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Context 
This Unit discusses the various attempts by Muslim scholars and 

societies as a whole at developing responses to western hegemony 

following the collapse of the Ottoman Empire in 1924. Some of 
these responses made use of third-worldist and western counter-

hegemonic discourses to produce a variety of nationalistic and 
nativist ideologies. Others opted for a more clear-cut secularist or 

Islamist approach.  

Relationship to other Units 

The themes and topics addressed in this Unit set the tone for the 
subject, Islamic revival, which will be dealt with in the next Unit. In 

many ways, the failure of the responses towards western 
hegemony, discussed in this Unit, with their nationalistic and 

secularist overtones, was a major factor behind the emergence of 
the discourse of Islamic revival. Also, this revival appropriated some 

of the concepts and narratives of some of the responses outlined in 
this Unit.  

 

Learning outcomes 
At the end of this unit you will be able to: 

1. Critically evaluate the aims of the Kemalist project. 



 

2. Clearly understand Arab nationalism’s problematic relationship 

with Islam. 

3. Critically identify the basic components of the discourse of 
Gharbzadegi 

4. Critically evaluate Ali Shariati’s project against the criteria of 
ideology. 

5. Critically identify the elements of Sayyid Qutb’s ideology which 
are susceptible to an extremist interpretation. 

 

 

Required Study Time  
You should expect to spend approximately 14 hours studying this 

unit. You may find it convenient to break up your study as follows: 
 

Activity Time (hours) 

Preparation & Planning 1 
Content 1 

Activities section 3 
Set textbook Content 5 

Thinking section 1 

Learning Journal 1 
Extra 1 

Revision 1 
Total 14 

Equipment / Software Required 

All modules of the MA in Islamic Studies require the use of a PC 
with MS Word, Internet access and a Web Browser such as Internet 

Explorer or Mozilla Firefox. 

 

Reading Materials  
 

Core: 

 Bobby Sayyid, A Fundamental Fear: Eurocentrism and the 
Emergence of Islamism (London & New York: Zed Books, 

2004). This reference is uploaded on the webpage of the 

Module as “Fundamental Fear (Unit 4).pdf”. Required reading: 
Ch. 3 (pp. 57-71) 

 Hamid Dabashi, Theology of Discontent: The Ideological 
Foundation of the Islamic Revolution in Iran (London and New 

York: Transactions, 2006). This reference is uploaded on the 

webpage of the Module as “Theology Of 
Discontent.pdf”. Required reading: pp. 73-86  



 

 Ibrahim Abu-Rabi‘, Intellectual Origins of Islamic Resurgence 

in the Modern Arab World (New York: SUNY Press, 1996). 

Uploaded as “Intellectual Origins Modern Arab World (Unit 
4).pdf”. Required reading: pp. 154-165  

 

Supplementary: 

 Muhammad Yahya, “A Criticism of the Idea of Arab 

Nationalism”, in al-Tawhid, vol. 3, no. 2 (1406 AH) 
http://www.al-islam.org/al-tawhid/arabnationalism.htm  

 Martin Kramer, “Arab Nationalism: Mistaken Identity” (n.p.: 
n.d.) http://martinkramer.org/sandbox/reader/archives/arab-
nationalism-mistaken-identity/ 

 Ali Mirepassi, Intellectual Discourse and the Politics of 
Modernization: Negotiating Modernity in Iran (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2003). Part of this reference is 
uploaded on the webpage of the Module as “Intellectual 

Discourse (Unit 4).pdf”. Required reading: pp. 114-127, pp. 
105-114  

 Malcolm Kerr, “Arab Nationalism: Is It Obsolete?”, in Middle 

East Insight (May 1982). 
http://www.aub.edu.lb/themes/1999/Kerr/arab_nationalism.h

tml This reference is uploaded on the webpage of the Module 
as “Kerr – Arab Nationalism.doc”)  

 “What is Ideology” available at 

http://www.wisegeek.com/what-is-ideology.htm This 
reference is uploaded on the webpage of the Module as 
“ideology.doc”).  

 “Muslim Brotherhood Movement” (formerly hosted at 
http://www.ummah.net/ikhwan This reference is uploaded on 

the webpage of the Module as uploaded as ikhwan.doc. Please 
note that the uploaded article has been lightly copy-edited for 

spelling and grammar so as to discourage the development of 
a tolerance for language errors in Islamic texts!) 

 “A Closer Look: The Origins and Evolution of Egypt’s Muslim 

Brotherhood” Available at: 
http://teachmideast.org/articles/spotlight-on-egypts-muslim-
brotherhood/ 

 The History of the Muslim Brotherhood, http://9bri.com/wp-

content/uploads/2015/04/Report-on-the-History-of-the-
Muslim-Brotherhood1.pdf 

 Ali Rahnema, An Islamic Utopian: A Political Biography of Ali 
Shariati, I.B.Tauris; Reprint, New edition, 2013. 
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4.1 Introduction 

The encounter between Islam and modernity took on new forms 
after the collapse of the Ottoman Caliphate in 1924 as new 

challenges and promises beckoned. 
 

Throughout the first seven decades of the twentieth century, there 

was an unmistakable popularity of modernist ideologies, like 
nationalism and socialism, with various attempts to adopt them to 

local conditions. Accompanying that, the role of Islam was shrinking 
in the public sphere as these ideologies, with their secular 

undercurrents, took hold. This process reached a peak in the fifties 
and sixties. 

 
Immediately after the collapse of the Ottoman Caliphate a new 

ideology was introduced in Turkey, Kemalism, and was soon 
duplicated, in various degrees, in other Muslim countries. Kemalism 

aimed at the effective eradication of Islam as a reference in public 
life and the prohibition of any outward manifestation of it. It went 

even further than secularism in that it officially sanctioned the 
spread of atheism through the education system and media. 

 

Largely as a reaction to this and other secularising tendencies like 
nationalism and socialism a new discourse started to take shape 

which called for the “return to the self” and the adoption of a 
nativist approach in order to stem the tide of westernisation. This 

orientation made use of western counter-hegemonic discourses and 
tried to emphasise the revolutionary and egalitarian dimensions of 

Islam. 
 

This Unit is concerned with the exploration of the above themes.  
 



 

4.2 Kemalism 

On the third of March 1924 the Ottoman Caliphate was abolished by 

the Turkish National Assembly. Although it was crumbling and 
degenerate, the Ottoman Caliphate represented the last vestige of 

Muslim unity and power on the world stage. 
 

This event marked a watershed in the Muslim world in that the 
nation-state, the principal category of political modernity, was to be 

recognised throughout Muslim countries as the basic unit around 
which political life was to be organised. 

 
The person behind this move, Mustapha Kemal (d. 1938), better 

known as Ataturk, made the reason that the caliphate was only 
practicable in an atmosphere where there was a unified Muslim 

world, which was not the case, and that the nation-state 
represented the only realistic basis for  organisation of social life in 

the modern world. He had other reasons as well. 

 
It soon became apparent that Ataturk had the aim of the effective 

elimination of Islam first from the public sphere and gradually from 
the private domain as well in line with his conception about modern 

culture as a whole. 
 

The abolishing of the caliphate was followed by a sustained process 
of curtailing the influence of Islam in society that began with placing 

all educational institutions under state control and the abolishment 
of religious courts. This drive went to such bizarre lengths as the 

forced wearing of the chapeaux instead of the fez which was 
customarily worn by Turkish Muslims and the forced unveiling of 

women in the public sphere. 
 

Ataturk’s comprehensive westernisation programme was a result of 

his belief that modernity is a complete package which must be 
taken or rejected as a totality. The successful means to progress, 

which included the acquisition of science and technology and the 
organisation of society along modernist categories should be 

accompanied by a cultural form of modernity where the role of 
Islam should be confined to the private sphere. Even once there, it 

should be hounded into oblivion. 
 

Ataturk considered Islam as “the symbol of obscurantism” and “the 
enemy of civilisation and science”. 

 
The significance of Kemalism is that it was not restricted to Turkey 

but was emulated in other Muslim countries, most blatantly by Reza 
Khan in Iran before WWII. It also represented a trend among many 



 

sections of the Muslim intelligentsia in the early to mid decades of 

the twentieth century. 

 
 

 

 

Read chapter 3 of A Fundamental Fear: Eurocentrism and 

the Emergence of Islamism pp. 57-71. 
 

Make notes in the learning journal. 
 

 

 

 

Attempt Review Question 4.1 

 
 

 

 

 

Carry out Activity 4.1 

 

Learning Outcome: Critically evaluate the aims of the 

Kemalist project. 
 

 
 



 

4.3 Arab nationalism 

The collapse of the Ottoman Caliphate also provided the background 

against which the claims for Arab nationalism were articulated. 
The central premise of Arab nationalism was that people and 

countries of the Arab world constituted one nation and were bound 
together by linguistic, cultural and historical heritage. This ideology 

was also animated by the fact that the Ottoman Caliphate was both 
obsolete and unjust. 

 
The major aim of Arab nationalism after the collapse of the Ottoman 

Caliphate was to unite the Arab world and liberate the Arab 
countries from western domination and the removal of Arab 

governments which were subservient to the West. This is despite 
the fact that it was the British who initially gave support to the 

claims of Arab nationalism seeing it as a major tool for weakening 
the Ottoman Empire, as this would lead to the break-up of that 

entity which for centuries past represented a major threat to 

Europe. 
 

Another conspicuous feature of Arab nationalism was that its 
ideologues and major propagators were almost exclusively Christian 

Arabs from that region of Greater Syria which today is known as 
Lebanon. They included such important thinkers and intellectuals 

like George Antonios, Michel Aflaq, Antoun Saadeh and Amin al-
Rihani. 

 
Intellectually, Arab nationalism aimed at appropriating socialist and 

progressivist strands of modernist discourse and work them into a 
nationalist ideology aimed at empowerment and national liberation. 

It had a problematic relationship with Islam in that it recognised its 
role in the battle for national struggle but did not view it as a final 

reference. On the whole, it had an instrumentalist engagement with 

Islam.  
 

The heyday of Arab nationalism was in the fifties and sixties in the 
twentieth century when Gamal Abdel Nasser (d. 1970) assumed the 

helm of the hero of the Arab people who were striving for unity and 
empowerment. The defeat of the Arabs in the Six Day War in 1967, 

however, dealt Arab nationalism a severe blow from which it was 
never to recover. That defeat exposed the intellectual vacuity of its 

ideology and its utter failure as an instrument of social and 
ideological mobilisation. 

 
It was also in the wake of the bankruptcy of Arab nationalism and 

its concomitant discourse of socialism that many sections of Arab 
society began to search for more original alternatives which had 

deep roots in the indigenous culture.  



 

 

 

 

 

Read the article “Arab nationalism: Is it Obsolete?  

 
Make notes in the learning journal. 

 

 

 

 

Attempt Review Question 4.2 

 

 

 

 

 

Carry out Activity 4.2 

 

Learning Outcome: Clearly understand Arab nationalism’s 
problematic relationship with Islam. 

 
 

 
 



 

4.4 Gharbzadegi 

Among the discourses which called for a return to the native culture 

and a virulent criticism of the westernisation trend which had the 
strongest appeal in the Muslim world in the decades immediately 

following World War II was Gharbzadegi. Variously translated as 
“occidentosis”, “west-struckness” “westoxication”, and “plagued by 

the west”, Gharbzadegi was a term originally coined by an Iranian 
philosopher, Ahmad Fardid (d. 1994), before it was borrowed by his 

compatriot Jalal Al-Ahmad (d. 1969) who turned it into a nativist 
ideology calling for a rejection of westernisation and a return to the 

original culture as the best form of defence against the onslaught of 
the west.  

 
Gharbzadegi refers to the loss of Iranian cultural identity through 

the adoption of machines which renders new social relations, 
empties life of its richness and warmth and leads to urbanisation 

and uprooting of people from their traditional environment. It is not 

the machine or technology itself which Al-Ahmad takes to task but 
the “westoxicated” Iranian intellectuals who through not holding 

fast to an indigenous culture submit to the culture of the machine. 
They are so overawed by this culture that it manifests itself in their 

lifestyle, tastes, intellectual interests and even manner of speaking.   
 

This said, Al-Ahmad himself was not altogether untouched by 
western culture as he was familiar with the ideas of many western 

anti-modernist philosophers like Martin Heidegger and Ernst Jünger 
(1895-1998) and even translated many short stories of leading 

western novelists. But what was important for him was the manner 
of engagement with these ideas and trends and the ability to relate 

to them from a position of secure nativist cultural grounding where 
they can be employed in the struggle towards liberation and 

countering the hegemony of the west.  

 
In his project for the return to the indigenous culture and the 

disavowal of westernisation, Al-Ahmad saw a special role for Shia 
Islam and the traditional clergy whom he thought constituted the 

class of people least affected by western cultural influences and the 
ones who are able to deliver when it came to resistance and 

sacrifice. 
 

This discourse, coupled with Ali Shariati’s project aimed at tapping 
the ideological dimensions of Islam, which will be treated in the 

next section, contributed, among other discourses, for the espousal 
of the revolutionary spirit responsible for the downfall of the Pahlavi 

monarchy in Iran.    
 

 



 

 

 

Read chapter 1 of Theology of Discontent pp.73-86. 

 
Make notes in the learning journal. 

 

 

 

 

Attempt Review Question 4.3 

 

 

 

 

 

Carry out Activity 4.3 

 

Learning Outcome: Critically identify the basic components 
of the discourse of Gharbzadegi 

 
 

 
 



 

4.5 Islam as ideology 

Among the most important discourses which advocated an 

ideological conception of Islam as an effective way of countering 
western hegemony and its local representatives was that which was 

advanced by the Iranian sociologist Ali Shariati (d. 1977) under the 
slogan of “return to the self”. 

 
This discourse implied that a form of alienation has occurred in 

Muslim societies away from the original Islamic beliefs as a result of 
infatuation with western ideas from one side and the propagation of 

a populist and obscurantist version of Islam from the other. The 
result was that the revolutionary dimensions of Islam were muted 

and a form of passivity dominated Muslim societies. 
 

The two groups which Shariati saw as responsible for this situation 
were the westernised intellectuals and sections of the traditional 

clergy who emphasised on those readings of Islam which gave a 

prominent position to predestination, grief and lamentation and a 
general atmosphere of passivity and propagation of futility of action 

against adverse socio-political forces before the re-appearance of 
Imam Mahdi. It was such version of Islam, which Shariati termed 

Safavid Shiism, and which he thought played into the hands of 
oppressive rulers and perpetuated their tyrannical rule. This was in 

contrast to the original Islam, which he termed Alavi Shiism, which 
emphasised the values of struggle and asceticism and the necessity 

of social action for the sake of egalitarianism and the oppressed.  
 

In his ideological discourse, Shariati employed narratives of western 
thinkers who were critical of the ontological foundations of 

modernity and its hegemonic and imperialist import on the political 
scale. He was particularly enamoured of the thought system and 

political activism of such important western thinkers as Jean-Paul 

Sartre and George Gurvitch and employed categories from them 
and the third worldlist intellectual Franz Fanon who was also one of 

the pioneers of post-colonialist studies. He also had a special 
admiration for the French orientalist Louis Massignon and benefited 

from his studies on such early luminaries of Muslim history as 
Salman Farsi and Abu Zarr elaborating the ascetic as well as 

revolutionary dimensions of their personalities. Shariati wedded 
aspects of the above discourses with an ideological reading of Islam 

and the result was a coherent modern shia Islamic ideology capable 
of filling the intellectual gap in the atmosphere of discontent against 

the Shah’s regime, prevalent at the time. 
 

The importance of the presence of a modern revolutionary Islamic 
ideology, as introduced by Shariati, was that it eclipsed the allure of 

the Marxist discourse which was very popular then and gave the lie 



 

to the Marxist conception of religion as an agent of passivity and 

inaction. It succeeded in orienting vast numbers of the Muslim 

youth towards religion and activism in the name of faith which was 
to prove very important for the later success of the Islamic 

revolution.  
 

 

 

 

Read chapter 4 of Intellectual Discourse and the Politics of 
Modernisation pp.114-127. 

 

Make notes in the learning journal. 
 

 

 

 

Attempt Review Question 4.4 

 
 

 

 

 

Carry out Activity 4.4 

 

Learning Outcome: Critically evaluate Ali Shariati’s project 
against the criteria of ideology. 

 
 

 
 



 

4.6 The Muslim Brotherhood 

Among the most significant groups to appear in the Muslim world 

with the aim of restoration of Muslim power against the onslaught of 
the West was an Egyptian based movement called the Muslim 

Brotherhood. Established in 1928 by a Sufi school teacher Hassan 
al-Banna (d. 1949) it quickly grew to become the biggest party with 

an Islamist orientation in the Arab world and beyond. 
 

The Muslim Brotherhood sought to make Islam the final reference in 
the individual, social and political lives of Muslims and emphasised 

on the role of education as a first step towards the comprehensive 
Islamisation of society. It is very active in the provision of social 

services and in education as well as the trade union movement. 
 

Although largely tolerated by successive Egyptian governments the 
Brotherhood was banned more than once in the twentieth century 

as when it was implicated in the assassination attempt on the life of 

the Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser in 1954. 
 

Around that date, the Muslim Brotherhood was becoming 
increasingly radicalised with the preponderance of the teachings of 

its chief ideologue in the fifties and sixties Sayyid Qutb (executed 
1966). Drawing on the ideas of Abu al-Ala al-Mawdudi (discussed in 

the previous Unit) Sayyid Qutb propagated the notion of Jahilliya 
(Ignorance, the state of affairs prevalent in pre-Islamic Arabia) to 

denote the fact that Muslim society, as a result of western influence 
manifested in the popularity of such ideologies as socialism, 

communism and Arab nationalism, so much resembled pre-Islamic 
society. In his book Milestones, Qutb called for the dismantling of 

this Jahili order by force and instilling a political order based on the 
sharia. His view was that democracy did not agree with Islamic 

teachings and that all the references to shura which are made by 

people who saw some affinity between Islam and democracy were 
misleading because the shura verse was revealed in Mecca when 

the Quranic verses addressed matters of creed, the divinity and the 
after-life and not matters of socio-political concern which was the 

case later with the Medinan verses. 
 

The Muslim Brotherhood came into conflict again with the Egyptian 
government in 1981 after one of its offshoots al-Gamaa al-

Islamiyya was implicated in the assassination of the Egyptian 
president Anwar al-Sadat (assassinated 1981). 

 
In the aftermath of the anti-establishment movement in the Arab 

world in 2011 which was dubbed The Arab Spring, Ikhwan 
managed, for the first time in their history to cease power. When as 

a result of a popular revolt the government of President Hosni 



 

Mubarak, who had ruled Egypt with an iron fist for more than three 

decades, was forced to relinquish power, a prominent Ikhwan 

personality, Mohamed Morsi, was elected as the head of first post-
Mubarak government. However, the first Ikhwan government, partly 

due to the mismanagement of President Morsi and his colleagues, 
and partly as a result of subtle, but unbearable pressures from the 

USA, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, soon ran into 
trouble. Among the mistakes which was made by the new 

administration their  
 

Morsi took power in 2012 as Egypt’s first democratically elected president. He 

struggled with the military’s influence in government, purging top officials in the 

military. He also faced much opposition after decreeing his actions above judicial 

review, prompting some to call him “a new pharaoh.” Morsi was also tasked with 

creating a new constitution. The new constitution provided important limits of 

presidential powers and empowered the parliament, but at the same time gave much 

power to the military, contained no protections for women and religious minorities, 

and stated that all laws should be Islamic in nature. 

 

 Today the Muslim Brotherhood remains the most important political 
opposition in most Arab countries. 
 

 

 

 

Read the following three short articles  “Muslim Brotherhood 

movement” and Chapters 5-6 of “History of the Muslim 
Brotherhood”, and “A Closer Look: The Origins and 
Evolution of Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood”  

. 
 

Make notes in the learning journal. 
 

 

 

 

Attempt Review Question 4.5 

 
 

 

 

 

Carry out Activity 4.5 

 

Learning Outcome: Critically identify the elements of Sayyid 
Qutb’s ideology which are susceptible to an extremist 

interpretation. 
 
 

 
 



 

4.7 Summary 

Muslim encounter with modernity in the period which followed the 

collapse of the Ottoman Caliphate in 1924 took on many forms as 
intellectuals and statesmen in the Muslim world pondered on the 

best means to offset the impact of the West. Some discourses, like 
kemalism, opted for a comprehensive emulation of the path trodden 

by Europe in its trajectory to attain progress while others were 
more influenced by the nationalistic and socialist strands of 

modernist thought which they tried to apply to local conditions. 
Other revivalist projects took Islam as a frame of reference but 

attempted to employ those dimensions of modernist and, partly, 
postmodernist thought which were counter-hegemonic and 

liberationist, in their attempts to awaken their people and make 
them resist local and foreign manifestations of western hegemony. 

 
 

 



 

Activities 
 

Associating Activities with Learning Outcomes 

 1 

Activity 

 
The nature of the Kemalist project 
 

LO 

 

Critically evaluate the aims of the Kemalist 
project. 
 

 2 

Activity 

Arab nationalism’s problematic relationship 

with Islam 
 

LO 

 
Clearly understand Arab nationalism’s 

problematic relationship with Islam. 
 

 3 

Activity 

 

The basic component’s of Gharbzadegi 
 

LO 

 
 Critically identify the basic components of the 

discourse of Gharbzadegi 
 
 

 4 

Activity 

 

The making of an Islamic ideology 
 

LO 

 

Critically evaluate Ali Shariati’s project against 
the criteria of ideology. 
 

 5 

Activity 

 

Sayyid Qutb and the discourse of extremism 
 

LO 

 
Critically identify the elements of Sayyid Qutb’s 

ideology which are susceptible to an extremist 

interpretation. 
 

 



 

Activity 4.1: The nature of the Kemalist project 

There are different views about the ultimate aim of Ataturk with 

regard to the degree to which he wanted Turkey to resemble the 
west. 

Do you think that Ataturk aimed at just modernising Turkey to 
make it progressive, industrialised and enjoy a modern political 

system or was his project aimed at something further in that he 
wanted to effect cultural change in the country and make Turkey 

resemble the west in every aspect including attitude, tastes and 
lifestyle? 

Do a web search. 
 

Feedback of Activity 4.1 
 

Depending on the nature of the website you choose to do your 
research you may get conflicting verdicts on Ataturk’s attitude 

towards Islam. The pro-Ataturk sites consider him to be a hero 

whereas anti-Ataturk sites maintain that his project was a disaster 
for Turkey and Islam. Below, is the verdict of a site which purport to 

be neutral, and objective, i.e. Oxford Islamic Studies Online, at: 
http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/print/opr/t236/e0083 

(Accessed: 29/3/2019) 
 

Atatürk and Islam. 

The depth of Atatürk's religious conviction is still unclear; what is 

certain is that his drive toward secularism (called lâyiklik or lâiklik, a 
Turkish adaptation of the French word laïcisme) in Turkey was not 

conceived as an attack on Islam, which he considered the most 

rational, natural, and therefore final religion. He believed the decay 
of the Muslim world and its falling under oppression to be the fault 

of Muslims, dominated by their own wrong thinking. His idealist 
philosophy ascribed this to Muslims’ historical retreat from 

rationalism to implicit acceptance, rendering themselves submissive 
and defenseless. He argued that the weight of rigid orthodoxy that 

had turned Islam from a reasoned belief to blind faith must be lifted 
from society, not only so that Muslims might advance but for Islam 

itself, which needed to be cleansed of irrational and inflexible 
accretions. Then, too, since Islam is essentially a rational religion in 

which knowledge preponderates, individuals might reach the divine 
by using their intellect. Atatürk's persistent attempts to have the 
Qurʿān and the language of worship rendered into an authorized 

Turkish version for general use were thus aimed at religious 
enlightenment. He wanted for Turkey a secular society of Muslims 

wherein the maintenance and advancement of Islam would rest 
upon the voluntary adherence of individual believers: nonreligious 

government for the religious rather than religious government, in 
what would inevitably be a secular state.  

http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/print/opr/t236/e0083


 

Assessment. 

Atatürk lived his life determining how to impose the possible but not 

attempting to impose the not-yet-possible. Given the dearth of 
religious scholars of sufficiently revolutionary caliber, he abandoned 

his earlier belief that a secular state must nevertheless provide 
some kind of infrastructure for the regulation and instruction of 

Islam. His consequent withdrawal in the 1930s to the thesis that the 
government of such a state has no role in the people 's religious 

development, and to the legal implementation of this, was perhaps 

misconceived. It created the paradox of the unlettered hoca 
(religious teacher) who lacked adequate state-supported education 

yet was blamed for perpetuating ignorance and bigotry among the 
faithful.  

Atatürk's attempted reform of Turkish religious life comprises, with 

his other social reforms, a consistent political philosophy. His 
ultimate objective, in a formula admitting of general application, 

was the achievement of a genuine and modern nationhood, 
responsible for and answerable to its citizens individually and 

collectively, which would survive, conscious and assured, in the 
contemporary world.  

 

 

Here is another assessment of Ataturk’s project: 
    

Among all the projects for reform in the Muslim world in the wake of 
the collapse of the Ottoman Caliphate Kemalism was conspicuous in 

that it aimed at a total and comprehensive emulation of the 
Europeans if Turkey were to progress and become modernised. 

Unlike the other reformist and revivalist projects which recognised 
the role of Islam in the process of empowerment or identified the 

erroneous understanding of Islam as the major cause for decline 
and thus aimed at rejuvenating Islamic thought, Kemalism bluntly 

identified Islam itself as the source of decline and aimed at nothing 
less than replacing it both in the public sphere and also the arena of 

personal belief and conduct. Ataturk was of the view that the 
process of modernisation would not be successful without a cultural 

infrastructure supplies it with the proper views, standpoints, 
attitude and inclinations. 

He seems to be in agreement with the former French president 

Jacques Chirac who said that in order for Turkey to be accepted into 
the EU it needs to undergo no less than a “cultural” revolution. 

 

Activity 4.2: Arab nationalism’s problematic relationship with 

Islam 
As an ideology of national liberation Arab nationalism enjoyed a 

euphoric phase in the fifties and sixties in the past century but could 



 

not hold because it had an ambiguous and problematic relationship 

with Islam. Discuss this relationship and account for its role in the 

decline of Arab nationalism. Use the following two articles as your 
guide: 

1) “A criticism of the idea of Arab nationalism” by  
Muhammad Yahya, available at: http://www.al-

islam.org/al-tawhid/arabnationalism.htm. 
2) “Arab nationalism: mistaken identity” by Martin Kramer, 

available at: 
http://martinkramer.org/sandbox/reader/archives/arab-

nationalism-mistaken-identity/ 
 

 
Feedback of Activity 4.2 

Since its inception, Arab nationalism had a problematic relationship 
with Islam. Although it recognised the role of Islam in the process 

of empowerment and liberation it did not take it as a final reference 

but sought to amalgamate it in socialist and nationalist discourses 
which were of a modernist import. This led to the gradual phasing 

out of the significance of Islam from Arab nationalist discourse and 
its language and intellectual categories became increasingly 

secularist. Such an ideology could not establish deep roots in an 
Arab Muslim culture where Islamic principles and sentiments were 

adhered to. 
  

Also, the concept of nationalism itself was not concordant with 
Islamic teachings which emphasised on the unity of the Muslim 

people regardless of their different ethnic and racial backgrounds. 
This is in addition to its practical failure to unite the Arab world and 

its utter defeat as an ideology capable of mobilisation and triumph 
on the battlefront. 

 

Activity 4.3: The basic components of Gharbzadegi 
From what you have read about the concept identify the basic 

components of Gharbzadegi. 
You may use the following source for additional information: 

 Intellectual Discourse and the Politics of Modernisation pp. 105-114 
 

Feedback of Activity 4.3 
1. At the heart of Gharbzadegi is an infatuation with western 

culture. 
2. A feverish embracing of the machine and mechanisation. 

3. An infatuation with the culture which accompanies the 
machine in the arena of attitudes, tastes, lifestyles and even 

language. 
4. A shunning and looking down upon local culture. 

5. An accompanying disregard for the clergy. 

http://www.al-islam.org/al-tawhid/arabnationalism.htm
http://www.al-islam.org/al-tawhid/arabnationalism.htm
http://martinkramer.org/sandbox/reader/archives/arab-nationalism-mistaken-identity/
http://martinkramer.org/sandbox/reader/archives/arab-nationalism-mistaken-identity/


 

6. Toying with ill-conceived discourses and intellectual trends. 

 

Activity 4.4: The making of an Islamic ideology 
Read about the meaning of ideology through a web search and then 

apply this to what you have learnt about the thought of Shariati and 
give your opinion about how he constructed a Shia Muslim ideology. 

You can use the following source as a guide about ideology: 
“What is Ideology” available at: 

http://www.wisegeek.com/what-is-ideology.htm 
 

 
Feedback of Activity 4.4 

The aim of ideology is to present elements of a worldview in a way 
which makes them susceptible to social change and revolution. 

Ideaologies, therefore, are more interested in the ‘ideals’ which they 
want to turn into reality, than presenting reality as it is. This latter 

is the task of philosophies or sciences. 

 
Shariati took some basic components of Islamic Shia faith like the 

martyrdom of Imam Hussein and the concept of waiting for the re-
appearance of Imam Mahdi and emphasised their original import 

which constituted an instigation to reform by means of words and 
political action. The aim was the restoration of the just order which 

Islam originally advocated and which has been overshadowed 
through an unholy, and indirect, alliance between sections of the 

clergy who advocated a quietist, lethargic and obscurantist version 
of religion and the powerful monarchy which used brute force and 

the policy of secularisation to maintain the status quo. 
 

In his ideological project Shariati made use of western discourses 
which extolled the values of egalitarianism, anti-imperialism and 

social protest.   

 

Activity 4.5: Sayyid Qutb and the discourse of extremism 

Identify those elements of Sayyid Qutb’s political philosophy which 
made them susceptible to extremist readings. 

You may use the following source, among other sources you can 
find, as a guide: 

Intellectual Origins of Islamic Resurgence in the Modern Arab World 
pp.154-165. 

 
Feedback of Activity 5.5 

At the heart of Sayyid Qutb’s political philosophy is not how to 
adapt Islamic teachings to modern conditions but to dismantle 

current political order and instil an alternative divine order in its 
place. Also, the jahili culture which sustains the social order should 

http://www.wisegeek.com/what-is-ideology.htm


 

at first be avoided as not to be contaminated by it and then it 

should be deconstructed as well. 

 
The problem is accentuated in that the above conceptions about 

state and culture have, according to Qutb, universal application and 
they depict Muslim as well as western societies. 

This leads to a form of withdrawal from society and branding its 
people as jahili and unbelievers even if they are Muslims. In fact, 

one of the extremist groups inspired by Qutb is called just that al-
Takfir wal-Hijra (branding people as infidels and fleeing. 

 
 



 

Think 

 

Review Question 4.1 
Why was the Kemalist project relatively successful in post-caliphate 

Turkey? 
 

Answer to Review Question 4.1 
The Kemalist programme for a strong state which was able to 

defend itself and order its society along modern structures of 

organisation with the promise of industrialisation and material 
prosperity appealed to the Turkish people who had suffered under 

Ottoman incompetence, oppression and corruption. 
 

The ideas of progress and the modern institutions which regulate 
political behaviour were as yet not tried in the Muslim world and 

that’s why they had their particular allure. 
 

However, once established in power, the Ataturk introduced 
oppressive measures which aimed to confiscate personal freedom, 

expression and practice in a manner which in many ways exceeded 
the malpractice of the Ottomans. 

 

Review Question 4.2 

In what sense was the discourse of Arab nationalism “modernist”? 

 
Answer to Review Question 4.2 

It was modernist in the sense that the concept of nationalism itself 
is the product of modernity alongside the other notions with which it 

was amalgamated like socialism and, to a certain extent, 
secularism. 

 
It was a form of modernism which was also mixed with tribalism 

and other anti-modernist practices pertinent to Arab society. 
 

If we add to this that it had, at best, an ambiguous relationship with 
Islam we can see why it could not hold for long in Arab societies. 

 

Review Question 4.3 

Was the discourse of Gharbzadegi pertinent to other Muslim 

countries apart from Iran in which it was introduced? 
 

Answer to Review Question 4.3 



 

Gharbzadegi was, to a large extent, pertinent to other Muslim 

countries because, on the whole, they were undergoing a similar 

process of westernisation and many sections of Muslim societies in 
the fifties and sixties in the twentieth century were infatuated with 

western ideologies and lifestyle. Such a discourse would have been 
very well received by intellectuals in the Muslim world with a 

nativist or Islamist orientation. 
 

In fact, it is a fascinating point of research to discover if Muslim 
intellectuals in countries other than Iran were aware of the 

existence of Gharbzadegi and what influence, if any, it had on them. 
 

Review Question 4.4 
Outline the main similarities and differences between Gharbzadegi 

and Ali Shariati’s project of “return to the self”. 
 

Answer to Review Question 4.4 

The main similarities are that both discourses were deeply critical of 
westernised intellectuals and the current political order. 

 
Both discourses made use of western liberationist and counter-

hegemonic thought in their projects and emphasised on the role of 
the indigenous culture for providing an alternative. 

 
This said, Ali Shariati’s project was more ideological and militant. If 

the main thrust of Gharbzadegi was the diagnosis of the problem Ali 
Shariati’s discourse was aimed more at providing a revolutionary 

ideology capable of taking the struggle to its intended outcomes. 
 

Also, Shariati was more vociferous in his criticism of sections of the 
traditionalist and quietist scholars. 

Review Question 4.5:  

What element of Muslim Brotherhood ideology contributes to it 
having a tense relationship with the mainstream religious 

establishment in Arab countries. 
 

Answer to Review Question 4.5 
It is arguable that this single issue relates to sovereignty 

(hakimiyyah) which belongs, according to the Muslim Brotherhood, 
exclusively to God and His Messenger, whereas the mainstream 

religious establishment endorses the legitimacy of temporal rulers in 
their capacity as “ulu al-amr”, those entrusted with authority, 

according to their own understanding of this verse. 
 

 
 



 

Topic for Discussion: Revivalist discourse and the 

endorsement of western elements of thought. 

With regard to the Muslim revivalists whom we have studied thus 
far, there is something very instructive about their legacy, that is 

how their intellectual heritage and revivalist projects were contested 
by their followers and disciples who had different ideological 

orientations. Discuss by giving examples about the intellectual 
legacy of some of these revivalists. 

 
Contribution for Discussion 

It is very instructive from what we have studied thus far that the 
thinkers and revivalists who have tried to appropriate some 

elements and modernist thought and amalgamate them in their 
thought system or their intellectual project for revival, how their 

legacy was contested by diametrically opposed ideological positions. 
For instance two of the disciples of Muhammad Abduh advocated 

radically different readings of his legacy, one, Ali Abd al-Raziq took 

the secularist path and openly declared that there is no provision for 
politics in Islamic religious sources, the other, Rashid Reda, 

assumed a Salafist interpretation of his mentor’s legacy. 
The same is also true, in some respects, with regard to Ali Shariati, 

sections of whose followers assumed a radical and leftist reading of 
his intellectual heritage and caused enormous problems for the 

nascent Islamic Republic. 
This is an important point for the whole issue of Islam’s encounter 

with modernity. Try to find other examples. 
 

 
 

Learning Journal  
In your learning journal reflect upon your learning experience with 

this unit. Emphasise on your thought of both positive and negative 

aspects, the difficulties you faced in understanding the material and 
the approach you followed in solving any problems you 

encountered. 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 



 

Extra Content and Activities 

 

 

 

 

Read chapter <<Insert chapter number>> of <<Insert 
additional reading material title>> book. 

 

 

 

 

For further information go to: http:// <<Insert URL>> 

 
 

 

 

 

Carry out Activity <<Insert activity name>> 

 

Learning Outcome: <<Insert learning outcome number>> 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 


