rider.”19 As Syrian thinker Salih al-Farfur noted, khil¥f is not construc-
tive and fails to engage with the issue.20 In contrast, ikhtil¥f denotes 
intellectual disagreement if legitimate epistemic differences underlie 
the disagreement. 

Disagreement centers on debates about evidence (dalÏl pl. adilla), 
involving serious features in knowledge. Being adversarial often  
suggests a lack of a basis for difference. The historical Muslim tradition 
views engagement with knowledge and practice as a regular normal 
activity while acknowledging that human experiences change over 
time. Disagreement includes independent thinking called ijtihad, 
especially regarding applied or secondary rules (fur‰¢). Argument and 
constructive disagreement are essential to a vibrant tradition. Muslim 
thinkers and legal practitioners have long welcomed disagreement in 
secondary matters as a source of divine mercy. Ab‰ Is^¥q al-Sh¥~ibÏ 
(d.1388) cites the disagreements among the Companions of the 
Prophet Muhammad as a model for independent thinking (ijtihad). 
The practice of the Companions authorized disagreement (ikhtil¥f) in 
understanding and practice as an expression of divine mercy, high-

ebrahim mo o s a

xx

NEW EDN 19MAY 2025 Observing the Observer TEXT.qxp_Revised Papers  16/10/2025  10:59  Page xx



lighting its constructive effects. However, Sh¥~ibÏ noted that the scope 
of ijtihad in law was limited to interpreting applied rules.21  

The bigger challenge for Islamic thought, particularly in the twenty- 
first century, lies in learning, paideia, or tarbÏya. The past four centuries 
have introduced new philosophical perspectives that have influenced 
and shaped the human soul, often referred to as the self. Learning, as 
proposed by Giles Deleuze, is a transcendental movement of the 
soul.22 The knowledge the soul has acquired result in new under-
standings of the self and being. It is at this meta-level that Muslim 
thought has yet to fully engage, it remains a work-in-progress. 

This is partly due to the colonial framing of life in Euro-America, 
which is based on hierarchy, segregation, and prejudice. Another con-
tention is identity: American society is a melting pot of newcomers and 
those with deep roots. The new and modern pose challenges, especially 
for newly arrived Muslims grappling with their identity. The expecta-
tion that community, culture, and civility can facilitate easy assimila- 
tion to broad cultural norms is more complicated than simply aligning 
with dominant liberal capitalist trends, which come with both advan-
tages and disadvantages. A robust engagement with Euro-American 
knowledge systems and the power they exert on bodies and souls is 
necessary. However, it is naive to believe that intellectual critique and 
protest alone will change the moral, ethical, political, and knowledge 
landscape in North America.Change requires transformative action on 
the ground. 

Despite awareness of deficiencies in shared fields of knowledge, the 
need to consider Western knowledge as integral to Islamic thought 
remains unresolved. This is resisted by many traditional Islamic schol-
ars, who may lack access to materials in European languages or reject 
knowledge from those geographical regions. Nevertheless, all aspects 
of Muslim thought – juridical, theological, ethical, moral, and cultural 
– are influenced by significant changes. Important thinkers from Sh¥h 
WalÏyull¥h, Mu^ammad ¢Abduh, to Muhammad Iqbal emphasized 
ijtihad, independent thinking, as a solution to the challenges Muslims 
face. Yet, these challenges are so vast that they cannot be resolved 
merely by invoking ijtihad without understanding the scope of the 
problem. 
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Firstly, not all issues in life are bound to matters of deliverance (dÏn). 
The premodern notion of dÏn facilitated the interaction between 
worldly and after-worldly concerns. This was disrupted by the cre-
ation of a realm marked as “religious,” separating it from the rest of life. 
Rather there is a need to think of dÏn as a shared and a habitual way of 
life as one of it’s philological sensibilities signifies. And as Talal Asad has 
pointed out, language dissolves “into everyday behavior where shared 
life goes on in habitual ways.”23 The separation of the religious from 
the worldly is characteristic of secular modernity. The worldly 
domain, described as the secular sphere, has led Muslims to think in 
binary terms – religious versus secular – resulting in the belief that 
everything must either have a religious stake or require a religious 
rationale. This separation of the ‘religious’ in Islam from the worldly is 
not necessarily true.24 The misunderstanding often stems from those 
exclusively embedded in tradition, entwined with discussions about 
civilization. Every civilization is fragile, but colonization and the post-
colonial global order have been dominated by Western civilization 
and its norms. Under these conditions, the Muslim intellectual tradi-
tion is in crisis, as the nah\a thinkers acknowledged.  

But this crisis is not unique to Islam. “Every tradition is always in 
danger of lapsing into incoherence,” wrote philosopher Alasdair 
MacIntyre, “and when a tradition does so lapse, it sometimes can only 
be recovered by a revolutionary reconstitution.”25 There have been a 
few attempts to reconstitute tradition in Islam in the past. 
Unfortunately, the readiness to abandon or truncate tradition has 
become rife. Abandoning tradition occurs in multiple reflexes, of 
which I will only mention two. One was to only focus on the Qur’an 
and Sunnah as sources of authority and clear the ground of tradition 
that girded it with a complex humanistic interpretative framework. 
Some made the Sunnah subservient to the Qur’an, while others 
deemed a limited number of authoritative commentaries and supple-
ments as a hermeneutical backdrop. The second, is to raise myriads of 
epistemological defenses to prevent questioning the tradition or to 
ignore challenges from rival traditions.26 This is a clear indicator that a 
tradition is in a degenerate condition. 
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Debates about tradition are related to deliberations about civiliza-
tion and what constitutes forms of life that meet the highest aspirations 
of communities and societies. One aspect that thinkers and participants 
in Muslim communities might wish to consider is the crisis of tradition 
in Islam. The challenges related to knowledge in areas such as law, 
morality, ethics, politics, and culture require a toolkit broader than 
merely accessing past traditions. While the past is a valuable resource, 
cultivating a robust Islamic tradition in all its complexity and diversity 
is vital. Calls for ijtihad can turn out to be hollow if Muslim scholars do 
not address the vital role human knowledge developed over the past 
few centuries in dealing with a myriad of philosophical and social chal-
lenges. Actors involved in religio-moral and ethical debates in Muslim 
societies often claim to be forward-thinking while seeking answers 
from the past. Engaging with the past is important, and a grounding in 
tradition can unlock new insights, preventing the current generation 
from reinventing the wheel. However, credible ijtihad cannot occur 
without genuinely engaging with the knowledge traditions of the 
present that influence our everyday lives. 

Many traditional Muslim scholars of religion (¢ulam¥) worldwide 
view engagement with Western knowledge traditions as unacceptable 
due to the colonial divide and matrix. While Western knowledge is 
adopted in practices like science, medicine, and engineering – impact-
ing the Muslim self and shaping lived environments – these same 
scholars often resist contemporary knowledge related to culture, 
history, philosophy, and morality. Such knowledge is often viewed 
with suspicion and labeled as corrupt or atheistic because of its Western  
origins. Opponents include a range of Muslim intellectuals, from  
traditionalists to those adhering to specific Islamic perspectives.  

Furthermore, in late modernity the limitations of the Western  
episteme have become evident. Knowledge is never neutral, since they 
are related to lifeworlds, cosmologies and worldviews that generate 
interests and passions. Muslim civilization is not unfamiliar with this 
debate and knew this well in its encounter with Greek, Persian and 
Indian knowledge systems, known as the  “knowledge of the ancients” 
(¢ul‰m al-aw¥’Ïl). It created tensions within the tradition in the past, just 
as the encounter with Western knowledge creates tensions today. 
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Some suspicion may be warranted in engaging the modern epistemic 
tradition, but not everything in any single tradition is detestable. 
Dismissing Western knowledge with rhetoric that invokes hyper- 
suspicion, such as proclaiming the futility of using “the masters’ tools 
since it will never dismantle the master’s house,” as Audrey Lorde stat-
ed, is only a partially true assertion.27 It is a statement of caution, not 
prohibition. An Arabic proverb reminds us: “What cannot be fully 
achieved should not be entirely abandoned.”28  

In every act of borrowing, there is selectivity; what works in one 
place might not work in another, and different sets of conditions 
require adaptation. Errors can also be made, but that is part of the 
learning process. In the pursuit of ijtihad even an error made with 
integrity is rewarded as an instance of divine mercy. We learn from the 
decolonial movement that experiences and reflections from the global 
south, in conversation with multiple traditions, including Islamic tra-
ditions, can lead to new forms of understanding and greater insight 
into complex issues of self and tradition. 

The changes in Muslim societies require significant investment in 
knowledge and ethical development. Achieving this vision culturally 
necessitates a rethinking of self, society, and tradition under new  
conditions. Some advocate for ijtihad at a meta-level, particularly in 
addressing aspects of life in late modernity. However, the concept of 
ijtihad may be limited due to its historical context, necessitating a more 
creative epistemic framing of what constitutes, knowing and learning. 
A creative blending of Islam as a tradition requires a sophisticated  
cultural hermeneutic. By cultural hermeneutic, I refer to the engage-
ment of the classical tradition of Islam in conjunction with modern 
disciplines, notably history, anthropology, sociology of knowledge 
and ethics, through translation and philosophical integration to create 
a robust Islamic tradition. Important is how the Muslim experience 
can impact debates in the humanities and social sciences, particularly 
ethics, with an aspiration that Islamic thought can contribute mean-
ingfully to the knowledge process. These important questions should 
be considered in serious scholarly endeavors at universities. Such 
efforts are often stridently dismissed as attempts to promote Islamic 
‘theology.’ However, universities thrive on normative inquiries across 
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disciplines, and many issues Muslims face resonate with various com-
munities of practice. 

 
What the Tradition does Teach 
 
Interestingly, centuries ago, Ab‰ ¤¥mid al-Ghaz¥lÏ (d. 1111) argued 
that diverse forms of knowledge are essential for human flourishing, 
believing all knowledge is interconnected. Ghaz¥lÏ advocated for 
interdisciplinarity, which contemporary Muslim practitioners often 
overlook. In his text Weighscale of Deeds, MÏz¥n al-¢Amal, he wrote: 

 
All forms of knowledge in their entirety are mutually reinforcing 
(muta¢¥wina), interconnected (mutar¥bi~a), with some parts tied to others; 
the benefit to the learner is instant, so that the learner is not hostile to that 
form of knowledge of which he is ignorant. Humans are, surely, enemies 
of what they do not know.29 
 
Today, traditional Islamic thought engages only with knowledge 

related to dÏn while shunning learning emanating from non-Muslim 
cultures. The intellectual culture of traditional religious scholars 
remains isolated from interdisciplinary knowledge conversations. If 
properly equipped, they can potentially bridge historical Muslim disci-
plines with modern knowledge traditions, producing a robust intellec- 
tual tradition. Some traditionalists and neo-traditionalists defend this 
knowledge segregation without compelling foundation.30 This  
attitude contradicts the intellectual tradition fostered by scholars like 
Ghaz¥lÏ and Fakhr al-DÏn al-R¥zÏ. Ghaz¥lÏ opposed evaluating knowl-
edge based on the identity of its bearer, stating: 

 
Your fanciful intuition (wahm) [prejudgment] will invariably make you to 
perceive things based on their superficial exterior, rather than their quin-
tessence (lub¥b). This is why you fail to evaluate a statement as it stands, in 
terms of its own essence. Instead, you judge it either by the elegance of its 
literary craftsmanship or by your personal bias toward its author. Should 
you dislike the text or deem its author reprehensible, you would dismiss 
the statement outright – even if, itself, is good and true.31   
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Ghaz¥lÏ noted that despite theological disagreements with Christ-
ians on the Trinity and their rejection of the Prophet Muhammad’s 
veracity as a prophet, their views on other topics should be accepted at 
face value as true.32 Scholars of Islam in the American academy can  
significantly contribute to creating a robust intellectual tradition in 
various domains of the study of Islam, where both the historical tradi-
tion of Islam and modern disciplines can effectively cross-pollinate. It 
also requires a certain amount of critical acumen and fearlessness. 
Facing unfair criticism for his critical and robust scholarship Ghaz¥lÏ 
with sarcasm and daring threw down the proverbial gauntlet at his crit-
ics: “Indeed, despise the one who is neither envied nor slandered, and 
belittle the one who is not accused of unbelief and misguidance.”33 
Doing critical scholarship will result in unfair accusations which 
Ghaz¥lÏ turned into a badge of honor; yet he did not recoil out of fear 
from doing critical scholarship.Ironically, Ghaz¥lÏ expressed these 
provocative sentiments in the introduction to a work where he himself 
would establish the boundaries within which, according to his judg-
ment, legitimate theological interpretation could occur. 

Yet as Deleuze pointed out, learning cannot be reduced to the 
acquisition of knowledge. Knowledge helps discover empirical reali-
ties, but there is a dimension outside our discursive knowledge field. In 
the Muslim philosophical tradition, this is the realm of the intuitive, 
framed by Ibn SÏn¥ as related to the sensus communis (al-^iss al-
mushtarak). This sensory perception coordinates information from our 
senses – sight, hearing, smell, touch, and taste – along with the inner 
senses of imagination and rationality.34 Ibn SÏn¥ also describes the 
intuitive faculty, referred to as the estimative faculty (wahm). For 
example, when a sheep sees a wolf, its senses provide it no warning of 
danger, except that the wolf’s instincts signal that the sheep is its prey. 
More intriguing is how the sheep can sense the threat from the wolf. 
Ibn SÏn¥ argues that animals, including humans, possess an intuitive 
ability to sense danger, as a sheep does when it runs from a wolf. This 
ability, combined with other senses, is part of the sensus communis. The 
dimension of the intuitive, prophetic and revelatory aspects of Islam as 
a faith tradition have a robust presence in academic studies in the West, 
from European orientalists to American scholars of different back-
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grounds. This aspect of study might profit from a deeper engagement 
of the imaginative dimension of human experience, encompassing 
poetry, mysticism, and various psychic experiences.  

 
From Orientalism to Religious Studies: The Aftermath? 
 
The role of historical Orientalism in shaping the academic study of 
Islam in the West requires clarification. Binary thinking of good versus 
evil in matters that demand deep and complex contemplation never 
yields good dividends. Orientalism is not monolithic and manifests in 
various forms in relation to the study of Islam. It has often been carica-
tured as an outdated obsession with historical, literary, and philological 
expertise dedicated to a vast textual tradition in multiple Islamic lan-
guages, while frequently ignoring the living practice of Muslims. 
While the commitment to Islam’s textual tradition is commendable, it 
is not sufficient. It is also important to acknowledge that some 
Orientalists were in tune with many traditionalist Muslim scholars 
from the seventeenth century onward, where texts played a significant 
role in the authority structures of orthodoxy. However, where 
Orientalism often fell short was in understanding how those canonical 
texts influenced and shaped the living discursive traditions of Muslims. 
Muslim religious authorities were embedded in their societies, provid-
ing contextual responses to questions on law, theology, and other 
aspects of Islamic thought and practice that differed from the literary 
texts explored by Orientalists.35  

In many cases, Orientalism relied on its own historical methods and 
criteria to examine the Muslim legal or theological canon, creating 
insider and outsider perspectives on these topics. This generated a 
dialectic in scholarship but also bred significant suspicion. Orientalists 
often overlooked the fact that their perspective on the Muslim subject 
was not neutral; despite their claims to dispassionate scholarship, they 
could not conceal their political interests. Orientalism, despite its 
internal variations, sought to naturalize a distorted Western perspec-
tive of Islam since the Renaissance, a point that is often insufficiently 
acknowledged. They served European colonial and foreign interests, 
both consciously and unconsciously. Some, however, adopted a laissez- 
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faire approach to studying and translating texts to serve a common  
civilizational purpose.  

The renowned English scholar of Arabic and Persian literature, A. 
J. Arberry, demonstrated self-awareness of his role as a scholar. He can-
didly addressed the distortions of Islam in the West, stating, “Before 
the truth about the East and its people can be established in the com-
mon consciousness of the West, a vast accumulation of nonsense, 
misapprehension, and deliberate lies will need to be cleared away. It is 
part of the task of the conscientious orientalist to affect that clearance. 
… If the orientalist, being by profession an academic, rightly judges 
that reform, like charity, begins at home, he must be prepared for a 
struggle no less frustrating. It has been truly observed that revolutions 
of ideas that affect the outlook of nations often begin with universi-
ties.”36 Arberry advocated for familiarity with the cultural and 
intellectual legacies of both the East and the West as part of a shared 
human heritage.37  He was no idealist, recognizing that the “humaniz-
ing of oriental studies” would not cure the “dangerous psychological 
maladjustment” affecting nations during a time of decolonization. 
However, he hoped that if adequately supported, Orientalism could 
provide “a sound diagnosis of the disorder and suggest hopeful meth-
ods of therapy.” Arberry aspired to integrate the world’s creative 
impulses in pursuit of a “civilization infinitely varied, drawing on the 
water-springs of all previous civilizations, realizing itself in the peace-
ful and neighborly exploitation of mankind’s inexhaustible wealth of 
mind, heart, and spirit.”38 While there may have been more oriental-
ists like Arberry, they were often overshadowed by more influential 
figures who insisted that colonized people conform to the norms of 
Western civilization, a point effectively exposed by Edward Said, 
despite the limited scope of his study.39  

If Said did not comprehensively study orientalism in all its varieties 
and nuances, he did achieve one thing: he made scholars and audiences 
aware that knowledge is associated with power – the ability to act and 
make a difference in the world. Knowledge intertwines with power 
discourses, ideological interests, and worldviews that we should be 
mindful of – not as neutral and benign as imagined, but also without 
succumbing to paranoia. There have been several responses to Said’s 
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book, Orientalism, the latest by Wael Hallaq. Hallaq claims that Said 
“reinforced modern academia and the foundations on which it 
stands.”40 To be fair, it is unrealistic to expect Said, who combined 
liberal notions of culture with new left perspectives, to have become a 
decolonial warrior four decades ago. Said was not a trained orientalist 
and never claimed to be one. Rather, he was a secular humanist who 
critiqued the politics of a select sample of Orientalism. Despite legiti-
mate critiques of Said, his work was well received in literary studies, 
Middle East studies, and Islamic thought. It empowered generations of 
scholars to interrogate the assumptions of their fields and initiate trans-
formative scholarship. Orientalism itself did not engage or incorporate 
the experiences and wisdom of the peoples of Asia and Africa that it 
studied. The colonial matrix of power undeniably influenced Orient-
alism as a field of study.41  

Before Said’s intervention, two anthropologists, Talal Asad and 
Syed Hussein Alatas, began to counter and question the colonial and 
oriental gaze focused on Muslim societies, Africa, and East Asia.42 
Surprisingly, Hallaq argues that, with the help of Foucault and 
MacIntyre, a “subversive discursivity” and a redefined rationality 
could partner with “Orientalism, once refashioned, can provide an 
oppositional discourse that facilitates the change needed to address the 
crises generated by the modern project.”43 After describing Western 
knowledge resources as sovereign and fostering “structural genocide,” 
in which Orientalism is fully embedded, it is surprising to find that 
Hallaq still favors a refashioned Orientalism. He believes this discipline 
can aid in forming the new self, possesses superior philological tools 
compared to anthropology, and accommodates the esoteric, law, phi-
losophy, and mystical traditions of Islam. In my view, all these 
disciplines and Hallaq’s goals can be achieved through interdisciplinary 
and theoretically rigorous approaches to the study of the Islamic tradi-
tion. In my view, there is no compelling need to resurrect the specter 
of Orientalism. A robust engagement with disciplines including a 
complex engagement with history and philology, among other fields, 
would suffice. 

Totalizing thinking and critique are prevalent in rhetoric but lack 
practical solutions especially in combating colonial discourses on 
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Islam. Unfortunately, the desire for robust intellectual debate has given 
way to accusatory labels such as “Orientalist,” “secular,” “liberal,” 
“fundamentalist,” “Marxist,” “modernist,” “traditionalist,” and 
“anarchist,” among others. Such attitudes hinder reasoned conversa-
tion, critical debate, and dialogue unless some view those forms of 
discourse as traps too. This lack of intellectual space fosters an expecta-
tion for heroic figures whose scholarly work will be imbued with 
messianic qualities and promises of decisive solutions. Often the self-
proclaimed heroic figures dismiss the views of their rivals as imitative 
of Western norms, whereas their own appropriation of the same 
Western tradition, is justified.44 Incomprehensible prose is no indica-
tion of profundity or insight: it could also serve as a cover-up for the 
absence of clear thinking. I believe these approaches and expectations  
are neither wise nor realistic. If we seek heroes and messiahs, we should 
heed the wisdom of the legendary Shaykh Sa¢dÏ in his book 
Orchard/Bost¥n. We might end up with an unwanted surplus. 

 
“If every dewdrop turned into a pearl, 
Then the market will be flooded with cheap glass beads.”45 

 
 The essential task is to piece together the diverse aspects of a com-

plex Islamic tradition – its histories, producing detailed micro- and 
macro-histories of concepts, epochs, events, and ideas in law, theology, 
ethics, mysticism, philology, literature, and related fields. Until a criti-
cal mass is reached, our claims about the past and its connection to the 
present remain tentative and elusive.

 
In the second decade of the twenty-first century, efforts to question 

and interrogate the Western canon of knowledge in the humanities 
and social sciences, including Orientalism, are yielding more nuanced 
insights into the past and present. From the perspective of Islamic 
thought, an opportunity for border thinking emerges at the intersec-
tions of multiple experiential and epistemic viewpoints. This can be 
articulated as dihlÏz-thinking, referring to the portico or intermediate 
space of the Persian home, which is neither inside nor outside but 
indispensable for entering and exiting the home.46 We inhabit an 
inescapable, agonistic modernity where dissatisfaction often out-
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weighs satisfaction. However, we cannot discard everything; the fore-
most reason being the cruelty of throwing the  proverbial baby out 
with the bathwater! 

 Orientalism until a few decades ago focused on the authenticity of 
Muslim texts, starting with the material origins and history of the 
Qur’an, the ̂ adÏth, and other texts, which did little to radically change 
our view of early Islam. There were notable studies in Sufism, litera-
ture, and poetry that are commendable. Orientalism and its 
approaches to Muslim history and artifacts vary significantly. Trans-
lations of texts into European languages were immensely valuable. 
However, failing to showcase translations and literature as part of a 
humanistic endeavor risks ghettoizing it. As such Muslim cultures 
were presented as different and exotic, warranting exceptional treat-
ment. This Islamic exceptionalism is a double-edged sword. Some- 
times, it is promoted by those insiders who are passionately committed 
to the texts of tradition but who exhibit tunnel vision: they refuse to 
engage with insights from other fields of study, viewing such interac-
tions as a form of fallenness and corruption or worse, as a form of 
epistemic colonization. Others have mastered the texts of tradition but 
with a singular goal – to relegate them to museums as relics of a bygone 
era. In this view, Islamic culture and civilization reached their peak and 
are now obsolete, offering only entertainment value akin to the leg-
ends in One Thousand and One Nights. Friedrich Nietzsche identified 
this as monumental history. It is a pity that classical literature of an 
Islamic pedigree in different languages is not taught along with other 
world classics.  

Religious studies departments have, for decades, evolved into ven-
ues for the study of Islam, distinct from traditional Near Eastern and 
Middle Eastern studies. This field is robust in various theories of  
religion and has produced an impressive body of scholarship. While 
strong in the phenomenology of religion, it fosters a dispassionate 
examination of religious phenomena. Historically, this field was 
referred to as the “history of religions,” though not in a literal sense; it 
specifically pertained to the study of religious experiences, symbols, 
myths, and rituals. When approached comparatively, it is also known 
as comparative religion. Early figures in the history of religion faced 
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significant criticism for their shortcomings. The main critique was that 
they hastily sought to establish universals, overlooked context, and 
failed to recognize the constructed nature of religion influenced by 
power and politics. In response to these critiques, the field has broad-
ened, allowing religious studies curricula to encompass sociological, 
anthropological, historical, literary, and artistic perspectives, or com-
binations of these orientations. Many insist that the primary role of the 
scholar of religion is to only be a critic. Yet, there is much to recom-
mend when the scholar becomes a “critical caretaker” and thinks 
holistically about transforming unjust sociopolitical conditions and 
addresses interpretations that require remedy.47  

Regarding the study of Islam, some scholars have raised concerns 
about how Islamic scholars, particularly those who identify as Muslim, 
may have blended their roles as public intellectuals with their academic 
work. The late Richard C. Martin, for example, expressed concern 
that, in combating Islamophobia and advocating for progressive Islam, 
some scholars allowed their activism to overshadow their scholar-
ship.48 He was particularly troubled by scholarly developments 
post-9⁄11, fearing that such advocacy might favor one Muslim theo-
logical tradition over another. Martin called for more inclusive 
discussions of diverse theological positions, as well as secular and non-
Muslim perspectives. He also voiced concern that some scholars 
portrayed themselves as the saviors of Islam. Additionally, he empha-
sized the ethical responsibility of scholars in the post-Orientalist era to 
acknowledge the actions of Muslim actors, both in their positive and 
negative roles. However, in making this call, Martin himself invites 
scholars into a degree of advocacy, and there is no definitive way to 
prescribe its limits. In a society that values free speech, individuals are 
expected to responsibly engage in advocacy. 

Martin, a friend, spoke from a position of intellectual integrity. 
However, he might have benefited from viewing the aftermath of 
9/11 in academia – not just for scholars and students, but especially for 
those scholars from a Muslim background – not as a linear event but as 
one shaped by several overlapping factors rather than a single cause. 
Some Muslim scholars reacted defensively, seeking to distance them-
selves from the single-cause narrative promoted by the U.S. govern- 
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ment, media, and certain parts of academia, which linked the events of 
9/11 exclusively to Islam. This perspective unfairly indicts nearly two 
billion people of complicity with terrorism. Less than two decades 
later, millions of Americans stoked by the statements of politicians and 
a hostile media still feel that Islam hates the USA. While some individ-
uals identifying as Muslim have claimed that their rationale for 
terrorism stems from their own interpretation of Islam, the best anti-
dote is for people – Muslims and non-Muslims – to disagree with 
them, even passionately. Proposing alternative explanations does not 
amount to apologetics or an attempt to monopolize the meaning of 
Islam. Framing this as privileging one interpretation is an exaggeration 
unless there is solid evidence that other competing perspectives are 
deliberately silenced. It is also problematic to assert that what the 9/11 
terrorists did was not “Islam.” It was a specific interpretation of Islam, 
contested by many, in which the scholar plays the role of the inter-
preter not that of the judge. In the immediate aftermath of 9/11, there 
was a lack of an intensive discussion about the U.S. acting as an imperial 
power entangled with the national politics and destinies of millions in 
various Muslim countries. Expecting no political reactions in response 
to neo-imperial ventures is not just naive but misguided. Few scholars 
and commentators acknowledged the pervasive atmosphere of fear 
and intimidation that Muslims experienced in the U.S. Self-identify-
ing Muslim scholars could not escape the atmosphere of intimidation 
at the time. Political anxiety, fear, and mass arrests of Muslims in the 
U.S. were widespread and largely went unchallenged when the US 
government invoked emergency powers. Few universities offered 
support to their Muslim faculty and students. Only if you identified as a 
Muslim in a post 9⁄11 US would one be able to grasp the palpable 
intensity of hate and bigotry, even if you were not personally targeted. 

One should also acknowledge that to claim that progressive Islam 
offers the “correct,” “sound,” and “proper” interpretation of Islam, is 
an overstatement. Such a claim is naive and problematic. While con-
tributing to a volume titled Progressive Muslims, I also later cautioned 
that announcing something like progressive Islam is premature.49 At 
best, progressive Islam is a sentiment that shapes the research focus of 
some scholars; it is not a theory or an established intellectual orienta-
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tion that has established any comprehensive intellectual apparatus or 
theory. The discourse of progress is also deeply problematic and ques-
tionable. Making claims without intellectual backing is bound to 
invite criticism. 

On the other hand, some scholars have taken it upon themselves to 
use public advocacy statements and publications aimed at general audi-
ences by Muslim scholars, as data to critique a segment of the Islamic 
studies academy. Aaron Hughes has written extensively, often cherry-
picking statements from public outreach scholarship to argue that 
Muslim scholars are preoccupied with authenticity or engaged in 
extravagant claims.50 This jaundiced charge overlooks the significant 
contributions made by scholars from Muslim backgrounds as well as 
those unaffiliated to Islam over the decades, but especially in the past 
three decades. High-quality monographs on Islamic law, theology, 
gender studies, sexuality studies, Islamic mysticism, history, education, 
environmental issues, ethics, and, importantly, Muslim societies in 
North America have been published. What has indeed changed is that 
the demographics in the study of Islam, compared to fifty years ago, 
have shifted. While the field was previously dominated by white 
males, it is now much more diverse in terms of gender, race, and  
religious affiliation. African American and Hispanic, Muslim as well as 
non-Muslim, representation in the study of Islam, however, remains 
low. There is still much to be done regarding these diversity issues. 
With changing demographics among scholars, there is likely to be a 
shift in the questions being asked, aligned with their affiliations and 
commitments. Islamic ethics and theological questions are now being 
seriously explored by a younger generation of scholars in the United 
States. Some of these questions are relevant and of interest to segments 
of American Muslim communities. However, there remains a gap 
between the proverbial “Muslim town” and the “Muslim gown” on 
campus. Scholarship that can support lived communities requires the 
translation of ideas to enhance religious literacy within Muslim com-
munities, but very little of this is happening. Community-based 
institutions focused on Muslim literacy are better at reaching sizable 
audiences. Closer collaborations between academia and these com-
munity-based institutions might yield significant benefits. 
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conclusion
 

 
The study of Islam at American universities fluctuates with the national 
mood and America’s overseas ventures. After September 11, 2001, 
universities and colleges hired faculty to teach Islam, but that trend has 
peaked. While hiring may continue at a slower pace, opportunities for 
scholars of Islam soon may be found in community-supported Islamic 
institutions growing across the country. As these institutions become 
accredited, the demand for qualified graduates will also increase. 

It is risky to make predictions, but there are strong fears that the 
USA may pursue domestic and foreign policies affecting Muslims both 
at home and abroad. Additionally, as the U.S. campus protests during 
the Israeli actions in Gaza have demonstrated, Islam is once again in the 
spotlight, for better or worse. The likelihood of increased confronta-
tions with pro-Israel supporters in the White House, Congress, legacy 
media, and the corporate world is high. College and university admin-
istrations are facing a dilemma: they claim they must choose between 
accepting federal funds or supporting the dissent of their students and 
faculty. Serious institutions can do both. Corporate universities  
conveniently overlook that institutions of higher education should 
prioritize ethics, justice, and compassion. Parrhesia, the Greek term for 
fearless speaking, is part of the university’s tradition of supporting  
dissent. In Islamic ethics, this is echoed in concepts like “commanding 
the good and forbidding the wrong” and “speaking truth to power” 
(kalimat-u ^aqqin am¥ma sult¥nin j¥’ir). Each of these challenges 
demand excellent and conscientious scholarship. Education and the 
cultivation of societal vision(s) have always been the work of individu-
als from time immemorial. It is their courage, vision and deter- 
mination that made entire worlds. Ibn ¢A~¥’ Allah al-SikandarÏ (d. 
1309), a jurist, scholar of ̂ adÏth, and sufi shaykh, stated, “Competitors 
in aspiration do not violate the boundaries of destiny.”51 It means that 
individuals with high aspirations do not go against destiny; instead, 
they create their own paths. In essence, God empowers them – either 
psychologically or through direct inspiration – to confidently pursue 
their hopes and aspirations, enabling their talents to thrive and their 
objectives to be achieved. 

 EBRAHIM MOOSA  
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