


2.2 ISLAMIC FUNDAMENTALISM - DISCUSSIONS AND DEFINITIONS 

2.2.1 When and why do fundamentalist movements form? 

The key concept in thi s di ssertati on is Islamic fundamentali sm. The dialogic model of interpretati on to be 

used as the theoreti cal framework is based on an approach of intercultural communication, as is explained in 

detail below, where the aim is not to come to a fi nal, uni versal version of the truth , but rather to reach a 

deeper, richer understandi ng of the matter at hand. For thi s reason, an eq ually open-ended approach is 

followed when looking at the concept Islamic fu ndamentalism. The aim is flot to come to a final definition, 

but rather to ex plore the ways in which the concept has been defined and used by others. This forms the 

basis for the examination of the respec ti ve ideologies of Islam ic fundamentali st groups in Algeria, Sudan 

and South Afri ca. The study is thus not entered into with a single fixed definition of Islamic fundamentalism 

that the respective ideologies wou ld have to conform to, but rather a range of possibilities is at hand. In thi s 

sec tion, then , there is a general discussion of the concept Islamic fundamentali sm, and a justi fication for the 

use of thi s particular term (as opposed to alternatives such as re- Islamisation) is also presented. 

Accord i ng to Armstrong (2000: 164-1 65) the Western media often creates the impression that " the embattled 

and occasionall y violent form of religiosity known as fundamentali sm" is a purely Islamic phenomenon. 

Thi s, however, is not the case. Fundamentali sm has surfaced in every major faith in response to the problems 

and cri ses of modernity. Although every form of fu ndamentalism develops independently and has its own 

symbols and enthusiasms, all fu ndamental isms nonetheless seem to belong to the same family. What is 

interesting to note is that fundamentalist movements are not knee-jerk reactions which arise as soon as 

modernity is introduced into a society. Rather, fu ndamentalism only emerges when the moderni sati on 

process is already considerabl y underway. At first there is usually an attempt by religious people to reform 

their traditions so as to reconcile these with modernity. When thi s does not work, however, some people 

resort to more extreme methods. This is how fundamental ist movements ari se. Of the three monotheisti c 

religions, Christianity, Judaism and Islam, Islam was the last to develop a fundamental ist strain . This 

happened in the late I 960s and 1970s. 

Fundamentalist movements in all faiths have certain characteri stics in common. All are deeply disappointed 

and disenchanted with the implementation of modernity, which has not deli vered everything that it ori ginally 
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promised. They are all also afraid that the secular establishment is determined to wipe them out (Armstrong 

2000: 165). Another important and more recent trend which further explains the ri se of fundamentalism is 

globalisat ion, which has brought with it an increasingly fragmented world. Though the system of states has 

been expanded to cover the entire world , a "universa l" outlook, based on Western norms and values, has not 

been simultaneously exported to non-Western cultures. Islamic fundamenta lists view states as " imported 

so lutions" and hence comes their mission to contest and, ideally, replace them (Tibi 1998: 6-7). 

Fundamentali sm thus arises as the modernisation process takes root in society and people, noticeably in 

developing coulllries , become increas ingly disillusioned with what the state initia lly promised, but, in many 

cases, has failed to deliver. This is aggravated by the globalisati on process, which has, despite creating a 

more interconnected world, resulted in a larger gap between the world's developed and developing countries. 

At the same time, popu lations all over the world, but espec ially in non-W estern coulllri es, feel that their 

traditi ons and cultures are being threatened by the "so-called" uni versalist li beral wOrld view, which is 

increasingly infiltrating thei r soc ieties. This happens in the form of an export of Western culture, in the form 

of music and consumer products, amongst other things. Another way in which the West influences 

developing countries is by means of the International Financial Institutions (IFls) which often force them to 

adopt typica lly Western economic policies. With the threatened eros ion o f loca l trad ition, culture and 

language comes the added threat of the undermining (and possib le destructi on) of reli gious establi shments 

and practi ces. A move away from religion seems to be the trend in several Western states. France is a prime 

example with its policy of laicite, which invo lves a stri ct separation between the reli gious and secul ar 

spheres of life. The United States (US), on the other hand, is an exception to thi s trend, as can be seen in 

leaders' use of Christi an rhetori c when publicly addressi ng poli tical issues, as is shown later on. 

2.2.2 The essence of fundamentalism - protesting modernity and secularism 

Fundamentali sts look back at the "golden age", the time before the imposition of modernity. Thi s does not, 

however, mean a return to the Middle Ages (Armstrong 2000: 165). Chouei ri ( 1997: 64) describes thi s 

complicated relationship with the past. He talks of a "nostalgic yearning for past glories and bygone 

achievements" and says that a reacti vation of the past is necessary in order to reali se a futuristic vision, 

propelled by the problems and shortcomings of the present: " the histori ca l golden age is used as a 
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springboard for accompli shing a leap into a new world , whi le the present exerts its influence in illuminating 

both the past and the future". 

Fundamentali st movements are a lso characteri sed by the fact that they are a ll intrinsicall y modern and could 

not have emerged at any other time than our ow n. They are all also di stinctl y innovati ve, as we ll as often 

radica l in their re- interpretati on of re li gion. The general trend seems to be that wherever modernity takes 

root, a fundamenta li st movement will spring up in reaction to it. Often, fundamenta li sts express their 

di scontent with modern development by overemphasising the e lements in their own traditi on which refute 

cert ai n moderni st e lements. So, fo r example, a ll fundamenta li st moveme nts, cvcn th ose in the US, are hi ghl y 

criti ca l of democracy and secul ari sm (Armstrong 2000: 165-166). 

Fundamenta li sts also nearl y a lways fee l as if the li beral or modernising estab li shment is attack ing them and 

as a consequence of thi s their views and behaviour become more extreme. The more severe the secul ari st 

attac k on re li gion becomes, the greater the fundamentali st reacti on. Fundamenta li sm thus revea ls a rift in 

society between those in favour of secul ari st culture and those who fee l threatened by it. As time goes by, 

there is seldom any rapprochemelll between the two camps. Rather they become increasingly un able to 

understand each other (Armstro ng 2000: 166) 

How does fundamentali sm "evolve"? Initi all y it begins as an internal di spute, where fundamenta li sts oppose 

libera li sers or secul ari sts in their own state or culture. So, in itially, Islamic fundamenta li sts, for example, 

o ften oppose their own fe ll ow citi zens o r fellow Mus lims who are more accepting of moderni ty. From there 

it is usual fo r many fundamentalists to withdraw from the mainstream cu lture and to create "an enclave of 

pure faith ". Afterwards there will sometimes be an offensive with the aim of bringing the mainstream back 

to the ri ght path and re-sacrali s ing and re-enchanting the world . Because all fundamentali sts see themse lves 

with their backs agai nst the wall , they fee l th at they need to fi ght in order to overcome the odds that the 

secular establi shment has stacked against them. This frame of mind therefore leads some fundamenta li sts, on 

rare occasions, to resort to terrori sm. The majority, however, try to rev ive their fa ith in more conventional 

and lawful ways (Armstrong 2000: 167). 

As is seen later on, in Euben's ( 1999) di scussion of fundamentali sm, there are strong po liti ca l undertones to 

fu ndamenta li sts' attempts to rev ive their faith. Thi s, it can be argued, goes hand in hand with the ori gin of 
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fundame nta li sm in response to modernity and the perceived threat which seculari sm poses to re li gion. Any 

strugg le to re-enchant society and go back to the fundamentals of one's reli gion would necessaril y have to be 

political 10 combat an inherent ly po liti ca l institution: the secul ar state. 

Tibi ( 1998: 3) takes Armstrong's argument, which deals with fundame ntal ists' protest against the secul ar 

state one step further. He focuses on Is lamic fu ndamentalism, specificall y, and sees it as a "powerful 

challenge to the ex isting order of the internati onal system of secular states", thus takin g the protest against 

seculari sm from a local to a global level. Also, because the secul ar state is Western in origin , Islamic 

fu ndamentalism is, at the same lime, a "revolt against the West", Tibi thus starts his definition at the point 

where fundamenta li sts have, accordin g to Armstro ng, passed the stage of protest or revo lt against fe llow 

citi zens or believers who have a more positive view of modernity, and w here they have moved on to 

identifying an external threat, in the case of Islamic fund amentali sm: the West. 

How do leaders in the world of Islam view Islamic fund amentali sm and w hat are their suggesti ons for 

dealing with it ? Here it is interesting to look at the way in which a promi nent Muslim leader, the late king 

Hassan II of Morocco (in Tibi 1998: 4), viewed fundamentalism . He saw the fundamenta list challenge not as 

the next challenge to the West to replace communism, as former North Atlantic Treaty Organisation 

(NATO) Secre tary-Ge neral Will y Claes perceived it, but rather as a po liti ca l cha llenge. This is a lso the 

reason why it cannot be countered with ordinary wa r technology, " I do not think NATO was created to fi ght 

fu ndamenta li sm, but to fight Soviet guns and miss iles ... Anyway, if fundamentalism is to be engaged in 

battl e, it wo uld not be done with tanks. Fu ndamentalists don't have armoured divisions, they have no Scud 

missiles, and not an atomic weapon". 

This is a rather controversial statement given the acc usati ons of the US government against Saddam 

Hussei n' s Iraqi government alleged ly bei ng a producer of Weapons of Mass Destru cti on and similar 

a ll egati ons th at have been levied against the Is lamic Republi c of Iran. Nonethe less, considering the mode of 

attack of September II th or the recent attacks in Istanbul , for example, it is a va li d poi nt that 

fundame ntali sts, when they do resort to vio lence, do so in ways other tha n direct and open warfare. 

The Moroccan king (in Tibi 1998 : 4-5) was a lso of the op inion that fu ndamentalism is not a re li gious 

renaissance, "on the day that I see a fundame ntali st who preaches re li gio n for the love of God then I' ll say, 
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fine, let's li sten . But so far I haven ' t heard that ... " To him , then, fundamentalism is a behavioural questi on, a 

psychology that cannot be fought with armadas, but [on ly] with other ideas". The view here is thus of 

Is lamic fundamentalism as a politi cal phenomenon that needs to be "fought" on the level of a convi ncing set 

of ideas, rather than conventional arms. The Moroccan king also makes a point of separating Islamic 

fundame ntali sm from Islam as such, moving the focus from the re li gious to the politi cal, as Euben has done. 

Fundamentalists have been successful in the sense that they have managed to make re li gion one of the 

central focus areas of internati onal affairs agai n. In the Islamic world this has certainl y been the case since 

the mid - 1970s. On the o ther hand , however, the desperati on and fear that fuel fundamentali sts al so tend to 

distort rel igious traditi on and to accentuate its more vio lent aspects . Thi s often diverts attention from those 

who preach to lerati on and reconcili ati on (Armstrong 2000: 167). 

In applying Armstro ng' s argument to the Islamic world, Tibi ( 1998: 2) is once again re levant here as he 

argues that in their attempts to replace the di scredited Western system of secul ar states, Islamic 

fundamentalists can "engineer frightening levels of terrori sm and otherwise throw streets into turmoil ... ", 

thus resort ing to vio lence in order to achi eve their ends . This does not mean that they will be successful in 

overthrowi ng the current world order. They are too fragmented to do so. However, these movements are able 

to create disorder within their own countri es (and in other countri es, th ro ugh terrori st ac ti viti es), which can 

be suffi cient to, in the long run , create di sorder on a regional and global scale : a new worl d di sorder. 

2.2.3. Fundamentalism - a term fraught with controversy 

Muslims generall y object to use of the term fundamenta li sm. They point out that it was coined by American 

Protestants as "a badge of pride" and th at it does not have a useful translation into Arabic. The term th at 

corresponds to such a translation most close ly is USII I, which refers to the fu ndamenta l principles of Islamic 

juri sprudence. As all Muslims agree on these, they could a ll therefore be said to subscribe to IIslIliyyah 

(fundamentali sm), which, of course, adds confusion to the use of the concept. There have been arguments 

that the specifically Western ori gin of the term fundamentali sm, together with the negative connotations 

attached to it by both academics and journali sts who oppose the phenomenon, make it a term that "almost 

guarantees misunderstanding". Esposito (in Euben 1999: 17), for example, argues that "it te lls us everything 

and yet, at the same time, nothing." He sees it as illogical that a term deri ved from Western ori gins should be 
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able to describe fund amentali st-rel ated incidents in all faiths across the world. For thi s and o ther reasons, 

several pre-eminent authors on the subject of fundam entalism avoid use of the term altogether. Kepel (i n 

Euben 1999: 17) talks of "movements of re-J udai sing", "re-Chri sti ani sati on" and "re- Islamisation". When 

writing on Islamic acti vism in 1985, Kepel preferred the term "Muslim ex tremism", while Sivan (in Euben 

1999: 17) opted for " radi cal Islam" . Other authors have made use of alternatives ranging from infegrisl1Ie, to 

" rev ivali sm" to " lslamism". 

Juergensmeyer ( 1993 : 4-6) is another writer who objects to the use of the term fundamentalis m for three 

reasons. Firs tl y. he sees il as pejorative, saying that it is " Iess descripti ve than it is accusatory", reflecting a 

negati ve attitude towards people more than describin g them. Secondl y, " fundamentalism is an imprec ise 

category for mak ing compari sons across cultures" . Thirdl y, he argues that the term fundamenta li sm does not 

have any politi cal con notati ons. "To ca ll someone a fundamentali st suggests that he o r she is moti vated 

so lely by re ligious beliefs rather th an by broad concerns about the nature of society and the world ." Instead, 

Juergensmeyer proposes the concept re ligious nationali sm for the study of peop le who combine their 

re li gious perspectives wi th a broad prescription of their nation's politica l and social destin y. 

Tibi ( 1998: 12- 15) repudi ates Juergensmeyer's objec ti ons against the term fundamentali sm. He makes 

mention of the Fundamentalism Project of the American Academ y of Arts and Sc iences whi ch nullifi ed a ll 

three of Juergensmeyer's claims. Firstl y, he argues that it is necessary to free the concept fundamentalism of 

its loose and sensati onal use, but that, at the same time, it is exactl y the politicisati on of re li gion whi ch 

fu ndamentali sm addresses . (By implicati on, thus, the term can sti II be used for the purposes of exami ni ng 

how re ligion is politi cised, but needs to be used with the understanding that it is no t employed in a pejorati ve 

sense.) Second ly, as part o f the Fundamentali sm Project, area-studies experts engaged in a comparati ve 

study of fund amentali sms in all major world re li gions, whi ch, accordin g to Tibi ( 1998: 13), shows that the 

concept fundamentali sm is the ri ght framework for " mak ing comparisons across cultures". Finally, 

fundamentali sm does not address re li gious beliefs, but, rather, is concerned with propagating a soc io­

political world view: a broad concern abo ut the nature of state, soc iety and world po litics, though thi s may be 

arti cul ated in the form of religious symbols. 

So far then, Tibi' s reasoning as to why the term fundamentali sm is useful. What do other writers, in favour 

of the term, have to say about it? Euben ( 1999: 17) sees it as a useful heuri sti c device, She looks at the term 

16 



"fundamentali sm" and from it evokes the literal meaning of the word: fundamenta ls, ori gin, foundations. 

Fundamentali sm thus refers to contemporary reli gio-politica l movements which try to go back to the 

scriptural foundations of the community and try to excavate and reinterpret these foundations in order to 

apply them to the contemporary social and political world . This ties in w ith Armstrong' s discussion of 

fundamentalism as an attempt to re-invigorate those reli gious principles and traditions which are threatened 

by eros ion through the increasing influence and power of seculari sm and modernity. Tibi ( 1998: 13) adds 

another dimension. He does nOT see fundamenta li sm as an ex pression of religious revival, but, rather, as a 

pronouncement of a new order where fu ndamentalists want to replace ex isting structures with a 

comprehensive system which emanates from reli gious principles and which embraces law, pol ity, society, 

economy and culture - fundamentalism therefore has within it a totalitarian impulse. Euben and Armstrong' s 

point of view may seem in conflict with Tibi 's at first glance, but all Tibi really does is to emphas ise the 

attempt to impose a completely new order in order to rep lace the existing one. Both points of view, however, 

stress the use of religious principles in order to do so. 

Furthermore, Euben ( 1999: 19) posits that there are three elements to the term fundamenta lism. Firstly, it is 

pol itical in nature. Salvation is only poss ible by participating in the institutions of the world , albeit in 

opposition to them (Euben 1999: 17). Tibi ( 1998 : 2) supports thi s view, saying that fundamentalism (though 

he makes particular reference to Islamic fundamentalism) is a politica l ideo logy and, as he emphasises time 

and time again, ;'not the reli gion [Islam] so cynically linked with that ideology". Islam ic fundamentalism is 

an ideology which is not the cause of the current cri sis in the world , but both an expression of it and a 

response to it. It does not, however, present a solution, but, rather, is one of the pi llars of an emerging new 

world disorder. C learly then, the term fundamen tali sm, and Islamic fundamentalism, in particu lar, refers to a 

politi ca l more than a reli gious phenomenon. 

Secondly, fundamental ists tend to rej ect the authority of past commentari es on their sacred foundational 

tex ts, be they the Torah, the New TesTamenT or the Qurall. Instead they claim to adhere to what the text 

"really says" (though thi s is an act of interpretation itse l f), stating that the text ' s authority is guaranteed by 

its di vine author and is therefore beyond contestation (Euben 1999: 18). Hoveyda ( 1998: 126) quotes 

Appleby as saying: 

For the fundamentalist, the sacred tex t is a blueprint for soc io-political action as we ll as a guide 
to sp iritual life . .. In fact, the supernatural character of revelation is particularly important to the 
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fundamentalist sense of identity in that it connotes a way of knowing and a source of truth 
superi or to those of the secular scienti st of philosopher. Be li ef in things unseen is considered 
unreliab le in secu lar pursuits ; fundamenta li sts make it the central tenet of their identity; what is 
not in line with the sacred book is sacrilegious. 

Belief in the un contested authority of the sacred tex t makes fundame nta li sts subject on ly to divine authority 

and a ll ows them to determine o nce and for all how all " true" Muslims, Jews and Chri stians are to 

authenti call y li ve in a community (Euben 1999: 18). Roy ( 1994: 85) talk s of fideism, a re liance o n fait h and 

a belief that everything that Is lam says is true and rational, which characteri ses neofundame nta li sm (hi s term 

for the phenomenon of fundamentali sm) instead of inte llectual research . 

Thus we see a tende ncy where sacred texts are interpreted in terms of what they "obv io usly" say, whi ch, 

ironically eno ugh, still means that the reader interprets them in a way that suits him or her. This particular 

interpretation is then credi ted as true, rati onal and the only way of readi ng the tex t. This co uld be 

problematic if, for example, an Is lamic fundamentalist and an "ordinary" Muslim were to differ o n th eir 

respective interpretations of the QlIrCill. Who is right? Most likely those with greater po liti cal power wou ld 

be ab le to enforce their views on the rest of soc iety, views, as is seen later on when the practices of the 

former Taliban regime of Afghan istan are di scussed, at times vio late the precepts and principles of the 

QlI ra ll. 

Third ly, fundamenta li sm is characteri sed by its complex re latio nship wi th modernity. To repeat 

Armstrong's arguments above, fundamental ism ari ses as a resu lt of the moderni sati on process hav ing taken 

root in a society and the perception by fundamentali sts that secul ari sm is threatening to wipe out religion. 

What is key to thi s relationship between fundamentalism and modernity, however, is that modernity is 

necessary for fundamenta lism to ari se. Fundamentalism is a uniquely modern phenomenon and as Lapidus 

states "may be understood as a reaction against modernity, but more profoundly (fundamentalists ) are also 

an expressio n of modernity". Rather than mere ly " reacting to modernity" , one can argue that 

"fundamentali sm is profoundly criti cal of as well as constituted by assumptio ns regard ing the requirements 

of modernity and modern politics" (Euben 1999: 18). 
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2.2.4 Islamic rundamentalism in practice 

The former Taliban regime in Afghanistan, which came to power in 1994 (and was deposed after the US·led 

invasion into A fghanistan following the September 11 th attacks in 2001 ) was determined to return to their 

interpretation of the "ori ginal vision of Islam". The government was ruled by the ulama and practi ces such 

as the veiling of women, stri ct censorship and Islamic puni shments such as stoning and mutilation were 

reintroduced (A rmstrong 2000: 170). Roy ( 1994: 82) talks of simi lar practi ces, if less ex treme, enforced by 

Islami c neo fundamentalists in general, underlining their obsess ion with the corrupting effects and influences 

o f Western culture. "Compromise with the West is forbidden: neckti es, laughter, the use of Western forms of 

salutation, handshakes, applause." This " Puritani sm" is al so characteri sed by the rejection of all di straction, 

such as music or theatre, as well as the desire to eradi cate places of pleasure and leisure such as cafes, video 

and dance clubs, ci nemas and certain sport clubs. Pleasure is only legitimate as long as it neither transgresses 

the Sharia nor the superi or goals of man (Roy 1994: 80). 

It is important to point out, however, that the Tal iban was in many ways violating crucial Islamic principles. 

A n example was the discrimination of the Taliban, mostl y members of the Pashtun tribe, against non­

Pashtuns. Thi s goes against the principles of both the Prophet and the Q lIrcl lI. The Q Urclll also clearl y forbids 

the harsh treatment of minority groups and the Taliban' s discriminati on against women, equally, does not 

conform either to the precepts of the Prophet or the first wllmC/. The Taliban are typica lly fundamentalist 

when it comes to their highly se lecti ve vision of religion, which " perverts the Faith" and turns it into the 

opposi te direction of that for which it was intended. Li ke (some of the) fundamentalists of all major faiths, 

(some) Muslim fundamentalists, in their struggle to survive, make re ligi on a too l of oppress ion and even of 

violence (Armstrong 2000: 170- 17 1). 

M ost Sunni fundamentalists have, however, not been as ex treme as the T aliban. A n example is the 

fundamentalist movements that were formed in the I 970s and 1980s to bring religion back into their 

soc ieties. The fee ling was that Muslims had failed, especially under seculari st policies, to be true to their 

reli gion. While fundamentali sts could see that seculari sm and democracy had been very successful in the 

West, these practi ces had only benefited an elite in the Islamic world and had done nothing for ordinary 

Musl ims. Throughout the Islamic world then, students and factory workers started changing their immediate 

environment by, for example, setting up we lfare societi es with an Islami c ori entati on to demonstrate that 
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Islam worked better for people than secu larist governments did. Activities like these can be seen as attempts 

to give back to Islam some of the importance that secularist society had taken away from it (Armstrong 

2000: 171 ). 

The return to islamic dress follows the same principle. When people are forced to dress in Islamic style 

against their will , as was the case with the Taliban, thi s is li kely to create quite a vi rulent reaction against 

such coercion. However, many Muslim women see ve iling as a symbolic return to the pre-colonial period, 

before the destructive influences of modernity on their society. This does not mean that they are stuck in 

time. For some women who come from a rural background and enter urban l ife for the first time, Is lamic 

dress provides continuity and makes their encounter with modernity less traumati c. In joining the modern 

world on their own terms, they assert their identity. Veiling can be interpreted as a subtle critique of 

modernity as we ll. As opposed to Western culture, where people tl aunt thei r youth or attempt to appear 

young by means of wearing revealing clothing and dressing elegantly, the shrouded Islamic body is a symbol 

of transcendence. Di vinity is of greater importance than li fe on earth, and the uniformity of dress abolishes 

diFferences in class. A sense of community, rather than the Western notion of indi viduality, is thus 

emphasised (Armstrong 2000: 172). 

People have often used religion as a way of making modern ideas and enthusiasms comprehensible. An 

example is when during the I 960s Ayato llah Ruhollah Khomei ni managed to initiate and lead a revolution 

that would overthrow the powerful regime of Muhammad Reza Shah in Iran. Khomei ni identified the Shah 

with a typica lly unjust ruler in Shii Islam: Yazid , the Umayyad caliph who had been responsible for the 

death of Husain at Kabala. He successfull y called on Muslims to fight such tyranny. They responded 

because thi s call fitted in with their deepest trad itions. (A ca ll to protest w ith a socia li st mot ivat ion would, 

most likely, have fallen on deaf ears). Khomeini managed to offer a Shii alternati ve to the secular 

nat ionali sm of the Shah and seemed to the Irani an people more and more like one of the iIl/CIIIlS: 

Like all the ill/all1s, he had been attacked, imprisoned and almost killed by an unjust ruler; like 
some of the imams, he was forced into exi le and deprived of what was hi s own; like A li and 
Husai n, he had bravely opposed injusti ce and stood up for true Islamic values; li ke all the 
imams, he was known to be a practi sing mysti c; like Husain, whose son was killed at Kerbala, 
Khomeini ' s son Mustafa was killed by the Shah 's agents (Armstrong 2000: 173). 
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In thi s instance religion proved to be so powerful a force that it brought down the Pahlavi state, which had 

seemed the most stable and powerful in the Middle East. 

Hoveyda ( 1998: 56) points out another reason why Islamic fundamentalist leaders can be hugely successful 

when it comes to influencing Muslim populations. He allributes this success to the basic "fundamentali st" 

character of contemporary Islam. An example of this is the fact that, according to Hoveyda, Muslims see 

their faith as predestined to rule the entire planet and generall y wou ld respond more than wi llingly to slogans 

such as " Islam is in danger", which has been used by Khomeini in Iran and other fundamentali st leaders 

elsewhere in the world. 

Hoveyda's argument should perhaps be juxtaposed with similar calls which have been made by leaders in 

other countries. President George W . Bush' s ca ll for a "war on terrori sm" , which garnered substantial 

support from Americans in the aftermath of September 11 th, is a case in point. Sim ilarly, Americans, and 

Westeners in general, also tend to believe in the superi ority of liberal democracy and Western va lues, so that 

the phenomenon of believing in one's culture is by no means unique to Islam. 

Having discussed an instance of a controversially re-interpreted form of Islamic practi ce in Afghanistan, 

instances of less drastic Islamic fundamenta li st practi ce in Islamic soc ieties and ways in whi ch religion can 

be used to further political campaigns, it now becomes appropriate to look at how the Islamic world drifted 

towards neofundamentali sm, as Roy ( 1994: 75) terms it, during the 1980s. He focuses particularly on the 

process of re- Islamisation from below, militants promoting the return of the indi vidual to Islam and says that 

with their pro-Sharia campaign, they " resemble the traditional fundamentalist IIIl1l1ahs from whom they are 

now distingui shed only by their intellectual origins, profess ional inserti on in modern society and 

invo lvement in politics." What becomes clear here, once more, is the link between fundamentali sm and 

politics, cl earl y defining it as a politi cal activity. 

Another particular characteri stic of neo-fundamentalism, which Roy ( 1994: 76) refers to, is the tendency to 

deeply penetrate into society, before starting to question the state. A practi ce that has been retained from the 

Islami st movement is to address all of soc iety, with neofundamentalists' actions ex tending to all levels: 

canvass ing preachers, organizers of vari ous associations, union or grassroots organisers. As a group they aim 

to influence society, not the state and their aim is to do so by means of social action at grassroots level. 
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Roy ( 1994: 85) also points out neofundamentalists' aversion to science and technology and thei r critique of 

its "perverse effects", a characteri stic which goes hand in hand with a retreat from modernity, rather than its 

adoption. Tibi ( 1998: 24) makes the distinction between cu ltural modernity and institutional modernity that 

is useful here. Cultural modernity refers to an attitude where an indi vidual is defined as " an indiv idual of 

free will , capable of determining his/her own destiny and changing the socia l and natural environment." This 

thus very much fits in wi th the rational view of humankind, which is di scussed in greater detai l later on in 

this chapter. Institutional modernity, on the other hand, takes " science and techno logy as its instrumental 

achievemems." Often, Tibi argues, it is the institutional modernity which takes root in non-W estern 

civili sati ons, without the concomitant acceptance of cultural modernity. Thi s can ex plain what may perhaps 

seem a paradoxical phenomenon: why those Islamic fundamentali sts who turn to violence in their fight 

agai nst modernity and seculari sm use the essentially modern too ls of technology and science. 

The attempt in thi s section of the chapter has been to prov ide a detailed discussion of fundamentali sm, in 

general, and Islamic fundamentali sm, in parti cular. Vari ous different points of view have been incorporated 

to allow for a broad interpretation of the concept Islamic fundamentalism and to include several of the 

elements which authors associate with it. The discuss ion now moves to a critique of modern rationalism and, 

more specifically, modern rationali st interpretations of Islamic fundamental ism. 

2.3 MODERN RATIONALISM - A CRITIOUE 

2.3.1 The development of rationalism 

Approaches to explaining Islamic fundamentali sm are numerous, including moderni sation theory, structural­

functionali sm, class analysis and rational actor theory. While thi s suggests a diversity that may be ab le to 

deli ver insightful analyses when it comes to Islamic fundamentalism, Euben ( 1999: 20) argues that instead 

these approaches agree on Islamic fundamentalism as being "reacti ve, defensive and nati visti c, its appeal a 

function of its effi cacy as a conduit for the fury, fear, insecurity, and alienation that are the concomitants of 

trying soc io-econom ic conditions and politica l circumstances in the modern world". Additional elements, 

when looking at these descripti ons of Islamic fundamentalism, include frustration at the failed attempts at 

modernity in the Middle Eastern region and the resultant emergence of a particu lar class with specific 
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reactionary, conservati ve ideo logical tendencies. These tendencies would be the result of a fa ilure of leftist 

regi mes and "alien" ideo logies imposed on the Middle East, as we ll as due to a lack of a lternati ve channe ls 

fo r po liti cal express ion because of state repression. 

From thi s po int of view Islamic fundamentali sm is thus reduced to a mere " reacti on" against a varie ty of 

prob lems fac ing Middle Easte rn countri es, ranging from socio-economic di spariti es to po liti cal repress ion of 

Islami c groups to the failure of regimes adopting lefti st o r other ideo logies. Furtherm ore, thi s "reacti on" is 

made out to be someth ing negati ve. Instead of potenti a ll y bei ng able to solve the problems mentioned above 

by presenting a viab le alternative, Islam ic fu ndamenta li sm is presented as backward and conservati ve. 

Euben ( 1999: 2 1) attributes thi s agree ment to the result of the inte ll ectua l inheritance of the d iscourse of 

modern rationa li sm. Here the language of sc ience, objecti vity and un iversality is ex hibited, but at the same 

time po liti ca l life is interpre ted by means of placing the notions of rati onality and irrati onality opposite each 

other. The Western world at spec ifi c moments in its hi story came to ce lebrate reason "as the means by which 

to know and thus master the worl d; as the oppos ite of the authority of re li gio n, trad iti on, habit and fa ith" . At 

the same time the increasi ng role of instrumental rati onality, when it comes to all aspects of human li fe , is 

seen as constituti ve of ·'modernity". Taylor (in Gray 1995: 160) describes the modern concepti on of "reason" 

as fo ll ows. He refers to 

T he picture of an agent who in perceiv ing the world takes in "bi ts" of in formati on fro m his or 
her surroundings, and then " processes" them in some fas hion, in order to emerge with the 
"picture" of the world he or she has; who then acts on the basis of thi s picture to ful fil his or her 
goa ls, through a "calculus" of mea ns and ends. 

Everythin g that an individual does can thus be put down to a matter of act ing in order to ac hi eve one's aims. 

In this way he/she is depicted as a lmost roboti c, a ca lcul ating entity who carefull y and strategica ll y weighs 

up options against each other and chooses the best poss ible one to fac ili tate goal achievement. 

T here are vari ous " rati onal isms" in the hi story of Western thought, but most important here is the "progress 

of reason", artic ulated in the European Enlighte nment and 19th century theori es of rationali sati on, whi ch 

fi rst linked the expansion of rati onality to the progress of Western culture and late r the advance of a ll 

c ivili sati on (Euben 1999: 2 1). How, when and why did thi s parti cul ar rationali sm emerge? Th roughout the 
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Middle Ages, know ledge, metaphys ics, logic, ethi cs, politics and economics had all been held together by 

theology. Thi s changed, however, when nationalisti c and intellectual forces increasingly began to challenge 

the Church's authority during the Reformation between the 15th and 17th centuries. Because the Church was 

unable to success full y cope with thi s challenge, another method of discovering knowledge had to be found . 

Thus the focus shifted to the autonomy of the individual. Temple (in Hallowell & Porter 1997 : 285-286) 

describes thi s development: 

But i f the Church and its system were repudi ated, what could take i ts place? If a man's thought 
and purposes were no longer to take their start from the only trad ition available, where could 
they begin? And the only poss ible answer was ·'with himsel f." I f a man was not going to start 
as a member of a system, accepting that system and hi s own place in it, then he must start with 
his iso lated self. Of course he would submit to the authority of consc ience, but it would be hi s 
conscience. He would submit to the Voice of God as he heard it, but it would be as he heard it. 
So the modern movement was bound to be a movement of individualism. We owe to it the 
distincti ve bless ings of modern life, but also its di stincti ve ill s. 

The primary characteri sti c of modern philosophy is thus a focus on the indi vidual as the source or medium 

of authority (Hallowell & Porter 1997: 287). According to thi s moderni sation narrati ve, then, what 

facilitated moderni sation was ··the retreat of an authoritati ve transcendental order from the public realm" 

and at the same time ·'the eclipse of the epistemologica l, hi stori cal and political certainties sllch an order 

was thought to have sustained". The only way for rati onality to become a dominant force in public life was 

i f the " di vi ne order ., was no longer in the forefront (Euben 1999: 2 1). 

A nother important element underl ying thi s rationalist trad ition is the superi ority accorded to science. As 

the statll s of the indi vidual gained in significance during the Renaissance peri od, science, at the same time, 

promised to, ultimately, penetrate the mysteries of life and prov ide humans with the necessary too ls to 

assert their independence. It was hoped that sc ience would ·'unleash the power that would make us 

[humans] masters and possessors of nature" (Hallowell & Porter 1997: 294). 

Thi s focus on science has had effects in terms of, first ly, the intellectua l tradition and, secondly, when it 

comes to how human beings view and treat the natural environment. To clari fy the first point it is important 

to look at the tradition of analyti c philosophy, which is closely linked to the Enlightenment proj ect. Here 

the methods employed in the natural sciences are crucial in accounts of what constitutes knowledge and 

how it is acquired. One of the consequences of attaching importance to natural-sc ientific methods as a 
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regulative ideal for rational enquiry is that analytical philosophy does not encompass recei ved traditions of 

enquiry, whether deri ved from reli gions or political traditi ons like M arx ism or nationalism, Like for the 

Enlightenment proj ect, the focus is thus on the indi vidual, and traditional sources of authority, such as the 

metaphysica l, are discredited (Kell y 2000: 226-227): 

Using canons of reason and justifi cation deri ved from the natural sciences, the analytica l 
tradition either undermines moral reasons and authority altogether, or else provides alternati ve 
explanations of moral claims in naturalistic terms, identifying them for example as emoti ve 
ejacu lations or irreducible desi res or preferences (Kelly 2000: 229), 

In terms of the scientifi c focus's impact on the intellectual rat ionali st traditi on, any actions which are not 

easily explained through natural sciences method enquiry and are based on metaphysical or traditional 

influences are thus di scarded as simply emotional or irrational. This close ly ti es in with rationalist 

explanations of Islamic fundamentalism, which are discussed later on, 

In order to illustrate how the focus on sc ience impacts on how human beings view and treat the natural 

environment, it is important to look at Gray's ( 1995: 158) conception of modernity, One of the primary 

tenets of the moderni st worldview is an understanding of sc ience as "the supremely privileged form of 

knowledge", enabling humans not only to understand the natural world, but also to master and control it. The 

conception of the natural world as " an obj ect of human exploitation and of humankind as the master of 

nature" forms a vital part of the modern world view and of Westerni sation more specifica lly, By implication 

thi s same concepti on has also been passed " lastingly and destructively" onto non-Western cultures th rough 

the spread of Western culture and va lues, Though it is diffi cult to pin down thi s development hi stori ca lly, it 

is cl ose ly linked to the Christi an conception of the unique status of human beings as " loci of infinite worth" , 

Ultimately then, as part of the moderni st world view, the natural world needs human beings in order to have 

some value and " the proper relations of humans with the natural world are relations of domination and 

exploitation", 

In terms of thi s second point, the effect of according such importance to sc ience has in fact been to penetrate 

the mysteries of life and has allowed human beings to "possess" nature, just as it was hoped during the 

Renaissance era, The side effect of dominating nature, however, has meant an ever-greater destruction of it, 

as well as a spread of thi s destructi veness to traditionally non-Western societies, 
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It is thi s attitude, one of " reason" and "sc ience" being superi o r to "metaphys ics" and "tradition" which 

underli es rati onali st interpretati ons of Islamic fundamenta li sm. Instead of de lving into the ideology of 

Islamic fund amenta li sts fro m a point of view open to insights and new understanding, Islamic 

fundamentali sm is conceived as di fferent and oppos ite to rati onality, in o ther words, as irrati onal, from the 

o nset. 

Ultimately it is necessary to understand rationali st interpre tati ons as both "expressing" Western conceptions 

of "truth, po liti ca l fears and cultural unease", while at the same time describing what fundamentalis m "rea ll y 

is" . Thi s argument is parti all y based on ideas expressed by Foucault, who states that di scourses considered to 

be scienti fic are constituted and ex pressed in rules and instituti ons that contro l and centra li se knowledge, 

while at the same time discarding other, competing sets of knowledge as inadeq uate . Certa in sets of 

knowledge are thus classified as " infe ri o r" by those who have the monopoly on interpreting the world in a 

certa in way. Ano ther contributor to the argument above is Said . He states th at O ri enta li sm, rather than be ing 

a "valuable and truthful di scourse about the Orient itself ', is a European "produc ti on" of the Orient by an 

Orienta li st who c la ims to stand outside the Orient. The object of study, in thi s case the Orient, is thus 

manufactured by, as well as re fl ected in the scho larl y endeavour of Orientali sm (Euben 1999 : 22-23). The 

point made here by Euben is thus that rationali st interpre tati ons of Islamic fundamenta li sm, while claiming 

to be objective, with the analyst being " removed" fro m the subject, in reality incorporate the prej udices and 

fea rs the analyst may fee l towards Is lamic fundamentali sm while giving a so-called "neutral" descripti on of 

its nature, Such descripti ons can thus be rather one-s ided accounts. 

A nother problem with rati ona li st accounts of Is lamic fundamenta li sm is that they assume it to be a mere 

" re ll ex reacti on" to certain po liti ca l or socio-economic circumstances . This implies that it would thus no t be 

necessary to pay much attention to "a fundamenta li st system of ideas as a substanti ve vision of the world" . 

The foc us is thus not on how Islamic fun damentali st ac ti ons are the result o f a "system of meanings" , but "a 

scientifi c study of correlations among urbani sati on, ex pandi ng of education, commerciali sati on, 

industri ali sati on, and ali enation th at ' produce' Islamic rev ival". What is therefore considered of primary 

importance is thejilllction th at re li gion plays in society, not the suiJstance of ideas underl ying it. Islamic 

fundamenta li sm is presented as irrati onal in thi s way, as it is seen both as a "by-product" of and a "reacti on 

against modernity", spec ifically against the "rati onali sati on of society, economy and politi cs". What is 

interesting in thi s view, however, is that, while Islamic fundamenta li sm opposes changes tak ing pl ace as a 
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result of moderni sati o n, it is at the same time regressive: 'The refu ge of the antidemocrati c, the fru strated , 

the antirati o nal, irrati onal or at the very least archaic, fundamenta li sm thus represents the regrettab le but 

ultimate ly transient birth pangs o f a culture ente ring the modern world". The Is lamic fundamentali st is 

portrayed as the " irrati o nal rati onal actor" : ratio nal eno ugh to turn toward an ideo logy that prese nts an 

a lternati ve to the Western route o f moderni sati on, but irrati o nal in the sense that thi s ideo logy is not 

progress ive, but instead carri es " patho logical reactionary sentiment". What is suggested , furtherm ore, is that 

such a view of Is lamic fundamenta li sm not onl y neglects the importance of Is lamic fundamenta li st ideas, 

but, worse than thi s, misrepresents and di storts them (Euben 1999: 24). 

What becomes important now is to examine some examples o f above-me ntio ned ra ti o nali st approaches, in 

order to illustrate to whi ch ex tent Islamic fundamenta li sm is portrayed as a reacti o nary re fl ex reacti o n 

against modernity and Is lamic fun damenta li sts as irratio nal rati onal actors. 

2.3.2 Islamic fundamentalism as a reaction against modernitv 

In hi s 1958 work , The passil/g a! traditiol/a I society, Lerner (in Euben 1999: 26) analyses moderni sation in 

the Middle East. What does po liti cal moderni sati on entail ? Firstl y, the state is rul ed by a sing le , secul ar, 

nati o nal po liti ca l auth ority, re placing vari ous authoriti es th at may have preceded it. Secondl y, moderni sati o n 

means that new po liti ca l functi o ns are diffe rentiated and th at speciali sed stru ctures are deve loped to perform 

those functi ons. Thirdly, po liti ca l moderni sati o n entail s increased parti c ipati o n in po liti cs by soc ia l gro ups 

th rougho ut society. What thus di stin gui shes modern po liti cs fro m antecedent po liti cs is rati o na li sed 

authority, d iffe renti ated structure and mass parti cipati o n. Lerner sees moderni sati on as the introduction of a 

" rati o na li st and positi vist" spirit whi ch Middle Easte rn soc ieti es need so th at they are no lo nger locked in "an 

increas ing ly unstab le para lysis born of tensio ns endemic to late-developing trad itio nal societi es". Earl y 

fundamenta list movements are depicted as reactin g against and prov iding an o bstacle to the process of 

moderni sati on. The perceived situati o n is one o f inherent tensions between the entrenched power of the 

traditi onal patterns of governance - hie rarchi cal, patri archal and patrimo ni al - and the ri s ing ex pectati ons of 

a class whi ch is increas ingly bette r edu cated and expects to somehow be nefit from the process o f 

moderni sati on, yet at the same time faces ri sing unemployment. 
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Instead of leading the moderni sati on process, thi s over-educated, under-employed class moves towards the 

"extremes of po liti cal acti on, attracted toward the instruments of propaganda, agitation and vio lence, by 

which they hope to disrupt the settled order and to speed their way toward a more sati sfying way of life". 

The foc us is not at all on Islamic fundamentalist ideas, but, instead, these are perceived as simultaneously 

ex pressing and obscurin g what is the rea l source of the problem: moderni sati on and disenfranchisement 

taki ng place simultaneously, rapid urbani sati on among limited resources, improved and ex tended education 

go ing hand in hand with rising unemployment, increased literacy wi thin an exclusionary regime and rising 

expectati ons of the populace, though li ving in the contex t of grim socio-economic prospects. The functional 

s ide of Islamic fundamentalism is thus represented here in terms of its effecti ve ness as a channel for materi a l 

disco ntent. At the same time it a lso represents the last fl are-up of archai c impulses at the moment that the 

transition to modernity takes place (Euben 1999 : 26-27) . 

What is clear fro m the above interpretati on of Islamic fundamentalism is the distinct labe lling of it as 

reacti onary and unable to benefit from moderni sation for vari ous reasons. By implication it a lmost seems 

that th e Middle East is inferior to the West in that an anti -modern reacti o n is show n: protest against 

moderni sati on rather than an embrace of it. Also, this interpre tati on may be labell ed somewhat superfi cial, as 

the ideas underl ying Islamic fundamenta li sm are cast as ide in favo ur of the "real causes" for the "revo lt 

against moderni sati on". It thus becomes ev ident how thi s interpretati on supports Western noti ons of 

"superiority" toward a less-deve loped "Other", while at the same time supposed ly giving an objecti ve 

description of Islamic fundamentali sm. 

2.3.3 Islamic fundamentalism as the only alternative political channel 

In Sivan's ( 1985) Radical Islam, Islamic fundamentali sm is seen as a reacti on against modernity, as a result 

of the failure of a series of liberal, social ist and nati onali s t regimes to cope with the social and economic 

d iffi culties currentl y fac ing several Middle Eastern states. 

Radical Islam is primarily a hi story of ideas, but Sivan also depicts the s trength of Islamic fundamenta li sm 

as a refl ecti on of the fai lure of lefti st intell ectual s and progressive regi mes to offer a successful a lternative to 

what fund amenta li sts have to offer. Furthermore, Islamic fundamentalism he lps its supporters assoc iate with 

the famil iarity that trad itional Islamic be li efs hold for them, rather than embracing "foreign" belief structures 
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such as soc ialism or liberali sm (Euben 1999: 29). A related concern expressed by fundamentalists, according 

to Sivan ( 1985: 10), is the "open-door" policy of the 1970's, opening up the Middle East to Western 

investment. Th is would, fi rstly, integrate the Islamic world into the system of multinationals, which is totally 

alien to Muslim concepts of interest, insurance and taxation. Hence, thi s would ri sk the latter's complete 

eradication and virtuall y eliminate any chances of reintroduction. Secondly, in vestment implicitly would 

bring with it a large foreign contingent and the need to cater for these foreigners would be likely to corrupt 

those who work with them as we ll as the nouveaux riches wanting to emulate them. Thirdl y, in addition to 

whatever moral defects consumeri sm may hold, one of the biggest problems associated with it is "creating 

new needs and raising expectati ons th at the economy cunnot deli ver" . 

Thi s is espec ially relevant in a global system of relati ve deprivation where the " have-nots" are only too 

aware o f their relation in status to the world 's " haves". One sees thi s trend not only on a global level 

(developing countries perceivi ng their financial shortcomings vis-a-vis developed countries), but also on a 

local leve l. The result, as Si van points out, is the destruction of local traditi ons and culture, increased 

emulation of Western mindsets, va lues and practices by the Middle Eastern upper class and increased needs 

and expectations by all , which a moderni sing economy most likely will not be able to deli ver. This points 

out the di ffi culty of dealing with moderni sation, not only in terms of the undoubted danger it would present 

to traditional Islamic values (hence the fundamentali sts' need to challenge it), but also in terms of the 

populace ' s increased ex pectations inherent in an "opening up" to W estern influences, yet at the same time, 

the state not being able to fulfil these. 

Euben ( 1999: 29) mentions that si milar interpretations have appeared in several influenti al art icles published 

in the /nrem arional Journal of Middle Easrem Srudies in the 1980s. Four reasons can thus be found for the 

appeal of Islamic fundamentali st ideas: failures of lefti st regi mes, unavailability of alternati ve pol i ti ca l 

channels, Islam as an indigenous ideology and Islam fulfilling a " de-a lienating" function ri va l political 

movements cannot match. Ultimately, however, these explanati ons, although moving away from defining 

Islamic fundamentalism as nothing more than a " refl ex" reaction to modernity, are still based on the 

importance of moderni sation and its related developments presenting challenges to Middle Eastern regimes, 

who consequently are unable to cope. Again , thu s, there is not sufficient focus on the importance of the ideas 

of Islamic fundamentalism, on the contrary, these are all but ignored. 
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2.3.4 Islamic fundamentalism: backward and irrational 

A n example can now be given of an account which is typical of depicting Islamic fundamentalism as 

backward, irrational and the enemy of the West. Norval (200 I ) in his book Trillmph of diso rder: Islamic 

fu ndamentalism, rhe lIew face of war deals with the threat of Islamic fundamentalism to the West. Norval 

(200 I : 38) talks of the world entering a peri od of "warfare between ethnic, cultural and nationalisti c groups", 

where "re ligious attitudes, beliefs and fanaticism of the warring groups w ill playa larger ro le in the 

motivation of armed conflicts than it has since the counter-reformation three-hundred years ago". He 

aLLributes the popularity of Islam to " most people in the world (not being) pacifists" and therefore people in 

many parts of the world finding Islam attracti ve, " because it is prepared to fight". Throughout the book, an 

image is created of Islamic fundamentalism being the unquestionable enemy of the West, an enemy to be 

feared and hated. Thi s can be seen in the way in which Islamic fundamentali sts "v iew the enemy". 

According to Norval (2001: 33): 

The enemy must then, in some way, be dehumanised, degraded to less than full human status. The 
infidel- those who aren' t Muslims - fi t the bill for the militant Islamic fundamentali st. In the 
minds of the rad ica l fundamentalist, i f one isn' t enlightened enough to see the ri ghteousness of 
Islam, that person is a subhuman being. The infidel is pictured as ev i I and loath some, deserving to 
be killed as an enemy of God. 

What becomes clear from this account is the tendency of rationalist approaches of Islamic fundamentali sm to 

depict thi s as in feri or, irrational and al most insanely incomprehensible when pitted agai nst the rational 

secular logic of the West. This presents a picture of Islamic fundamentali sm which is bound to fi ll Western 

readers with fear and hatred, not making Islamic fundamentalist ideas any more comprehensible, but rather 

making them seem threatening and irrevocably different. Hav ing looked at the shortcomings of three 

different "views" of Islamic fundamentalism , the discussion now turns to rational actor model interpretations 

of Islamic fundamentalism. 

2.3.5 Islamic fundamentalists - irrational rational actors 

Rational Choice Political Theory (RCPT) has only recentl y begun to focus on religious action, and 

fu ndamentalist acti on in parti cular, but it is still worth mentioning, as it aims to explain all politi ca l action. 

Becker (in Euben 1999: 3 1) assumes that people engage in max imising behav iour, which Monroe (in Euben 
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