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Summary 

In this master thesis, we i estigate Wael B. Halla s iti ue of ode it  as p ese ted i  

his The Impossible State. We try to understand in what way it is a critique of modernity, and 

the a  its autho  uses Isla i  sou es a d a p ese tatio  of pa adig ati  Isla i  

governance  as a iti al tool fo  i te ogating modernity. The first part of the thesis will be 

concerned with understanding modernity. We look at the emergence of some of its central 

categories such as the private and public spheres, instrumental reason as well as the central 

philosophical problem of the sepa atio  of fa t a d alue.  The se o d pa t is a detailed 

p ese tatio  of Halla s a gu e t. I  the thi d, e dis uss the e its a d o se uences of 

the critique. The methodological tools to be used are taken from the field of Discourse 

Analysis, as presented by Phillips and Jørgensen in Discourse Analysis as Theory and Method 

(2002). 
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Preface 

In this master thesis, I will be attempting to understand an issue that has been become 

increasingly important to me during my studies. The study program of which I am a part – 

Religion and Society – is one in which a certain methodological anarchy reigns. This is 

because the program is relatively new and plastic, but also because it exists in between 

othe , o e igid s ie tifi  t aditio s. As a stude t of this p og a , I e ee  e posed to 

sociology, anthropology, the theology of Christianity and Islam, interreligious studies, 

philosophy and the history of ideas, among many other fields. My particular interest as it 

has crystallized has been ethical issues and the pressures of modernization on both the part 

of the world where it originated and those parts which have had to, so to speak, import 

modernity. To understand secularity is to understand that we are living in a world where it is 

very hard to maintain the beliefs and practices that untold generations before us have held 

to be as natural as the sky itself. For many it is not hard, it is downright impossible. And so, 

although the times we live in are exciting, and although there is ample reason to rejoice in 

the titanic and incomparable achievements of human civilization these last couple of 

centuries, one cannot help but feel a se se of loss. We li e, as Heidegge  said, i  the age of 

the world-pi tu e,  a d this is so ethi g e ti el  e . Whe  God o  his hose  people 

speak of the community of all human beings in the Quran or the Bible, it is as something 

vague and imprecise. Now, the entire world is interconnected, and we can be precise about 

the fact that there are 7.3 billion people living their lives and affecting the lives of others. 

But my general fascination with this theme does not translate easily into a research 

question. Nevertheless, I think it necessary to attempt to understand as much as possible of 

what this new mode of being entails. I will be looking at an example of the ways we look 

back to our traditions and see an element of human or divine beauty in those traditions 

which we feel have become lost on the way to our world of space exploration, cell-phones 

and the aptly named world wide web. One of the central questions is: In what way does it 

make sense to criticize modernity itself? 
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Introduction 

This following work is an investigation of something we will call an Islamic critique of 

modernity. In order to understand what this involves, we will first have to find out what is 

meant by modernity, which is a term that is used in various ways in different contexts. We 

will be working under the supposition that modernity connotes a specific way of 

understanding the world as an interconnected whole and as inherently pluralistic; an 

understanding which first developed in the latter part of the Age of Enlightenment and 

which by the end of the First World War had become paradigmatic in the Western world. 

Scholars and non-scholars alike understand modernity to be a distinct temporal age in the 

world and as something which arose from and broke with ages hence. Charles Taylor 

represents this break in his book A Secular Age as the difference between a world in which it 

was near impossible not to believe in the local or national deity and a world in which belief 

in God is but one option among many. Taylor tells the story of the gradual movement from 

one of these states of understanding to the other, connecting it not only to the rise of 

science and secular argument, but also to changes in the churches of Europe and the 

ascendance of the nation-state. We will base our investigation of modernity on Taylor, but 

include elements from other theorists. Jürgen Habermas has written about the public 

sphere as something specifically modern, while Peter Beyer, in his book Religion in Global 

Society, describes the connection between globalization and the rise of capitalism. We will 

connect the arguments of these authors to show some central features of modernity. 

The work which is the main focus of this thesis is Wael B. Halla s The Impossible State. It is 

a book-length argument for the view that the modern nation-state is fundamentally 

i o e su a le ith that hi h he alls pa adig ati  Isla i  go e a e.  That is, the 

modern state is built upon assumptions that are antithetical to the principles of the Sha i a, 

which are the backbone of Islam. It has displaced moral living as the central domain in 

favour of political and economic interests, separated the legal from the moral and replaced 

God as the ultimate sovereign. Certain thinkers and activists, both within Islam and without 

have tried to understand what has happened to that organic and effective unit of ethical, 

legal and societal thought since the fall of the Ottoman Empire. Often, the history of 

modern Islam is told as one of loss and of disconnect. These thinkers are not only the 

fundamentalists bent on re-establishing an Islamic caliphate, waging holy war against 
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infidels, although these latter groups receive a disproportionate amount of Western media 

(and scholarly) attention. There are moderate Islamists too who perceive some kind of 

threat from the rapid changes inherent in modernization, and who feel that in some way 

their traditional way of life is under attack. And indeed, Islamists are not by any means 

alo e i  feeli g a  of the i pli atio s of the apid ha ges e e see  i  the last 

centuries. Western authors from Rousseau through Kierkegaard, Nietzsche and Dostoevsky 

to Camus have all had things to say about the darker sides of the modern project and its 

influence o  people s lives. An extreme example of this can found in Alasdair MacIntyres 

book After Virtue, in which the author offers a critique of the post-Enlightenment 

conception of the moral – arguing that moral argument has ceased to make sense. His claim 

is that all those a ious o epts hi h i fo  ou  o al dis ou se e e o igi all  at ho e 

in larger totalities of theory and practice in which they enjoyed a role and function supplied 

by contexts of which they have now been deprived (MacIntyre 2007: .   

The e a e a  easo  to pa  lose atte tio  to Halla s a gu e ts. For one, he explicitly 

ites a d e gages ith Ma I t e s iti ue of the ode  o eptio  of o alit  a d 

shows the ways in which Islam is one of those moral discourses which have been deprived 

of their larger totalities and as such has become fragmented. For another, he expertly points 

to certain key problems inherent in concepts like the modern nation-state and the modern 

citizen. He also discusses the issues which have been the focus of Charles Taylor, namely the 

rise of instrumental reason and the subjugation of public language to scientific hegemony – 

the new moral majority. And not least, he tries to attend to what he sees as a moral crisis 

within Islam. Others share his view that t aditio al Sha i a a d its tools fo  o al easo i g, 

ijtihad, have been largely displaced. Hallaq connects this to a pernicious doctrine generated 

by the European Enlightenment and more or less forced upon the rest of the world. That 

doctrine is the separation of fact and value, of legality and morality, of reason and reasons.  

Hallaq and the other authors already mentioned have affirmed the idea, now near-

universally agreed upon, that modernity is something which arose in a specifically Western 

(i.e. European and North-American) context. The colonialist tendencies of Western 

countries, especially in the Middle East and the Maghreb, and the particular understanding 

of religion which the Western countries brought with them have resulted in anti-Western 

sentiment gaining a foothold in the countries of this region.  
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There will be a certain ethical element to the discussion within this thesis, as the critique of 

modernity, whether it is raised by Islamic traditionalists or Western ethical philosophers, 

first and foremost concerns itself with the effect processes of modernization and 

globalization has on the way people live their lives and engage in moral discussion. We will 

attempt not to judge, but to engage in dialectics is nevertheless to interpret and generalize 

– and so to point to the extremes and possible middle ways between them. There is a 

certain sense of urgency here, because the issue of Western civilization and its discontents 

seems to be all we talk about in our global fora. One can see both that modernization, 

globalization and what some would call the decay of moral discussion have happened the 

way they did for a reason, and that there is ample ground and opportunity for criticism of 

this state of affairs. Indeed, we may have reached a point where this honest criticism is the 

only right way forward. Hallaq certainly thinks so. 

Research Questions and Assumptions 

The central question ehi d Halla s The Impossible State is: can there be such a thing as a 

modern Islamic state? We will be grappling with the arguments of that author and see how 

his way of dealing with this question entails a critique of modernity. In order for us to fully 

understand that critique, we will have to spend some time trying to understand what 

modernity is. Chapter two of this thesis therefore deals with the history of European 

modernity. In chapter three we attempt an in-depth a al sis of Halla s p ese tatio  of 

hat he alls pa adig ati  Isla i  go e a e,  which he sees as incommensurable with 

modernity a d pa adig ati  atio -state,  hi h he understands as a product of 

modernity. We will see how, for Hallaq, the former is employed as critique of the latter. In 

part four we discuss the merits of Halla s critique. A central question to be dealt with in 

this chapter is: Does Halla ’s critique make sense; i.e. can anything be done with the 

problems pointed to by our critic? 

To be able to even talk about an Islamic critique of modernity, several things have to be 

assumed. This is for reasons having to do with the scale of this present work but also the 

impossibility of constructing the elements of our discussion from scratch.  Beyond giving 

cursory definitions of complex words like Islamic, Shari a, modernity, globalization and 

discourse, we will have to lean on the writers who have explicated these terms. This is of 

course nothing new. Every work within the humanities arises out of a context wherein many 
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of the words we use have been given meanings which we readily assume correspond with 

reality in an unambiguous manner. In order for us to grapple with the central problem 

illustrated by The Impossible State, e ill a ept Halla s defi itio s of pa adig ati  

Isla i  go e a e  a d the ode  atio -state. We are interested in what it would mean 

if Halla s a gu e ts e e true – and so we mostly take them at face value. As regards 

Islam and the nation-state, this means that we leave for others to poke holes in his specific 

arguments, opting instead to attend to the larger picture.  

1.0 – Method and Theory – Discourse Analysis 

Before we go on to describe the theories of discourse analysis, we will look at two 

connected but differing ways of understanding history and change in a very general way. 

This relates to the theory and method which will be discussed below, and will be very useful 

when we later look at the historical outlook of Hallaqs Islamic critique. 

To illustrate this general idea, we will paint brief caricatures of Hegel and Marx: Hegel had 

the idea that there is a kind of general or common spirit or geist of humanity, and that this 

spirit as a whole progresses towards betterment. The primary movement of history in this 

view is in the development of ideas, and these ideas in turn produce material gains.  

The cliché about Marx, who was a young-Hegelian – part of a group of students so-named 

fo  uildi g o  a d iti izi g Hegel s ideas –, is that he simply turned Hegel s fu da e tal 

idea of history on its head. He made the material world primary to the ideal, and said that as 

humanity progresses materially, there will be a concurrent development of ideas. These are 

caricatures because one-sided; but they are useful as they afford us with the extremes of an 

axis on which we can place both the theorists of discourse analysis and later, Beyer, Taylor 

and Hallaq. Basically, one can say of the caricature-Hegel a o e that his ie  is dis ou se is 

p i a  to ate ial i u sta e,  he eas a i atu e-Ma  holds that ate ial 

i u sta e is p i a  to dis ou se.  There is of course a middle way between discourse-

as-productive and discourse-as-produ ed. O e a  si pl  sa  that sometimes material 

circumstance produces discourse and sometimes it is vice versa.   
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1.1 – Social Constructionism 

Discourse Analysis Theory is despite the name not a theory at all, but rather a range of 

theoretical and methodological tools that share some basic qualities and that revolve 

around that term, discourse. But what are discourses? One way to answer this question is to 

say that language is used in different ways in different contexts, be they social, political, 

educational, etc., and the words that are used acquire meaning through these contexts. 

Discourse analysis consists of recognizing these patterns of meaning and studying them 

both in themselves and in relation to other such patterns. We will make use of a single book 

for our purposes of approaching a method for the present investigation into an Islamic 

critique of modernity – Louise Phillips and Marianne W. Jørgensens Discourse Analysis as 

Theory and Method. In this book, a discou se is defi ed as a particular way of talking about 

and understanding the world (or an aspect of the world) (Phillips & Jørgensen 2002: 1).  

There are several common characteristics to all theories of discourse analysis. For one, they 

are what is called social constructionist. Four onto- and epistemological premises underlie 

all social constructionist theories: 

1) A critical approach to taken-for-granted knowledge 

We cannot achieve the description of objective truth through language.  To be able 

to talk about the world, we have to construct categories, but these categories are 

reflections of how we see the world, rather than how the world actually is.  

2) Historical and cultural specificity 

The categories we construct to understand and act in the world are tied to specific 

histories and cultures, and therefore contingent, meaning that they could have been 

otherwise. What is true at one time and in one place is not always true other times 

and places. Within social constructionist theories, the truths of a given society are 

called p odu ts of dis ou se.  

3) Link between knowledge and social process 

Language reflects social reality, and the construction of knowledge through 

categorizing is part and parcel of the social. The meaning of the words of our 

language is intimately connected to the way we use them socially, so language 

changes along with social process. 
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4)  Link between knowledge and social action 

The social construction of knowledge has consequences in the social. Certain things 

become and are maintained as lawful or prohibited through the language which 

reflects the social realities of a given culture.  

(Phillips & Jørgensen 2002: 5-6) 

To briefly summarize: The central assumption of social constructionist theories is that 

language constructs and is constructed by social beliefs and processes. This implies another 

assumption: That both language and the social are in a constant state of flux. It might be 

helpful to think of social constructionism (and discourse analysis) as the study of language 

and social/societal change.  

In a way, we are already used to seeing that the world can be understood and represented 

by language in different ways depending on the discourse. Consider the state of Norway. If 

we are considering Norway in the context of contemporary international law, Norway is by 

definition an independent state. But if we were listening to a historian of medieval Europe 

speaking about the state of Denmark, the Denmark then referred to would by definition 

include Norway. This leaves us with two competing claims: 1) Norway is independent and 2) 

Norway is part of Denmark. We have no problem understanding that while it is impossible 

for both of these claims to be universally true, they can nonetheless both be accepted if 

understood to be true within given discourses. The two claims can exist peacefully side by 

side, because we can easily show how it is only a matter of definition which is true. This is 

made easier still by the temporal divide between medieval and contemporary Europe. But 

there are also discourses that stand in opposition to one another in a more practical and 

less easily resolvable way. To think of examples, one need only look at a newspaper. We will 

return to this issue below. 

Phillips and Jørgensen present three different methods within the discourse analysis 

tradition. The one which we will be deploying in this thesis is the theory worked out by the 

duo Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe in their collaborative book Hegemony and Socialist 

Strategy (1985) and in later articles by Laclau. We will see that Mouffe and Laclau combine 

the linguistic theories of the post-structuralists with the critical approaches of the post-

Marxists to society and power relations. It will be useful to have a brief history of the 
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elements of this method in mind, and to this we now turn. A caveat and specification: The 

chapter on discourse analysis on which we base our method is itself an interpretation of the 

work of Laclau and Mouffe. This means that when the work of scholars such as Sausurre or 

Gramsci is mentioned, it is always as Phillips a d Jø ge se s i te p etatio  of Laclau and 

Mouffe s use of these o ks. We a ot al a s efe  to p i a  sou es. 

1.2 – Discourse Analysis as Post-Structuralist and post-Marxist 

La lau a d Mouffe s theo  of dis ou se a al sis is a o i atio  a d o ti uatio  of the 

ideas of post-structuralism and post-Ma is , ith the additio  of G a s i s o ept of 

cultural hegemony. The specifics of the philosophies referred to below are not important for 

our presentation of the method. The point of retelling the basic history of discourse analysis 

is twofold: We can see that 1) the method has its root in the social, political and academic 

reality of Europe, and that 2) the method is based on a modern epistemology which 

assumes that there is no truth in human affairs beyond what is socially constructed. 

Below is a brief summary of the historical components of our method. 

Post-structuralism 

Structuralism is the name of a series of theories of language, connected to among others 

Ferdinand de Saussure, which sees language as a fixed system of signs to which we ascribe 

meaning (Phillips & Jørgensen 2002: 9-10). Saussure held that signs are of two parts: the 

form (signifiant) and the content (signifié). The relation between these is arbitrary, meaning 

that there is no necessary connection between, say, the word sheep and the woolly animal 

which that word signifies in the English language. The signs acquire meaning not from 

belonging to the objects which they designate, but from their relation to each other. The 

words form a kind of net where the signs are assigned meaning according to their position 

in regard to the others, hence structuralism. Saussure delineated two dimensions of 

language, the langue and the parole. Langue as understood by Saussure is the structure of 

language itself – the way it is codified in dictionaries and books – while parole is the 

everyday use of language. This latter dimension was deemed by the early structuralists to be 

too arbitrary and changeable to be worthy of linguistic study. This latter point is telling in 

retrospect. The idea was to find the unchangeable and fixed structure of language, and so if 

there were elements of the way language was used in daily life which seemed to threaten 
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this stability, those elements were seen as anomalies. Structuralism represented a new and 

promising way to look at language, but not change. Phillips & Jørgensen aptly summarizes 

the post-structuralist critique of structuralism: 

Postst u tu alis  takes its sta ti g poi t i  st u tu alist theo  ut odifies it i  i po ta t 

respects. Poststructuralism takes from structuralism the idea that signs derive their meaning 

not through their relations to reality but through internal relations within the network of 

signs; it rejects structuralisms view of language as stable, unchangeable and totalising 

structure and it dissolves the sharp distinction between langue and parole (Phillips & 

Jørgensen: 10)” 

To account for change in language, poststructuralism has embraced the role of the parole. 

When people make use of language in everyday life, they make errors and adjustments. 

Over time, some of these errors and adjustments take hold, and are repeated by so many 

that they become the new norm, or structure. The central point here is that this process is 

continual. This does not mean that there is no structure in language. There is, but not in the 

sense of that single, unchangeable and fixed entity which could not account for lingual 

change. Within poststructuralism, one understands that language and its signs are never 

unambiguous and fixed, but one nevertheless tries to treat them as if they are. Phillips and 

Jø ge se  sa  this: [s]t u tu es do e ist but always in a temporary and not necessarily 

consistent state (Phillips & Jørgensen 2002: .  Mode  li guisti  theo  the  o e s 

itself with the study of both these structures and how they change over time.  

post-Marxism 

The cornerstone idea of Marxism is that of historical materialism, which sees society as 

divided in two ways: On the one hand between the workers (proletariat) and the capitalists 

(bourgeoisie), and on the other between what is called the base and the superstructure. The 

base consists of the raw materials, tools, technical know-how, and not least – the ownership 

of the above. The base of the society is the economy. The superstructure, which is built and 

dependent upon the base, consists of the state and its institutions; the judicial, political, 

educational and bureaucratic systems as well as the mass media and the church. These 

latter exist to give meaning to the former, which is characterized by the divide between the 

workers and owners of the means of production. The capitalists own the raw material and 
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productive tools and so also the products that are produced, while the workers own only 

their labour. This economic model is deterministic – it implies that material circumstance 

determines the politics of the state and the beliefs of the people. The superstructure 

supports the capitalist interests by building and maintaining an ideology of state which 

camouflages and legitimizes the inherently exploitive nature of the economy.  

Ma  idea as that this false o s ious ess  ould be superseded by socialism and 

communism once the working classes realized the inherent inequality of the system. Once 

people really knew what was going on, they would rebel (Phillips & Jørgensen 2002: 30-31). 

The simplest critique of Marxism then, is this: If the superstructure is always a mere product 

of the ase a d e ists o l  to ei fo e the latte , ho  ill this false o s ious ess  e 

overcome? This might remind us of the critique of structuralism which we outlined above, 

where we found that it could not account for change. Thinkers inspired by the basic Marxist 

idea have tried to overcome this problem by introducing a political element, a way for the 

superstructure to affect the base. This is no small adjustment to the original Marxist idea. To 

say that the superstructure can be used to the advantage of workers is to admit that the 

superstructure does not exist solely to subjugate the masses. This leads to another critique: 

If the superstructure can affect the base this way, there must be greater complexity in the 

system than allowed for by the simple divide between a ruling and a working class. And if 

o e allo s that the supe st u tu e so eti es a  o k to the ad a tage of o ke s  o e  

apitalists,  it is o lo ge  so lea  that the s ste  itself needs to be toppled through 

revolution, or that the dispossessed would or should want to burn it all down. All this does 

not mean that Marxism was all wrong all the time. The basic Marxist critique of society as 

one which is defined and dominated by those who have money and power to the detriment 

of those who only own their own labour still stands. But a theory of how and why people 

o e to a ept this ealit  as eeded, a d this is he e G a s i s ideas a out hegemony 

come into play. 
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Hegemony 

When we look at the idea of hegemony, we can begin to see how the threads from 

structuralism and Marxism come together, because to understand the power relations of 

society one must understand the language that is used to build and maintain those 

relations.  Phillips a d Jø ge se  su a ize G a s i s idea of hege o  thus: 

To se u e thei  positio , the do i a t lasses ha e iole e a d fo e at thei  disposal. But o e 

importantly, the production of meaning is a key instrument for the stabilization of power relations. Through 

the production of meaning, power relations can become naturalized and so much part of common-sense that 

they cannot be questioned. For instance, through a process of nation-building, the people of a particular 

geographical area may begin to feel that they belong to the same group and share conditions and interests 

irrespective of class barriers (Phillips & Jørgensen 2002: 32). 

This idea of a la guage hi h atu alizes po e  elatio s,  is o e that theo ists of 

discourse analysis have taken to heart. Hegemony is the name of social consensus about the 

power relations in society – those ideas people have of the world that are taken for granted 

and codified in our language and social institutions. Two central ideas of Marxism remain in 

Gramsci s theo  of hege o : that society is divided into classes and that the economic is 

primary and constitutes the basis of society. The introduction of the idea of hegemony does 

not, for Gramsci, mean that the economy is a mere expression of the political. On the 

contrary, material circumstances are still the primary movers of the social in his theory, and 

there is still a distinction between the base and the superstructure, as well as between the 

classes which are expressions of economic inequality. As we will see, Laclau and Mouffe 

take o e fu the  step a a  f o  Ma  histo i al ate ialis  he  the  eld the ase a d 

the superstructure into one field: discourse. 

Philosophe s ha e u til o  o l  i te p eted the o ld – the point however, is to change 

it,  said Marx of his own work. The idea then was to offer a critique of the way society is 

constructed in order to effect change. When Mouffe and Chantal dispense with classes and 

the idea that the base determines the superstructure in a one-way relation, part of the 

inherent critique of society also falls away. They move back to interpreting the world. When 

we later look at critiques of modernity, this issue of whether it is the role of scholars to 

interpret or change the world will be important to have in mind. We will now look at the 

way Laclau & Mouffe dissolve the distinction between material and discourse. 
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1.3 – La lau & Mouffe s Dis ou se A alysis Theo y 

The Social 

I  La lau a d Moufffe s u de sta di g of the term, discourse includes not only language, 

but all social phenomena. We saw earlier that the poststructuralist strand of discourse 

analysis impels us to look at language as something that exists in a dynamic and changeable 

order and the same holds true for the social generally. That is to say, all human action which 

involves other people can be understood as discursive – so iet  a d ide tit  [a e] fle i le 

a d ha gea le e tities that a  e e  e o pletel  fi ed.  The idea is ot to get at 

objective truth in the platonic sense, ut to u de sta d ho  e eate o je ti it  th ough 

social interaction.  

Whe e Ma is  p esu ed the e iste e of a  o je ti e so ial st u tu e that a al sis 

should e eal, the sta ti g poi t of La lau a d Mouffe s dis ou se theo  is that e 

construct objectivity through the discursive production of meaning. It is that construction 

process that should be the target of analysis (Phillips & Jørgensen 2002:   

Withi  this theo , the Ma ist t aditio  is t a sfo ed. The disti tio  et ee  a ase  

and a supe st u tu e  is ade a a  ith: The e is o ate ial  e sus dis u si e,  all is 

discourse. Furthermore, the theory discards the idea that society can be neatly divided into 

classes which can be described objectively and which people belong to whether they are 

aware of it or not. Group formations in society are fluid and dynamic, and one cannot 

beforehand dete i e hi h of these g oups ill e politi all  ele a t  o  i  hat a . 

On the axis we drew earlier with the caricatures of Hegel and Marx standing on opposite 

sides, La lau a d Mouffe s theo  sta ds ea  Hegel. But it is important to keep in mind that 

they have demolished the distinction between the material and the discursive, and so one 

can say both that the material is discursive and that dis ou ses a e material  Phillips & 

Jørgensen use children as an example. In our language, we treat children as something 

othe  tha  adults, a d e a  a al ze this diffe e e  looki g at the la guage. But 

children are also materially treated different in society through belonging to different 

institutions, occupying different physical spaces and being subject to different rules and 

laws. For Laclau & Mouffe, these material institutions are discursive elements. One could be 

tempted to think that on the axis between material and discursive, they stand in the middle, 
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ut this is ot the ase. The easo  the  sta d so ea  Hegel is that i  thei  ie  [p]h si al 

ealit  is totall  supe i posed  the so ial.  Ph si al ealit  e ists, ut it is ute. O ly 

through our social actions does physical reality acquire meaning (Phillips & Jørgensen 2002: 

35). 

Politics and Power 

Often, the way meaning is ascribed to discourse in a given society excludes other such 

ascriptions. We will introduce three concepts to examine how this works – politics, 

objectivity and power.  

Politics, seen through the lens of discourse analysis, is where the constituents of a given 

social structure discuss what holds meaning. As we saw when we looked at the principles of 

social constructionism, there is a link between knowledge and social action which entails 

that e tai  thi gs e o e a d a e ai tai ed as lawful or prohibited through the 

la guage hi h efle ts the so ial ealities of a gi e  ultu e.  The political within a society is 

the field on which we discuss what holds meaning and how. There can be internal 

disagreements in a political system, but these usually exist within a larger framework of 

overlapping consensus.  For example, a political party can try to win an election by 

p oposi g a adi al shift i  a atio s e o o i  p io ities, ut the  do so as a political party 

within an almost universally accepted framework of parliamentary democracy. That deeper 

political agreement is called objective within discourse theory. That which is called objective 

are those discourses which have become sedimented; they are often older than any of their 

adherents and are taken completely for granted by them. When a person is born in Norway, 

he or she is born into a social system that continually assumes and takes for granted that 

Norway is a parliamentary democracy. The distinction between the objective and the 

political within discourse theory is the distinction between those aspects of the social which 

we take for granted as fundamental, and those that are subject to change, for example via 

elections. This is not to say that it is impossible for the objective to become political or vice 

versa. The distinction between the two is fluid and changeable because discursive. In this 

theo  of dis ou se, o je ti it  is the sa e as ideology
1
. In taking for granted certain 

                                                           
1
 This way of looking at ideology is at odds with the way it is used in other theories of discourse analysis, so the 

o d ideolog  is seldo  used. La lau a d Mouffe p efe  to speak of o je ti it ,  hi h e ha e see  to e 
synonymous.  
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elements of the social, we overlook the fact that these elements are contingent, that they 

could have been otherwise. And because we take some truths for granted, we automatically 

exclude those other possibilities.  

It is he e that Fou ault s u de sta di g of power comes into play. Power can be broadly 

u de stood as that hi h p odu es the so ial.  It ust e g a ted that po e , the , is as 

ague a te  as dis ou se,  ut it is still useful, e ause it lets us see the o ti ge  as 

well as the necessity of the things we take for granted. Our social world could have been 

constructed in a myriad different ways, but all those other ways become excluded by our 

o je ti e  dis ou se. People a ot o-exist unless in agreement on various social rules and 

institutions, and those rules and institutions cannot exist without this agreement. In society 

there is a social pressure which continually reproduces one set of taken-for-granted truths 

to the exclusion of other such sets. That pressure is what we term power (Phillips & 

Jørgensen 2002: 36-38).  

By now it will be clear that this particular iteration of discourse theory assumes that 

although everything is changeable and in flux, this does not mean that all of the other ways 

of structuring the social are available all the time. The distinction between the political and 

the objective shows that although many aspects of the social are up for discussion and can 

change quite rapidly, other, deeper structures are more stable and infused with more 

power. There is no clear distinction between those structures which are superficial and 

changeable and those that have stronger and deeper roots – it is a matter of degrees. 

Totality as myth 

One very serious implication of the above, if accepted, is that all theories which promise to 

give a total explanation of reality are by necessity false. Marxism and historical materialism 

for example, understands society to be an objective totality which can be divided into parts 

and understood. And in everyday life, we propound and enforce the idea that society is a 

totality in the same way. Laclau has called these kinds of ideas myths. Discourse analysis 

then, is the attempt to uncover these myths and to ask why this or that myth has become 

dominant in a given social structure (Phillips & Jørgensen 2002: 39).  

It is however important to emphasize that although this view of discourse is useful for 

analysis, it is impossible to live and participate in society without taking things for granted.  
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When people within a given social structure discuss the ordering of that structure, they 

cannot partake in the discussion without sharing in the assumptions. And even the 

discourse analyzer speaks a given language, has a certain set of conceptual priorities and 

feels connected to some values more than others. All of this is to say that all the while 

discourse analysis deconstructs the objective, it is not immune to those same processes 

which are the subject of analysis. 

We a e al a s depe de t o  taki g la ge a eas of the so ial o ld fo  g a ted i  ou  p a ti es – it would be 

impossible always to questio  e e thi g.  Phillips & Jø ge se  2002: .  

We have seen that what makes discourses material is that they are shared by people and 

written into our social institutions, and this is the way to understand what are called myths 

as well. Society does not exist as a fixed and external entity to which we belong, but through 

our collective attempts to define it. And so the people of Norway share in the myth of 

Norway, all the while arguing about what its essential qualities and values are. Phillips & 

Jørge se  asks the uestio : [Ho  is it that so e ths o e to appea  o je ti el  t ue 

a d othe s as i possi le?]  

Identities and Groups 

Laclau and Mouffe make use of a concept called interpellation, which was coined by the 

Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser. It was introduced as a kind of alternative to the classic 

Western view of the individual as subject. Rather than looking at subjects as primarily 

entities in themselves, Althusser saw them as the products of the roles they play in society. 

As he was a Marxist, this e a e a uestio  of hi h lass  the subject belongs to. But 

Laclau and Mouffe, having dispensed with the classical Marxist notion of classes, sees 

interpellation as discursive. Interpellation is what happens when people acquire their 

positions in relation to discourses in society. Take for example the relation between the 

tea he  a d the stude t. Both of hi h a e oles that o e ith assu ptio s a out ho  

to act in certain situations, and they are placed within a hierarchy when they are in a 

classroom. It is this feature, rather than the thoughts and actions of the individual, that 

define them in relation to society. There are social expectations as to how one should act 

depending o  ho  o e is i te pellated i  so iet . La lau a d Mouffe e pa d o  Althusse s 

concept by also seeing subjects as fragmented – that is, they are interpellated in different 

ways according to context. When at the store, we are usto e s , at o k e a e o-
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o ke s,  a age s  o  e plo ees , to politi ia s e a e ote s , et ., all a o di g to the 

discourse we currently embody. Sometimes these roles and discourses are at odds with 

each other. Laclau has in his later work made use of the psychoanalytical theories of Jacques 

Lacan, who views the individual as fundamentally fragmented by society, torn between the 

different roles he or she plays, but with an illusion (or myth) of wholeness which stems from 

the infant s symbiosis with the mother.  

B  i o po ati g La a s u de sta di g of the su je t, dis ou se theo  has p o ided the 

su je t ith a d i i g fo e  as it o sta tl  t ies to fi d itself  th ough i esti g i  

discourses (Phillips & Jørgensen 2002: .  

And so to claim identity is to identify with one or more discourses where one finds oneself 

represented. We form groups by being subject to interpellation. When a boy grows up to be 

a man, he acquires assumptions about what bei g a a  is eall  a out, he identifies 

himself as being a a , a d also as elo gi g to that g oup, e . Gender identification 

can be problematic in itself, but it is not the only identification marker in society. We 

identify ourselves politically, socially, culturally and in terms of family. Sometimes, for 

example in elections where the different groups with which we identify are represented by 

different parties, we have to choose which of these identifications should be primary 

(Phillips & Jørgensen 2002: 43-44).  

Then there is the issue of representation. To belong to a group is to be reduced to the 

characteristics of that group. A political party is a good example. The members of the party 

do presumably disagree about the finer points of their common political agenda, but there 

is an agreement that their common will should be represented by a political program. The 

individual reasons for belonging to the party are subsumed by that common will, and the 

members allow themselves to be represented. But it is not always the case that the 

individual chooses the group by which he or she is represented, and nor is it always the case 

that they get to define what belonging to that group signifies. Consider for example 

i ig a ts,  ho a e i  a i o it  positio  a d e ause the  a e u fa ilia  ith the so ial 

structures cannot easily find a common voice with which to represent themselves (Phillips & 

Jørgensen 2002: 42-47). 
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Different groups are in a struggle to define and represent themselves, and often they do so 

in a way that excludes others. War is a very violent example of this phenomenon: Two 

countries lay claim to a piece of land where people from both countries live. There is now 

ambiguity as to which of the countries can enforce the law there. If they cannot resolve the 

ambiguity diplomatically, they will engage in a literal struggle for hegemony. That is, both 

sides engage in the conflict and try to defeat the other. If one side is defeated and retreats, 

the other side claims ownership of the piece of land and enforces it with its law. That side 

has acquired hegemony – their discourse reigns supreme.  

Hegemony and Deconstruction 

The power to define is power par excellence, and to define is also to exclude. The political in 

society is the arena on which the struggle for the right to define what is right and true and 

good goes on. Laclau and Mouffe make use of the idea of discursive struggle by way of 

G a s i s theo  of hege o , iefl  outli ed a o e, to des i e this aspe t of discourse. 

Few, if any discourses are subject to universal agreement even though some are more 

common and stable than others. Sometimes the truths of a given discourse stand at odds 

with those of another. The result is that the truth of either discourse becomes subject to 

ambiguity. The example above painted a literal instance of discursive struggle, but it is 

common for groups at all levels to engage in this kind of struggle for hegemony. To use war 

as an example is of course to take the easy way out – usually discursive struggle happens in 

subtler ways – it is the o ti ual p o ess  hi h people t  to get to defi e o je ti it .  

But it is also a very vivid example. Consider that piece of land again. Immediately following 

the war between the two countries and the establishment of hegemony, that hegemony is 

still contestable, as there will still be people from both countries living there. But if the 

victor manages to maintain its hegemony – that is, if it manages to suppress the ambiguity 

of ownership – then over time the ambiguity will diminish. In terms of discourse, that piece 

of land will objectively become more part of the reigning country as time passes. After a 

while it will be taken for granted that that piece of land is part of the totality of the country.  

Hege o  is the o ti ge t a ti ulatio  of ele e ts i  a  u de ida le te ai  a d 

deconstruction is the operation that shows that a hegemonic intervention is contingent – 

that the elements could have been combined differently (Laclau 1993b: 281f.). Thus 
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deconstruction reveals the undecidability, while the hegemonic intervention naturalizes a 

particular articulation (Phillips & Jørgensen 2002: .  

The method of discourse analysis is essentially deconstructive, in that it seeks to show the 

contingency of all the things we take for granted by taking them apart. Laclau has described 

hege o  a d de o st u tio  as the t o sides of a si gle ope atio .  Whereas discourse 

analysis seeks to critically investigate the social structures that are taken for granted, 

hegemony consists of those very phenomena. But deconstruction does not mean 

destruction. More often than not, the discourse analyst shares in the assumptions that 

underlie the phenomena that are the subject of analysis. There is no real outside view of the 

social. For the critically minded, this can be construed as a problem or flaw of discourse 

analysis. In this view, discourse analysis enforces the pretense that it uncovers eal  

o je ti it  he  it de o st u ts the e el  appa e tl  o je ti e. But to sa  this ould e 

to fundamentally misunderstand the theory at hand. The only assumption needed to 

employ discourse analysis is that all we have are assumptions. There is no objective in the 

social sciences, not in the sense of universal statements true always and everywhere.  

Nonetheless, it is important to be precise about the fact that there will always be things that 

we take for granted, and that we cannot make ourselves i u e to the fo es of Fou ault s 

power, G a s i s hegemony o  Althusse s interpellation merely by having tentatively 

understood them (and having started to take them for granted). When the discourse analyst 

attempts to deconstruct and understand some element of society, she brings with her all 

sorts of assumptions – about the value of discourse analysis as a scientific tool, about the 

need to understand the element at hand, and not least about the larger totality in which her 

research is supposed to fit among much else.  

1.4 – Application of Method 

The method described above is best seen as a set of tools for, or backdrop to, the 

investigation of the matter at hand. When we look at our diverse set of authors, beginning 

with Charles Taylor, we will see that they all theorize about themes like religion, modernity 

and Islam in subtly different ways. Our methodological tools allow us to see the ways in 

which they can be seen as discussing similar ideas with differing conceptual entry points. To 

place them against the same backdrop allows us to synthesize some of their ideas and 
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present a single story or argument while also preserving their individual outlooks. This is 

arguably in accord with the spirit of discourse analysis, which after all tries to understand 

everything in the world of humans as discourse. The argument made in this thesis can be 

understood only if it is seen as a whole, and will perhaps not be realized until the very end.  

We will be attempting to incorporate political science, history, ethics and theology insofar as 

they are relevant to the discourse of modernity and its critique. We should here pre-empt a 

iti is  hi h is atu al a d to so e e te t justified: The s ope of a aste s thesis si pl  

does not allow for the kind of syncretism here attempted. Well, perhaps, but it may also be 

the case that the kind of argument which is the purpose of this thesis can only be made by 

incorporating a wide variety of perspectives. Assuredly, the same kind of objection could be 

made if this paper was three times or even five times as long.  

We can now begin applying the method by attempting an outline of the chapters to follow. 

We will begin by following Cha les Ta lo s sto  of the e e ge e of the modern self in A 

Secular Age. That book ill fo  the a kd op fo  a late  p o le atizatio  of Halla s 

critique of modernity. In our discussion, Ta lo s outlook will be contrasted to those of 

MacIntyre and Hallaq, especially seeing as his tone is no less problem-oriented but 

decidedly less apocalyptic. In the latter part of the chapter two, we take a look at some of 

the structural changes which happened concurrently with changes in modes of belief in 

Europe. We will try to show the emergence of the public sphere by way of Jürgen 

Habermas, and the beginnings of globalization as presented by Peter Beyer. 

The  follo s Halla s Isla i  iti ue of ode it , ith spe ial e phasis put o  his idea 

that there is a necessary incommensurability between the modern nation state and that 

which he calls Islamic governance. His critique ranges wide, and so our focus will be on his 

conception of the Islamic moral law, Sha i’a, both as historical praxis and as counterpoint to 

the making and production of law associated with the modern nation-state.  

We will then, in the concluding chapters of the thesis, evaluate the critique and note some 

of the merits and shortcomings of Halla s a gu e t. We will compare his argument about 

modern conceptions of the moral with that of Taylor and MacIntyre, and see whether they 

a e i  fa t i  esse tial ag ee e t a out ode it s o al predicament.The question posed 

at the end of the preface – I  hat a  does it make sense to c iti ize ode it ?  – will be 
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discussed. There is a sense in which Hallaq, MacIntyre and Taylor are wrestling with the 

same questions, and so an attempt will be made at identifying and qualifying that bottom 

line.  

1.5 – A Sketch of the Argument to be made 

The argument of this master thesis is a complex one which requires a lot of preamble. In 

order to understand what a critique of modernity entails, we have to first try to explain 

what modernity is. We will not attempt an exhaustive definition – instead we investigate 

modernity by describing the rise of two categories which are in common use today; the 

private and the public spheres. We will see that in earlier times these categories were in 

important ways melded together, and that they have separated only during the last four or 

five centuries. The private sphere is here understood in terms of self – that is, each 

individual self. From the ancient and medieval worlds where the individual was not clearly 

delineated as against the community arose a self-world which has been described as 

individualistic, perspectival or even atomistic. That self-understanding is now, in the West at 

least, ubiquitous if not necessarily hailed by all. The public sphere is that arena in which 

individuals or groups of individuals represent themselves and their case, whatever that may 

be. We can immediately see that these spheres are interconnected, if semantically 

distinguished. In order to make a case publicly, one has to have one privately, and so a 

private self is a kind of prerequisite for public discourse. The argument will be that this 

distinction arose in Europe and attained hegemony at a time when European powers were 

mapping, conquering or otherwise interceding in far-flung parts of the world. The result of 

this was that even as the European countries were undergoing their leap out of the Middle 

Ages and invented or discovered modernity, they brought their freshly wrought modern 

sensibilities with them where they went.   

We will see that modernity, although hard to the point of impossibility to define 

exhaustively, entails differentiation (as that between public and private), secularization 

(which in some schemes is synonymous with differentiation), rejection of tradition
2
, 

apitalizatio , a d o e o  less adi al e sio s of i di idualis , as ell as a  idea of the 

                                                           
2
 One could of course argue that within modernity, there has also been the re-articulation of tradition, but this 

belongs more squarely to the post-modern, which one could argue is a subset of modernity. MacIntyre has 

often been described as one such re-articulator. Hallaq most definitely is one such author, and identifies 

himself as such (Hallaq: 169-170). 
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world-pi tu e . It ould also e ha d to defi e ode it  ithout talki g a out the modern 

nation-state, u eau ati  so iet  a d thei  i st u e tal easo . Modernity constitutes a 

wide discourse – it is at the same time discursively objective and political.  

When we have sufficiently (for our argument) identified the discourse of modernity, we will 

look at a sub-discourse which we call critique of modernity, specifically the Islamic critique 

offered by Wael. B Hallaq. It is important from the get-go to really understand this simple 

fact, namely that criticism of one or more of the aspects of modernity happens from within. 

There have been many who have offered such a critique, and they have directed their ire 

against one or more or even the totality of the aspects above. Here, we will look at 

specifically Islamic iteration of this critique as it emerges from The Impossible State. That 

book offers a deep and salient critique of modernity all the while comparing and contrasting 

it to both his presentation of Islam as it functioned in pre-modern times and to Islam as a 

kind of realistic utopia – complete with (some) solutions for our modern predicament. 

Halla s a gu e t is that hat a  see as a ode  o al isis ithi  Isla  a d the 

Sha i a ste s f o  a  ill-fated attempt to impose upon the Islamic tradition a product of 

European modernity – the disti tio  et ee  fa t a d alue. I  o de  fo  the Sha i a to 

fu tio , he a gues, o su h disti tio  a  e allo ed. A d so if the Sha i a is to e 

restored – Musli s ha e to fi d a a  to esto e hat he alls the e t al do ai  of the 

o al.  

In the last part we discuss the critique. It will be argued that any kind of critique of 

modernity which contrasts it with either a historical or utopian discourse will have to square 

this alternative – make it fit – with the modern conception of the self and the public as 

socially constructed, objective discourse. It will also be argued that although modernity has 

its genesis in Europe, this does not mean that modernity can or should be avoided by any 

given tradition.  As stated above, for our argument to make sense, we will have to have 

engaged with all of the above key-terms: modernity, self, public, Islamic, etc. In our 

dis ussio  e ill dis uss the e its of Halla s iti ue a d look iefl  at the ideas of 

Abdoulkarim Soroush, another Muslim intellectual.  

 



21 

 

2.0 – Modernity 

We talk of modernity all the time, and so an answer to the question of what it is should be 

readily available. As we will see though, this apparent simplicity is deceptive. Etymologically, 

the word arose around the 16
th

 century, stemming from the Latin word modo, meaning 

right now, presently. The questions that beg answering though, are these: Why did the need 

arise for such a term? Why did that term become one which we use to define ourselves as 

against those we call pre-modern? 

In this chapter, we will be attempting to understand the advent of modernity as it pertains 

to our thesis by identifying three elements. First, we will join Charles Taylor in looking at the 

changes of the self from the beginning of the 15
th

 century on. Then, we briefly look at 

Ha e as  The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere a d Pete  Be e s Religion in 

Global Society in order to see the changes of social understanding and interaction in 

European society and how and why it spread beyond Europe. 

Some preliminaries: There is a distinction to be made between modern as adjective and as 

noun. To be modern is not the same as to be a modern. One could argue that Plato was 

modern in the sense of being attuned to and then transcending the ideas and demands of 

his present time, or that Jesus or Muhammad were. But this kind of modernity is 

circumscribed and somehow lesser than what we usually mean when we talk about being 

modern. Sometime during either the very late Middle Ages or around the Enlightenment, 

another kind of modernity arose, one which makes the writers of that age and beyond more 

immediately relatable to our own age; a modernity too that is self-consciously modern. 

Precisely when or where the shift from pre-modern to modern happened is hotly debated 

subject in the fields of modernization and globalization theory, history of ideas as well as 

historical sociology. We will here, for the sake of simplicity, contend that the rise of the 

modern epoch corresponds roughly to the arrival of what Charles Taylor has called A Secular 

Age. We will mostly leave aside the discussion of the secular, except to say that modernity 

entails secularity; or at least, many the processes which produce modernity are the same as 

those to which we refer when speaking of the rise of secularity. This is not the same as to 

say that one has to be secularly oriented (for example in politics) in order to be modern, 

what is meant is simply that we are in secularity much the same way that we are in 

modernity . There is good reason to distinguish between secularity and secularism. Below, 

the movement from the conditions of belief in medieval Europe to those of modern Europe 
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will be seen as the social production and construction of secularity.
3
  Put in terms of 

discourse analysis, secularity becomes the objective discourse by gradually supplanting 

central elements of the thought-world of medieval Europe. Recall that what we meant by 

objective was the kind of socially constructed but almost universally taken for granted 

background to our political discussions, and that when we discuss politically about what 

holds meaning and how, the objective is assumed. When we argue about what the secular is 

to mean, whether and how it should be attained; and when we identify ourselves as secular, 

we are doing so politically, that is; we are arguing about different and various secularisms. 

The parallel to modernity should be clear. On the one hand, we are operating within 

modernity and we take for granted that we are modern. But we can also argue about what, 

precisely, modernity is, and we can use modernity politically. When a politician uses the 

word, it is often in the political sense: Say she, who belongs to political party A, wants to 

attain support for this or that political project; she will argue that her solution is the modern 

one. But then another politician from political party B might offer a different solution. This 

does not necessarily mean that he is not modern. Indeed, he might himself appeal to the 

modern and say that his solution and not that of political party A is the more modern. What 

is happening here? Well, exactly the same thing as happens in discussions about what the 

secular is supposed to mean – there is the objective modernity and the political modern. 

Usually, we distinguish between those parties that are progressive/liberal and those that are 

traditionalist/conservative. Both kinds of parties are modern, because they are arguing 

about modernity from within; and their members would most often describe themselves as 

modern, or at least as belonging to modernity. Above, we described this state of affairs as 

one in which we are self-consciously modern, and can here pose the question: When did we 

begin to describe ourselves as modern?  

As stated above, the attempt to answer this question will proceed in three stages. First, we 

will try to understand the pre-modern self , that is, the a  people u de stood the sel es 

in and as against the world in medieval Europe, say around the 16
th

 century. We will try to 

see the beginnings of what has happened to the self-understanding during the last five 

                                                           
3
 Charles Taylor points to three interrelated definitions of secularity in A Secular Age: 1) the separation of 

church and state 2) the emptying of the public sphere (including differentiation of economic, cultural, political, 

etc. spheres) of religion and 3) the objective condition in which belief is but one option among many (Taylor 

2007: 1-2) 
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centuries in order for our modern sensibilities to arise. Then, we will look at more structural 

changes, specifically by tracking the rise of the public sphere and how it gradually became 

understood as separate from the private. The argument will be that together, these offer a 

cursory but sound explanation for what separates modernity from ages hence. The final part 

of the chapter deals with how, concurrently with the imperialism and colonialism of 

European countries, this discourse came to dominate not only Europe, but the world at 

large. First then; the buffering of the porous self. 

2.1 – The Ancient and Modern Selves 

Taylor begins chapter one of his book A Secular Age by asking a question: Wh  as it 

virtually impossible not to believe in God in, say, 1500 in our Western Society, while in 2000, 

many of us find this not o l  eas , ut e e  i es apa le?  Ta lo s -page book is an 

attempt to answer that question. Three things had to happen for the modern outlook to 

emerge. These are all interconnected, and here presented in no particular order: Firstly, the 

o ld itself e a e dise ha ted , i.e. e ptied of inherent theological and magical 

meaning. Secondly, an alternative to the God- or spirit-centered world-view came into place 

– that of exclusive humanism. Thirdly, social structures, which orbited around the Church 

and its theology, as well as common ritual and common belief in God, gradually became 

worldlier and understood in their own terms (Taylor 2007: 25-26).  

He wants us to keep in mind that whether we are speaking about the thought-world of 2000 

or that of 1500, the way people parse reality is automatic; it comes before any philosophical 

or ethical system they construct or subscribe to. Recall the discourse analysis definition of 

the objective: it is that which is so deeply ingrained in the social that we take it entirely for 

granted – sedimented discourse. Taylor calls this automatic parsing our naïve understanding, 

and his claim is that this understanding has undergone a gradual but fundamental shift. Part 

of his argument is that only by going into detail and telling a larger story can the question be 

answered satisfactorily, and so his book in some ways resists quotation and summary. We 

will nonetheless try to glean what the upshot of that sto  is  looki g at so e of Ta lo s 

findings – particularly those pertaining to the change of the socially constructed world and 

self. Belo , e look i  so e detail at hat is ea t  dise ha t e t , espe iall  as it 

relates to self-understanding.  
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The Porous Self 

The world which we have both left behind and carried with us as memory, that of 15
th

 

century Europe, was one wherein near everyone believed in the same God in roughly the 

sa e a . The st u tu e a d e e ts of atu e espoke God s eatio  a d ill. Floods, 

d oughts, sto s a d e eptio al fa la d ields e e all u de stood as a ts of God . Ki gs 

a d ule s justified thei  so e eig t   g ou di g it i  that highe  ealit  of God, a d the 

life of the various associations which made up society, parishes, boroughs, guilds, and so on, 

e e i te o e  ith itual a d o ship[…] O e ould ot help but encounter God 

e e he e . The o ld itself as e ha ted  (Taylor 2007: 25-26).  

An aspect of this in the case of Christian Europe was that there were good and evil forces 

that could influence the lives of humans. There was God, his angels and the saints of 

worship, but there was also Satan and his demonic followers as well as forest-spirits and 

other malignant agents. People thus needed on the one hand to keep in good accord with 

the forces of good by attending church, worshipping at the saintly shrines and engaging in 

communal ritual and on the other to be on constant guard against demonic influences. 

Taylor here employs the concept of a po ous self  – a self that is not as self-centered, whose 

borders are not clearly delineated as against the world. Another way of saying this is that 

the moral world-view and beliefs of Europeans during the 16
th

 century were imposed on the 

world – the world itself became an agent by being socially and naïvely understood as 

enchanted. In an enchanted world, objects have the power to impose meaning upon us. 

O e of Ta lo s e a ples is a out the edie al fea  of de o i  possessio . I  ou  ti e, e 

are apt to explain confused and anti-social behavior in terms of mind – we diagnose people 

with this or that psychological condition to explain the errant behavior. In medieval Europe 

by contrast, madness was commonly explained as the possession of a person by evil forces. 

Another example is that of the well-known (and élite) idea of the correspondences, wherein 

there are four basic temperaments or personality types which correspond to four bodily 

fluids – blood, yellow bile, black bile and phlegm. In this view a melancholy person is one 

ho has a  e ess of la k ile. But la k ile is ot the ause of ela hol , it e odies, 

it is ela hol .  Mea i g fo  su h a self, e it ela holi  o  phleg ati , e isted in the 

world, in objects; their meaning was external to the mind, and whether evil or good, it could 

enter the person and affect them – they were thus vulnerable. This specific vulnerability, 



25 

 

one which Taylor argues has gone away with the enchanted world, had profound effects on 

people. In a world where the self is thus vulnerable, and there are forces of good and evil 

corresponding to those within medieval Christian mythology, there is no clear line drawn 

between the inner and outer, physical and moral. What does this mean? 

Fi st, dis elief is ha d i  the e ha ted o ld. This is ot so u h e ause spi its a e pa t of the u de ia le 

furniture of things and God is a spirit, ergo undeniable. Much more important, God figures in this world as the 

dominant spirit, and moreover, as the only thing that guarantees that in this awe-inspiring and frightening field 

of fo es, good ill t iu ph. […] I  ge e al, goi g agai st God is not an option in the enchanted world. That is 

one way the change to the buffered self has impinged. It removes a tremendous obstacle to unbelief (Taylor 

2007: 34- .  

The communal aspect of that social power which created this sense of self must not be 

underestimated.  In order to defend their crops from evil spirits, entire communities 

engaged in ritualistic warding. That everyone joined in on these rituals was of great 

importance. If one individual broke ranks, the consequences were imagined to be dire. 

 As lo g as the o o  eal as ou d up i  olle ti e ites, de otio s, allegia es, it ould t e see  just 

as a  i di idual s o  usi ess that he eaks a ks, e e  less that he lasphe e o  t  to dese ate the ite. 

There was an immense common motivation to bring him back in line (Taylor 2007: 42-43).   

This line of thinking also applies to the larger structures, even whole kingdoms. The 

individual beliefs in the enchanted world and communal ritual together made it near 

impossible for doubt and disse t. The o ld as a hole o stituted a g eat hai  of ei g  

where everything and everyone from peasant to king had their place.  

The poi t of etelli g pa ts of  Ta lo s sto  a out the thought-world of medieval Europe is 

to show how fundamentally it shifted and spread in the following 500 years. One might say, 

and Taylor has had this criticism levelled against him, that his investigation is limited to the 

European context. Taylor acknowledges this in the introduction to The Secular Age when he 

says that the kind of investigation he has undertaken should be repeated for other parts of 

the world, and rightly so. The European Middle Ages designates both a place and an era, 

and so the enchantment of its thought-world is unique to that circumstance. But there is an 

argument to be made that modernity had its genesis in Europe, and that in order to 
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describe it, one has to start there.
4
 At least for a while during the 16

th
 to 18

th
 centuries when 

the process of modernization began, the materials from which the modern self was built 

were gathered mostly from European sources, although as Hallaq points out, Islamic 

philosophers had been working with of the Greek sources for centuries before they surfaced 

in Europe – A ui as ei g a tho oughgoi g stude t  of Averroes and other Muslim 

philosophers of his kind (Hallaq 2014: 5).   The creation of modernity was interwoven with 

the processes of discovery and early colonization, and thus spread. A central aspect of the 

rise of modernity is that it corresponds with the arrival of the world-picture view of earth - 

the first vantage point from which one could see the world in its entirety was built in 

Europe. If the above is accepted, we can say that the contrary is also true; the non-European 

world was non-modern. Modernity would have to arrive from without.  

Below, we look at some of the historical factors which facilitated the rise and diffusion of 

modernity. Let us for the sake of argument and because it seems plausible, assume that 

while this process was going on, first in Europe, then gradually taking hold as European 

countries established economic and military hegemony throughout the (to them) 

increasingly known world, other societies lived in their respective social imaginaries. It 

akes se se to thi k that these ould e, if ot e ha ted  p e isel  as i  Eu ope, the  at 

least unitary in the same way. Hallaq, as we will see, argues that Islam in its golden age and 

up u til ea  the fall of the Otto a  e pi e o stituted ot si pl  a eligio  ut a hole 

a  of life  hi h sat the pa a ete s fo  life oth p i ate a d pu li  (although again, these 

were not clearly separated). Following what has been shown in the paragraphs above, we 

can say that this held true for Christian Europe during the Middle Ages as well
5
. This should 

be kept in mind when we look at the kind of argumentation which compares modern 

iterations of Islam with other religions such as Christianity; especially in the cases where it is 

a gued that he eas the latte  a e e e eligio s  the fo e  is a o plete a d fi al guide 

for all human endeavor.  

                                                           
4
 The importance of Arabic astronomy and philosophy and the likes of Ibn Sina and Ibn Rushd notwithstanding. 

5
 Taylor: «And so society, this utterly solid and indispensable reality, argues for God. Not only does it follow: I 

have moral and spiritual aspirations, therefore God is; but also: we are linked together in society, therefore 

God is. It is this fa et, God s e iste tial-foundational role in society, which perhaps best explains how difficult it 

was to get our minds around the possibility that a society might exist which was not grounded in common 

religious beliefs. (Taylor 2007: 43)» 
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We can for example ote a st iki g si ila it  ith Halla s des iptio  of the o al 

cosmology of premodern Islam: 

 [The] ph si al o ld is ot a s ie tifi  site su je t to old a d la d atio al e pla atio  a d al ulatio  ut 

rather a natural world saturated with spirituality and psychology, one wholly subservient to moral actions 

take   the e  hu a s that e e eated  God. If ou tai s t e le, seas split, a d atio s  a e 

abruptly wiped from the face of this earth, it is all because of moral failure or, at least, because of morally 

precipitated laws of nature (Hallaq 2014: .  

If we have succeeded so far in this chapter, we have painted a picture of a world where 

what we now would call religious beliefs constituted reality in a way it simply does not 

today, at least in the modern West. It is time then, to show how and why that enchantment 

lifted and how our naïve understanding changed to allow for modern self-hood. We look 

below at the change: A brief history from Protestant Reformation, through renaissance 

humanism and the scientific revolution to the rise of the nation-state. In doing so, however, 

we will try to keep our focus at the self. The account will (naturally) not be exhaustive – the 

point of the exercise is to garner appreciation for the road markers which have had to be 

passed in order for modernity to arrive. 

2.2 – Confessionalism 

Below, we describe the beginnings of the various Reformation movements in some detail 

because these illustrate how the unity of medieval Europa fragmented, and how the stage 

was set for the radical transformation of European society. In order for people to choose 

alternative beliefs about the structure of society, such alternatives had to be made 

available. Martin Luther and the Protestant movement created such alternatives.  

During the Middle Ages, the Catholic Church was one. Yes, there were battles and 

controversies between popes and emperors, popes and their bishops and between different 

orders within the church, but these happened within a larger whole. While individual actors 

within the church could misstep, the church as a whole could do no wrong. During the 16
th

 

century, this totality fragmented after the young professor of theology Martin Luther 

criticized the church in a series of academic writings between 1516 and 1519, the most 

famous of which were the 95 critical theses about indulgences published on October 31
st

 

1517. Of equal importance were a series of theses he wrote in 1519 about the use of 

indulgences, which in his mind were not sanctioned by the Bible, but more radically about 
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the power of the pope and the church councils. His criticism did not soften in the following 

years: in 1520 and 1521 he wrote theses arguing that the pope was the Anti-Christ 

incarnate. Luther appealed to powers outside of the church for help, both nobility and lay-

people were called on to protect the people from sanctimonious bishops and priests. 

Salvation was to be achieved through faith alone, according to Luther, and not by 

indulgence paid to the Church (Rasmussen & Thomassen 2002: 265, 270-274).  

The above outline can seem to paint a picture of Luther as someone who rejects the very 

foundations of Middle Age belief, but this is not necessarily the case. In 1524, peasants in 

Southern Germany protested against their feudal masters and appealed to Luther for 

support. He was at first supportive. When, however, the protestations resulted in violence 

against these masters, Luther turned his back on them and called on the nobility to strike 

down the riots. Even though the Catholic Church had failed to be a true protector of the 

Christian world, that world still represented a divine order created by God. To go against it 

would be heretical. And indeed, Luther himself was treated as a heretic by the Catholic 

Church. First he was called to answer before the Church authorities in Rome, and when he 

refused, a high-ranking cardinal was sent to negotiate with him. The negotiations broke 

down, and Luther was excommunicated. He was supported and protected by a local prince, 

though, and so allowed to keep writing (Rasmussen & Thomassen 2002: 275-276).  

Luthe s theologi al p oje t as o e of si plifi atio : He a ted fe e  of the e e o ies 

and celebrations which did not serve the faith of the individual; to do away with the worship 

of saints; to bring Christianity out of the monasteries and élite orders; and a theology 

accessible to laypeople as well as priests. He also wanted to do away with the prevalent 

Catholic idea that the Bible could be read in four different ways; historical, allegorical, 

moral, anagogical/prophetical – his understanding was that the Bible was clear and 

univocal, and could be read literally and spiritually at the same time. Most importantly, he 

said that Scripture alone was to hold authority over Christians (Latin: sola scriptura) 

(Rasmussen & Thomassen 2002: 276-278).  

O e o e ele e t of Luthe s theolog  has to e laid out – the doctrine of the two 

kingdoms. Central to his critique was the idea that the power of God could not be 

concentrated either in persons, be it the pope or saint, nor in locations, be it Rome or sites 
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of pilgrimage: All people have access to God if they are baptized, and all of the world is holy 

because created by God. He called for a distinction between worldly and spiritual powers. 

The pope had failed morally because he had acquired political and military power. Luther 

thought that the emperor, kings and princes should have the power of the sword – they 

were tasked by God to maintain order physically. The people of the church however had 

only the Word, and their responsibility was to ensure that people understood and lived by 

the Gospels (Rasmussen & Thomassen 2002: 284). 

What happe ed i  te s of ou  sto  is this: That total dis ou se  of a unitary Church which 

we described in the previous seg e t as to  asu de   Luthe s iti is . He looked at 

the things that had been taken by granted for so long by so many, and proposed an 

alte ati e. A d so a doo  had ee  ope ed. Fo  o e, it follo ed f o  Luthe s thi ki g that 

the individual and its relation to God was to be the cornerstone of faith, Secondly; through a 

combi atio  of Luthe s iti ue, his actions, and the support he received from outside the 

Catholic church, more power was given to princes. They could be called on to protect their 

subjects from Roman Church authority. This all served to undermine the identity between 

loyalty to Rome and loyalty to Christianity.  

Another Protestant movement quickly sprang up, initially centered in Zürich. Its two primary 

architects, Ulrich Zwingli and Jean Calvin, formulated a theology based on sola scriptura, but 

thei  thi ki g diffe ed f o  Luthe s i  i po ta t a s. The efo ed P otesta ts 

emphasized the importance of showing the work of God in this world, and His ultimate 

sovereignty over humans. Whereas some symbols were allowed in Lutheran churches as 

long as they were not the object of worship, (what became known as) Calvinist churches 

and their service were exceedingly simple. To have holy objects or to partake in divine ritual 

was not to be the essence of Christianity, rather the idea was for people to metaphorically 

bring Christ to the world by living as Christ (Rasmussen & Thomassen 2002: 289-290).  

For Taylor, a central feature of the Protestant movement was the idea that society could be 

made over, that is, Reformed. The Catholic Church had throughout the Middle Ages 

increasingly seen Christians as si e s i  the ha d of a  a g  God , a d this had esulted i  

a sense of unworthiness on the part of belie e s. Ta lo s a gu e t is pa tl  that a  

atmosphere of fear had opened the door for Protestantism. We described above the idea 
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that God, through human veneration of saints, sacraments and ritual could protect against 

dark magic. In a sense, then, to serve God is to all  ou self ith hite agi .  The 

Refo ed hu hes u de e t dise ha ti g o e  e i is e t of that ithi  post-

Babylonian-exilic Judaism. God became si pl  po e  o e  a d e o d a  agi . The flip 

comes when you take all that fear and transpose it into a fear of God, sole rightful object of 

fear, confident that it can arm you against all magic
 
(Taylor 2007: 73-

 6
 

The result of the Protestant movements was that Latin Christendom, which had been one, 

was divided into three. There was now the Catholic, the Lutheran and the Reformed or 

Cal i ist Chu h. People had to o fess  to o e of these Chu hes, a d so the e a ose also 

th ee diffe e t hu hl  o fessio s . Late , this split ould e used politi all , as lo al 

rulers declared sovereignty partly by appealing to the religious specificity of their subject 

peoples. During the late 15
th

 and the 16
th

 century, this blew up into the wars of religion 

(Rasmussen & Thomassen 2002: 265). 

The Catholic Church underwent its own reformation during the 16
th

 century. This was 

perhaps facilitated by the Protestant Reformation, but many of its structural changes were 

nonetheless independently conceived. A greater emphasis was put on religious life and 

personal devotion. Two features of the early Catholic Renewal is identified by Rasmussen 

and Thomassen, authors of Christianity – a historical introduction
7
. The first is characterized 

by such innovations as the Jesuit order of Ignatius of Loyola, whose primary concern was to 

facilitate piousness in individual believers and to further the work of God by intense 

devotion, rational self-investigation and contemplation of, even attempts at identification 

with Christ. A central feature of this movement was its universalistic aspirations. The idea 

that the people of the world would reach salvation only by Christ became a motor for 

mission, which the Jesuits undertook effectively across the world (Rasmussen & Thomassen 

2002: 307-313).  

                                                           
6
 This is a simplification, but a narratively useful one. The late  pu ita  o e e ts also pla ed o  otes of 

fear of damnation. Taylor concedes this, but emphasizes both the more radically individualistic dimension of 

these movements – that is, the individual responsibility to be righteous – and the idea that society as a whole 

can and should be made a vehicle and help to fulfill this responsibility. They can thus be seen as stepping 

stones on the way to our individual humanism. 
7
 Autho s ote: T a slations by me. Orignially in Norwegian; Kristendommen – en historisk innføring.  
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The second feature was more directly a result of the Protestant Reformation, which had put 

into question the role of tradition as against the Gospels, Church-authority and the function 

of the Chu h i  sal atio  of people. Agai st Luthe s sola scriptura, the council maintained 

that tradition which is guided by The Holy Spirit is equal in importance to the Gospels. It also 

maintained that the Catholic Church had a God-given authority through the apostolic 

succession, i.e. the Pope. Lastly, whereas the Protestant theology had stated that faith alone 

was the necessary condition for salvation, the council maintained the equal importance of 

good deeds. The Protestants had also called for a translation of the Bible into European 

vernacular, and this the council vehemently denied by declaring the Latin Vulgata the 

authoritative Bible. In addition, the council addressed a feature of the institutional church 

hi h had se ed to ake it u popula ; ishops, ho,  di i e ight  had p e iousl  ee  

given manors which put them at a distance from their religious subjects. This became a 

hu a  ight  hi h the Pope ould e e pt f o . Mo e i po ta tl , it was made a 

requirement for bishops to actively engage with the people of their assigned areas. These 

changes paralleled the new ideas of the role of priest and bishop in Protestant areas 

(Rasmussen & Thomassen 2002: 320-324). 

What we can see is a two-fold movement. Firstly, there is the increased focus on the 

ordering of society. This is aptly described by Taylor. The atmosphere of and pressure to 

reform played an important role in facilitating the new notions brought about in the 

follo i g e tu ies. We see the e e ge e of the poli e state  hi h sees as its 

responsibility to educate and discipline its subjects. Charles Taylor identifies four features of 

these reform movements:  

1) [The ] a e activist; they seek effective measures to re-order society; they are highly interventionist;  

2) [They] are uniformizing; they aim to apply a single model or schema to everything and everybody; 

they attempt to eliminate anomalies, exceptions, marginal populations, and all kinds of non-

conformists; 

3) [They] are homogenizing; although they still operate in societies based on differences of rank, their 

general tendency is to reduce differences, to educate the masses, and to make them conform more 

and more to the standards governing their betters. This is very clear in the church reformations; but it 

is also t ue of the atte pts to o de  people s li es  the poli e states ;  

4) The  a e atio alizi g  i  We e s dou le se se: that is, the  ot o l  i ol e a  i eased use of 

instrumental reason, in the very process of activist reform, as well as in designing some of the ends of 
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reform (e.g. in the economic sphere); but they also try to order society by a coherent set of rules 

We e s se o d di e sio  of atio alit , Wertrationalität) (Taylor 2007:  

The second is tied to the first. Let us call it the individualization of religious belief. Luther 

a d the P otesta t Refo atio  he alded a ki d of Ch istia it  hi h puts the i di idual s 

relationship to God on center stage. This is not to say that the community ceased to be 

important – the community is included in the individualism of Protestant theology. The 

individualization can be thought of as in a dialectical relationship with the first movement 

described above, because in order for the personalization of belief to become paradigm, it 

had to be propagated socially.  

O e of Luthe s goals as as e ha e see  to ake a aila le to o di a  people the ki d of 

devotion to which monks, priests and bishops had earlier enjoyed privileged access. Taylor 

argues that there exists a kind of tension in Christianity
8
 which was especially prevalent 

du i g the Middle Ages; o e et ee  eligious self-t a s e de e  o  the o e ha d a d 

o di a  life o  hu a  flou ishi g  o  the othe . O e of the oto s of the early monastic 

movements had been the wish to turn away from the latter in order to privilege the former, 

hi h as see  as highe . The  e e see  to do this o  ehalf of so iet , hence the 

edie al idea that the clergy pray for all, the lord defends all, the peasa ts la ou  fo  all  

(Taylor 2007: 44-45). A greater premium was put on individuals in their relationship to God, 

giving them more of a responsibility for their own salvation. This lead to a greater focus on 

human flourishing as religious practice. In Luthe s thi ki g, hu a s a e simul iustus et 

peccator, that is, the  a e si ulta eousl  just  a d si ful . The  a e justified internally by 

faith in the heavenly Christ and so partake in His power and freedom, but externally they 

are tarnished by a sinful world and so have to be humble – if need be, slave and labor unto 

death like the earthly Christ (Rasmussen & Thomassen 2002: 285).  

Let us briefly return to the idea that meaning resides in objects in the world. Thomas 

Aquinas, the great medieval interpreter of Aristotle, had created a synthesis of Aristotelian 

logic and Christianity. During the Middle Ages there had been a debate going on between 

what are called the realists and the nominalists within this Thomist tradition. The debate is 

now well-known, if only in an abstract way and simplified form. Commonly, it takes this 

                                                           
8
 He also argues that the following is the case for a  pe haps ost  i ilizatio s do i ated  a highe  
eligio  (Taylor: 43) 
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form: «Is the good good because God willed it so, or did God will it so because it is good?» 

A istotle had a gued agai st Plato s idea that esse es, e.g. the atu e ess  of atu e had 

separate, non-physical existence in a higher realm. Aristotle combated this by saying that 

the essences of things reside within their being. His position was one of realism as against 

Plato s idealism.
9
 It follows from this logic that for each thing in nature there is a proper 

good, that of telos – that is, purpose or essence. Since God is the creator of nature, one can 

encounter God by looking at nature. By this logic, one can argue that looking at nature is an 

attempt to reach God and to behold the divine order of His creation. And since those doing 

the arguing during much of the Middle Ages were theologians, this is what they argued. But 

this way of arguing had unintended consequences – it autonomized nature. And so against 

this Aristotelian-Christian realism rose a group of thinkers who argued that this account of 

nature seemed to subordinate God to it. If all things have their proper essence, then God 

will have no choice but to create them according to that essence. The nominalists wanted to 

say that God, who is the supreme actor of the universe, willed not only nature, but its 

essence as well. He is thus above nature. This means however that when we as humans look 

at nature, we cannot assume that its essence is readily available to us. We, who are created 

i  the i age of God a d t i g to u de sta d his ill fo  the o ld, ust look at atu e ot 

in terms of the normative patterns they reveal, but in terms of the autonomous super-

purposes of our creator. The purposes things serve are extrinsic to them. The stance is 

fundamentally one of instrumental reason (Taylor 2007:  

Here is a major turning-point of European thought. If one can point to a moment 

(metaphorically speaking, since this was actually a gradual movement) when the spirit of 

God began to extricate from the world of objects, this would be it. The order of nature and 

its divine providence ceased to be immediately obvious – one had to look deeper. The world 

was still seen as created by God. But He did e eal hi self  sig s o  o ati e patte s  

in nature.  

European societies had not, even after the Reformation, reached a point where the idea of a 

divinely ordered society had fallen away – that would take time. But this new optimism on 

the part of Church-men and rulers, the idea that society could be made over by use of 

                                                           
9
 Autho s ote: He e I efuse to efe . If anything can be considered common knowledge within academia, this 

would be the text-book example. 
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human reason and programs of reform, quickly began to yield changes in the structure of 

kingdoms and empires alike. All over Europe, populations were increasing, especially in the 

cities, and greater emphasis was put on achieving domestic order through effective 

go e a e. Alo g ith this a e e pa ded otio s of i ilit , hi h th ough its Lati  oot 

civitas is a translation of the Greek polis. The disti tio  et ee  life i  the fo est  a d the 

city was accentuated. Naturally, the more people gathered in cities, the more power was 

accrued by the governing powers. Together with that drive to reform which we qualified 

above, this meant new laws and a greater focus on the education of the populace – 

including the lower orders. Taylor argues why this was the case: First, the lower orders, 

especially those who left the agricultural and artisanal life of the outskirts in favor of the 

cities, were growing in numbers at such a rate as to seem threatening - violence and disease 

followed i  thei  ake. Se o d, to dis ipli e o e s populatio  a e to e see  as a  

effective way of increasing power. This was the case for production and economic growth, 

which in term allowed governments to increase tax yields:  

[W]ith the seventeenth century, as military technology advanced, and as some states began obviously to win 

great advantage from their higher population (e.g., Holland, England), there was pressure to intervene on the 

supply side. Governments became concerned with productivity; and in fact with a whole host of measures to 

do with the size, health, prosperity, and even mores of populations, all of which had a powerful, direct or 

indirect effect on military might (Taylor 2007: 99- .   

And so, it became increasingly important for governments to maintain internal order and 

external military and trade power. These went hand-in-hand.  

The above gives a glimpse into the many structural changes European societies underwent 

between, say, the 15
th

 and the 18
th

 centuries. The tendencies here outlined continued to 

gain in importance throughout this period, and are important factors in explaining the rise 

of civil society. We will now briefly look at the emerging distinction between public and 

private in Europe, beginning (roughly) in the 17
th

 century.  

2.3 – The Public Sphere 

I  Ha e as  The Structural Transformations of the Public Sphere, we see that that the 

public as modernly conceived began to emerge with the early capitalism of northern Italy, 

and that it spread from there to Paris and London. There, and subsequently across Europe, 

the pu li  underwent a gradual change of meaning. During this time in Europe, what we 



35 

 

o  all the pu li  a d p i ate  sphe es e e ot lea l  sepa ated. Ma o ial a d o le 

autho it  e e u de stood to e pu li  autho ities  – pu li  as s o ous ith lo dl  

in medieval documents. To be public did not mean to inhabit a different sphere from the 

p i ate, athe  it as so ethi g like a status att i ute.  The pu li ess of the lo ds 

ste ed f o  the edie al elief elati e to that g eat hai  of ei g  he ei  a lo d 

p ese ted hi self as a  e odi e t of so e so t of highe  po e .  Pu li ess eased to 

e si pl  a status att i ute  o e ted to feudal po e . It g aduall  e a e a atte  of 

representation – something attainable through learning and discipline, and something too 

that e ol ed a ou d o ldl  po e  ep ese ted  the ou t of p i es a d ki gs. U de  

the influence of the Cortegiano the humanistically cultivated courtier replaces the Christian 

K ight.  Out of this e e ged a e  ki d of a isto ati  so iet .  Habermas argues that this 

happened only after the onset of commercial capitalism as focal point of state power, 

because this was what broke down the power of feudal lords:  

O l  afte  ational and territorial power states had arisen on the basis of the early capitalist commercial 

economy and shattered the feudal foundations of power could this court nobility develop the framework of a 

sociability – highly individuated, in spite of its comprehensive etiquette – into that peculiarly free-floating but 

lea l  de a ated sphe e of good so iet  i  the eightee th e tu . The fi al fo  of the ep ese tati e 

pu li ess, edu ed to the o a h s ou t a d at the sa e ti e e ei i g g eate  e phasis, was already an 

enclave within a society separating itself from the state. Now for the first time private and public spheres 

became separate in a specifically modern sense (Habermas 1989: 7- .  

As long as the early capitalist economy still revolved arou d the feudal o ga izatio  of 

ag i ultu al p odu tio ,  it ould e i teg ated i to the old po e  st u tu e. I deed, it 

se ed fo  a hile to sta ilize the e o o  of feudal estates, although as e e see , the 

lo ds of estate had egu  losi g thei  ep ese tati e au a . The  e e i  fa t e o i g 

p i ate itize s  as agai st those ho  i tue of o e tio  to the ou t ep ese ted 

pu li  autho it ,  i.e. the proto-states. The towns, which had always had local markets 

connecting country to polis, became bases of operations for long-distance trade. The 

vertical power structure of feudal society – characterized by domination of the peasant 

laborers in a system of estates – made sense in a society where most of what is produced 

as also o su ed lo all .  But the seeds e e so  fo  hat ould e e tuall  t a sfo  

that feudal society into the modern state. Habermas focuses on two novelties generated by 

early capitalism: news and commodities. The towns became bases of operation for ever 
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elongating trade outes, a d so a et o k of ho izo tal e o o i  depe de ies e e ged . 

For those who did the trading, it became important to get information about the 

happe i gs i  fo eig  ou t ies a d so e ha ts o ga ized the sp eadi g of e slette s . 

Cities where trade was organized also became centers of information. In the beginning and 

up until the end of the 16
th

 century, these letters were the exclusive privilege of merchants, 

who carried them along their trade routes.   

Several aspects of this newly arrived model should be noted. Trade over sea or across 

borders carried greater risk and required capital. This resulted in early forms of the stock 

company – which allowed for both the risk and capital investments to be spread out. The 

trade routes however needed to be maintained and protected by political and military 

power in the form of standing armies. This in turn required more taxation and a larger 

bureaucracy. It also became necessary to separate between the private holdings of princes 

and a treasury of state. This has ee  alled the atio alizatio  of the to -based 

e o o . This atio alizatio  as a hie ed  a  e e -increasing number of local 

ad i ist ato s ho o ked fo  the state. A d so [pu li ] autho it  as o solidated i to a 

palpable object confronting those who were merely subject to it and who at first were only 

egati el  defi ed  it.  The pu li  he e ea t state- elated.  Another central feature of 

the capitalization of Europe is the movement towards a state-sponsored production of 

goods from imported raw-materials and the steadily increasing need for productive labor: 

From the 17
th

 e tu  o , [fo eig ] t ade o lo ge  ou ted pe  se as the sou e of ealth, 

ut o l  i sofa  as it aided the e plo e t of the ou t s populatio  – employment 

eated  t ade.  The above preliminaries should allow us to begin speaki g a out a i il 

so iet ,  hi h fo  Ha e as came into existence as the corollary of a depersonalized state 

autho it .  Individual families or persons had individual wealth with which they engaged 

ith that e l  a i ed pu li  e o o  egulated  the state. A d ith the a i al of this 

system, a two-fold dependency and mutual interest between public and private also 

emerged. Habermas quotes Hannah Arendt on this, and we ca  do o ette : So iet  is the 

form in which the fact of mutual dependence for the sake of life and nothing else assumes 

public significance, and where the activities connected with sheer survival are permitted to 

appear in public. (Habermas 1989: 16-   
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This mutual dependence manifested itself in an ever-increasing variety of ways, and also 

e o d that ha i g to do ith su i al. Ha i g ide tified so e of the st u tu al 

t a sfo atio s  of so iet , e o  take a ief look at a  e a ple of ho  the pu li  

sphere emerged as a battleground of ideas.  

A fin de siècle 

Our example of this change can be found in France, near the end of the 17
th

 century. There, 

the French Académie erupted into a scholarly battle which has subsequently been known as 

The Qua el of the Ancients a d the Mode s.  O  Ja ua   1687, the academy read 

Cha les Pe ault s poe  La siècle de Louis le Grand
10

, in which the author argues that great 

literature is written in great nations and under great kings. He compares the age of Louis XIV 

to that of Augustus, iti g his ki gs  great military achievements. He then goes on to 

o pa e ep ese tati e figu es f o  a ti uit  ith i di iduals he p ese ts as thei  ode  

counterparts to illustrate ways in which the moderns have the advantage over their 

p e u so s: Wh , he o ludes, should e e su p ised at the i ade ua ies of A istotle s 

ph si s? We eed o l  e e e  that he as o ki g i  a  o s u e da k ess,  ithout the 

e efit of ode  i e tio s su h as the teles ope.  Fu the , Pe ault argues that even 

Ho e  suffe ed u de  that da k ess,  usi g too a  dig essio s, eati g he oes ho a e 

too utal, a d so fo th . The easo  this is adi al, a o di g to Dejea , is that he e, the 

individual interpretation of literature by people in Pe ault s ti e is gi e  p e iu  o e  

millennia of uncritical veneration of the Ancients. The academy immediately, even before 

the eadi g as o plete, oke out i to a  Dejea  1997: 42-44).  

Even before that debacle, two camps had formed within the literary élite – the A ie ts  

a d the Mode s . The A ie ts  held that the g a dest a d est o ks of oth philosoph  

and poetry had already been written by the likes of Aristotle and Homer and that all 

subsequent efforts were mere attempts to reach the perfection of those Ancient texts – 

furthermore – only scholars could really understand these great works. To be literary was to 
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 Autho s ote: We a  oughl  t a slate this as The Age of Louis the G eat . I say roughly, because as Dejean 

poi ts out, ´siè le  had ea lie  ea t si pl  a  age  loosel  defi ed, su h as fo  e a ple The Age of the 
A ie ts . Du i g the ti e of this lite a  attle ho e e , it a ui ed t o e  ea i gs, oth used  
Pe ault: Fi st, as see  i  Pe ault s title, it took o  a pe so alized ea i g; the age of this or that king. The 

se o d ea i g is o e e a  e og ize as ode ; a ´siè le a e to ea  si pl : a century. Importantly, 

the rule of individual kings became seen as happening within these depersonalized centuries (Dejean 1997: 19-

20). Also, a d i te esti gl , gi e  Ta lo s i estigatio  of that te , the Lati  oot of siè le is saecula, from 

hi h ou  ode  se ula  is de i ed. He is also speaki g of a fin de siècle (end of an age). 
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pa take i  a g eat ti eless e , he e good taste a d o e t lite a  alues e e  a . 

The Mode s  o  the othe  ha d, argued that Ancient Greece represented the childhood or 

early youth of human civilization, and their own time something akin to mature adulthood. 

The intellectual independence of authors and readers was held as their principal quality 

(Dejean 1997: 49). We will not here focus on the literary content of the quarrel. Instead, we 

will see how the battle leaked out of the élite academy into the public discourse.  

In the lead-up to the quarrel, Modernists had argued not only that the literary élite should 

prioritize individual judgment over long-held traditions, but that all those who could read 

should do so as well. Whereas the Ancients routinely denounced more popular forms of 

literature such as the novel, Moderns embraced it. Mercure galant, hi h i  Dejea s 

account was the first real newspaper
11

 in France played an important role in this respect. Its 

editor from 1672 to 1710, Jean Donneau de Visé, is identified by Dejean as one of the 

principal actors in making this new literary public, routinely engaged with his readers. In the 

wake of the tremendously popular novel La Princesse de Clèves (1678), de Visè invited the 

readers of Mercure to engage with questions about marriage, love and society. Throughout 

his reign as editor, he received letters from all over France which were then quoted, at first 

partly, then wholesale, as part of the literary discussion.  

B  fa  the ost st iki g aspect of this process is the fact that each letter, as Donneu de Visè points out when 

he published the first selection, goes beyond reporting the views of a solitary reader and records literary 

debate and dissent among a group of readers, representing thereb  the judge e t of a so iet  that had 

gathered together to debate such a delicate question (October 1678, 317) (Dejean 1997: 57-  

Out of this, we can see distinctly modern forms of publicness emerge. The public is both 

audience for and participant in intellectual matters. They are called on to discuss news and 

offer opinion. Also well worth mention is that the public emerges as a sphere somehow 

distinct from the state – even though perhaps seen as dependent on it. The reason this 

literary quarrel was included here is that it shows that the European society which emerges 

out of the Middle Ages is one which actively, and in ways not always having to do with war, 

trade and state politics, participatory. The public cannot be seen simply as a corollary to 

state – it is in very important ways independent of it. The old notions of a divinely ordained 
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 Although at this time, there were already other periodicals, in France as elsewhere. These dealt primarily 

with military and courtly news. La Mercure distinguished itself by also including news on the literary matters 

which had earlier been the privilege of the élite of court and acadèmie (Dejean 1997: 58). 
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order died hard, but we can see in the 16
th

 and 17
th

 century the emergence of the factors by 

which that order was eventually exploded.  

2.4 Globalization 

Peter Beyer argues in his book Religion in Global Society that modernization as globalization 

has its roots in late medieval Europe. Although there have been premodern thought systems 

that have in some form or another held universalistic notions, i.e. that have seen 

themselves as existing in a dialectic between the global and local (Beyer mentions Hellenism 

and Islamdom), the particular form it has taken in the modern world came into being along 

with the European nation-state. 

 Weste  Eu ope i  the late Middle Ages was not the most powerful society in the world at that time. 

Compared with Islamic civilization from northern Africa to the Indian subcontinent or with China of the Ming 

dynasty, it was a technological, economic, artistic and military backwater (Beyer 2006: 30).   

But something happened during early modernity to change all that. Beyer points to four 

features: The first is seen in the voyages of exploration, such as the ones done by Vasco da 

Gama and Christopher Columbus, which were initially undertaken to find alternate trade 

routes to bypass those controlled by Islamic civilization. The European states were not 

trying to institute a new system of trade, merely to connect to an existing one. But they had 

from the very beginning aspirations to extend their influence beyond Europe. This has to do 

with the structural changes Europe underwent. The second feature is the intellectual 

innovations by such figures as Copernicus, Galileo and Descartes thinking represented a 

break from religious world-views in favor of empirical observation. They had in common 

with the explorers the s olis  of a positi el  alued dis o ti uit , of dis o e .  The  

there is the Reform movement described above, the protagonists of which having laid 

emphasis on individual conscience. In common for all these features is an optimistic view of 

human flourishing, a narrative representing discovery, enlightenment and freedom – and 

general thriftiness. The fourth feature is that of economic change – the technical 

achievements and the growing division of labor which resulted in industrialization.  

Even though the above features represented different spheres of action, they were 

interdependent, and connected to a wider movement of modernization in Europe. That 

ode izatio  a  e see  to ha e o sisted i  a o g othe  thi gs, the a ele atio  i  the 
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de elop e t of a set of e olutio a  u i e sals  su h as alue ge e alizatio , i lusio , 

diffe e tiatio  a d adapti e upg adi g.  The diffe e tiatio  a d technicalization of 

economy, production and political institutions allowed for a greater reach and political 

impact – these a e gea ed to a ds the fu da e tal alue of p og ess.  The above, for 

Beyer, indicates the reasons for the success of European powers in early modernity. The 

drive for progress resulted in differentiated and adaptively upgraded spheres of action. And 

since the European powers existed in a state of competition with each other, their 

aspirations for trade and influence increasingly had to be supported by military might: 

Thei  ea s e e po e ful a d e e  o e po e ful. The  e e tuall  had ette  gu s tha  

everyone else; but they also kept on producing ever better guns. To stand up to them, other 

i ilizatio al e t es ould t just p oduce European guns; they also had to adopt something 

like their restless attitude (Beyer 2006: 30- .  

2.5 – Instrumental Reason 

We ha e ee  efe i g to the o ept of o de  a d its i po ta e to the Chu h a d the 

emerging state and to rulers and subjects alike – hinting all the while at the ways in which 

that order was being transformed. Charles Taylor describes it as ultimately derived from 

Plato, although i telle tuall  ealized i  Ch istia  Eu ope th ough A ui as  app op iatio  of 

Aristotle. In that thinking, the order is manifested or expressed in a natural law, which 

emanates from and is explained in terms of the mind of God. Taylor argues that the idea of 

natural law was revamped or reconstructed by thinkers such as Hugo Grotius (1583-1645) 

and John Locke (1632-1704). These new conceptions of natural law went along with the 

wide-ranging reform movements which were underway – the thinkers were trying to 

establish a fi  u de pi i g fo  a  ag eed pu li  o de  hi h ould e de i ed atio all . 

The natural law proposed by Grotius does away with Artistotelian or Thomistic telos for 

human nature – instead it simply builds on the assumption that humans, who are rational, 

sociable beings, naturally generate laws and procedures that allow for co-existence. The 

theory is explained solely in terms of human rationality and sociability. Importantly, Grotius 

a gued that this la  a  e g ou ded i  easo  alo e. Ta lo  su a izes G otius  thi ki g 

thus:  

God ade a  atio al, a d he ade hi  so ia le, a d ith an instinct to his own conservation. It is plain 

f o  this hat o s he held i di g o  his eatu es. Plai l  the  ust espe t ea h othe s life, li e t  a d 
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estate. These laws are binding on us, because the maker can set up rules for his products. But e did t eed 

revelation to tell us what the rules are. They are plain given the nature of these products (Taylor 2007: 126-

127).   

For Grotius, the rules and procedures thus derived should be common to all, irrespective of 

confession or state borders. This makes sense, in that the theory was formulated during a 

period when confessional differences had resulted in the continent-wide series of conflicts 

which became known as the Thirty-Years War (1618-1648). This conception of law could be 

squared with state absolutism and fixed hierarchies; it would establish a kind of social-

contract wherein sovereign rule by kings and their command structure would guarantee 

order and social co-e iste e. With Lo ke s late  e sio  of this atu al la , the fo us 

changes f o  ai te a e of hie a h  a d o a d  to athe  the eatio  of a a e of 

equal individuals designed to enter with each other into a society of mutual benefit (Taylor 

2007: 129).  Fo  the above thinkers, the natural law was ultimately God-given, even if He 

was, so to speak, taken out of the equation. But now the development of laws and 

procedures became the project of and for rational human cooperation.  

It is no wonder that it was during this time that René Descartes (1596-1650) revolutionized 

European thought. We see the increased focus on rationality everywhere in Europe in the 

period we are describing. Descartes was known in his own time as the author of a new and 

comprehensive account of nature and of a new metaphysic, as well as for his work in 

mathematics and optics. Here, we will look at two of the revolutions spawned or at least 

greatly spurred along by Descartes – the mechanization of nature and the radical doubt of 

the self. Here also, we see that it became a matter of proposing alternatives to Platonic and 

Aristotelian models of thought, which were still paradigm.  

Mechanization of nature 

In the 16
th

 century, textbooks taught Aristotelian doctrines about physics, which is divided 

i to ge e al  a d spe ial . The ge e al ph si s deals ith the a al sis of atu al 

su sta es;  form, matter, cause, etc., while special physics has to do with existing objects. 

These are of two forms, animate and inanimate, the latter of which further divides into 

elestial  a d te est ial . I  this ph si s, the o ld is at est at the e te  of the u i e se, 

and is a different kind of thing than the heavens. Terrestrial inanimate objects are 

composed of various combinations of the four elements; earth, air, fire and water, while 
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a i ate o je ts i  additio  has souls . I  si plified fo , the soul is of th ee ki ds, gai i g 

in complexity from the soul of plants, which is egetati e  th ough a i als hi h i  

additio  a e se siti e , to hu a s, ho alo e ha e souls that a e atio al. Fo  things to 

exist, they have to consist of matter realized by form (or functions, or telos) (Hatfield: web-

article). For living beings that form is the soul. Objects in the world are perishable and 

changeable, they can be broken down into the constitutive elements. Not so for celestial 

objects, which have as their form perfect circular motion – they are eternal and unchanged 

(Cohen & Curd (eds.) 2011: 777-779). 

If the above is hard to understand, it is because this conception of physics has been near 

totall  e lipsed  ode  thought. O e easo  Des a tes is ofte  alled the fathe  of 

ode  philosoph ,  is that he e pli itl  set out to eplace these Aristotelian notions. In his 

physics, there is only one matter and no forms. Matter has only one primary property, that 

of extension. This dissolves the difference between celestial and terrestrial and also that 

between objects and space as an otherwise empty container for them. Telos is done away 

with as an analytical category, matter has only size, shape, position and motion as 

p ope ties. Matte  o es  th ee la s of otio  a d o e of i pa t . Fo  Des a tes, God 

created these laws and sustains them with his being. Everything that happens in the 

universe can thus be explained by that one kind of matter and the laws governing motion 

and impact. There is still a difference between living and non-li i g e tities i  Des a tes  

thinking, but these are explained mechanically, not as a matter of different essences. Only 

humans have souls, plants and animals are purely mechanical – animals complexly so. He 

lo ates a tio  i  the ai , hi h se etes a su tle atte  that o ga izes the fu tio s of 

the organs of the body. The functions and automatic responses to stimuli which humans 

have in common with animals are of the body and hence mechanical. What distinguished 

humans from every other kind of entity, is that humans have minds, or souls. We will see 

Des a tes  easo i g fo  this elo  Hatfield, e -article: 3.1). 

Radi al Dou t / T o aspe ts of Des a tes  dualis  

Des a tes  ethod is as i te esti g as his fi di gs. Ce t al to A istotelia  a d late  Tho isti  

episte olog  had ee  the idea that all knowledge arises from the senses, in accordance 

ith the sloga  The e is othi g i  the i telle t hi h as ot p e iousl  i  the se ses . 

Descartes wanted to overturn this doctrine too, so he argued the opposite: that we can see 
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the nature of reality onl  he  e ha e [ ithd a ] the i d f o  the se ses . To do 

this, we must doubt everything which the senses tells us and try to reach the truths which 

a e e ide t to us, i  Des a tes  o ds: clear and distinct ideas (Hatfield, web-article: 3.1).  

Notice what this does to the medieval idea that meaning resided externally, in the objects of 

the o ld. With Des a tes  ethod, ea i g ust fi st a ise i te all , i  the i d of 

rational man. We anticipated this in an earlier section on the realist and nominalist schools 

of Thomist scholasticism. Here, the extrication of God from the world of objects is complete. 

Descartes argues that people only assume that truths emerge from sense experience as a 

result of childhood prejudice.
12

 This radical doubt about the sensuous world allowed 

Des a tes to suppose fo  hi self ot a sup e el  good God, the sou e of t uth, ut athe  

an evil genius, supremely powerful and clever, who has directed his entire effort at 

de ei i g e A ie , Watki s : .  Des a tes  a gu ent is that there is no way of 

knowing by sense information whether the world is as it seems if one holds that all truth is 

e te al to the i d. So he looked fo  t uths that ould e t ue e e  if the e as a  e il 

ge ius . The a s e  is the fa ous cogito ergo sum: Thus, afte  e e thi g has ee  ost 

a efull  eighed, it ust fi all  e esta lished that this p o ou e e t I a , I e ist  is 

necessarily true every time I utter it or conceive it in my mind (Ariew, Watkins 2009: .    

Descartes did experimental science, most famously within optics, so he obviously did not 

believe that the world was not practically knowable. He did not claim that everything that 

can be known about the natural world must arise purely from the intellect – only that the 

essential nature or general principles of things are perceivable only by means of rational 

thought. Fo  e a ple, to p o ide the a s e  to the uestio : What is the size of the su ?  

certain measurements have to be made. But prior to answering that question, one has to 

determine what kind of properties physical objects can have:  

Objects of natural science are known by a combination of pure intellect and sensory observation: the pure 

intellect tells us what properties bodies can have, and we use the senses to determine which particular 

instances of those properties bodies do have (Hatfield, web-a ti le . .   

A problem remains though. Could not God himself have made minds in such a way that they 

only thought they saw clear and distinct ideas? Descartes tried to deal with this deeper 
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 An essentially psychological analysis. 
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question, and his argument involves a kind of proof of God. In simplified form, it goes 

something like this:  

1) I can perceive clearly the idea of infinity, so it exists. 

2) Any idea of infinity requires an infinite being as its cause; thus an infinite being must 

exist. 

3) An infinite being must also be a perfect being, and deceitfulness involves 

imperfection.  

4) God would not deceive me.  

Of course, this argument has been charged with circularity: In order for me to know that 

God exists and is good, God must exist and be good, which I know because I have the idea 

that God e ists a d is good. The e its of Des a tes  a gu e t is ot of i ediate 

importance to us. We need only take note of the fact that, even for Descartes, there is 

something which is true even externally to the mind: the good. In order to assume that God 

would not deceive him, he had to assume that deceitfulness was in some way naturally bad, 

which of course it is only if Descartes moral instinct corresponds to some kind of natural and 

external good.  

This line of argumentation leads to the famous Cartesian dualism of mind and body. After 

ha i g esta lished the a o e a k of t uth  hi h akes e tai t  possi le i  the fa e of 

radical doubt, he uses it to argue that mind is distinct from matter. First, he argues that 

f o  the fa t that I k o  that I exist, and that at the same time I judge that obviously 

nothing else belongs to my nature or essence except that I am a thinking thing, I rightly 

o lude that  esse e o sists e ti el  i   ei g a thi ki g thi g.  The p i a  

property of the mind then, is thought. He then contrasts thought with matter, the primary 

property of which is extension. All matter is the same, difference arises from composition. It 

is i fi itel  di isi le. The i d ho e e , is i di isi le; it is the I  hi h ills, se ses and 

understands, and it makes no sense for Descartes to say that these activities correspond to 
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pa ts  of the i d13
 (Ariew, Watkins 2009: 64-67). Before we go on, we should note one 

o e aspe t of Des a tes  dualis : 

The mind can be relied on to correctly perceive the world because it was created by God. 

But if the mind is thus created, by a God who is good and would not deceive, whence 

cometh evil? The answer given by Descartes is that God gave humans His freedom of will. 

We saw above that since God is perfect, He does not will deceitfulness or other morally bad 

things. And so humans can understand the good through rational thought, and are drawn to 

it. The difference between God and man is that man is an imperfect being with a finite 

intellect: 

If hu a  eings restricted their acts of will to cases of clear and distinct perception, they would never err. But 

the vicissitudes of life may require judgements in less than optimal circumstances, or we may decide to judge 

even though we lack a clear perception. In either case, we may go wrong (Hatfield, web-a ti le: . .  

The original dualism here results in another; that between the world of objects (what is) and 

the o ld of atio all  guided o al a tio  hat o e ought to do . The sepa atio  of the is  

from the ought  has ee  o e of the e t al p o le s of ode  o al philosoph 14
. We 

a  sa  that Des a tes  adi al dou t of the atu al self o  self-in-nature becomes also a 

radical confidence in the purely rational self. That which distinguishes a more from a less 

o al pe so  is the ill to thi k atio all , ot, u iall  a  ethi  g ou ded o  a  o de  

which is at work in reality (Taylor 2007: .   

2.6 Segue 

In this chapter, we have tried to show the substance of the arguments of various agents of 

change in the European Enlightenment, all the while keeping in mind that their various 

thought-schemes were wrought in a social context – without an understanding of which we 

would have a diminished understanding of their thinking. Let us summarize, and try to see 

the road from the definitely pre-modern to the definitely modern. We began in a world of 

po ous sel es e isti g i  a g eat hai  of ei g;  a ulture where places and objects were 

enchanted, and the world was constituted morally and with real forces of good and evil. 

                                                           
13

 The o ious uestio ; If i d a d od  a e thus essentially sepa ate, ho  do the  i te a t?  as posed to 
Descartes by among others princess Elisabeth, and the philosopher had to admit that he did not know. (Ariew, 

Watkins 2009: 3.4). 
14

 Whe  e late  look at Halla s Isla i  iti ue of ode it , e ill see that he pla es this p o le  at the 
hea t of ode it s o al p edi a e t.  



46 

 

Scholastic theology provided a cosmology of its constitution – a synthesis of Christianity and 

Aristotelianism. Luthe s p otestatio s agai st papal de ade e a d Chu h i dulge es 

resulted in a reformation of thought which placed a greater emphasis on individual 

conscience and de ied oth Ro e, the Pope a d the p iesthood a  highe  holi ess  tha  

other places or people. Now, i  Luthe s iti gs, it is thought that man, who is 

simultaneously just and sinful regardless of place in society, can attain salvation by working 

hard and virtuously. This became the motor for an ordering of society; governments grew in 

tandem with increasing trade and rising populations in cities. Feudal lords gradually lost 

their status as representatives of the divine order – they became private just as those who 

represented governance became public. Rivalry between Protestant and Catholic areas 

esulted i  a se ies of a s hi h e ded ith the Pea e of Westphalia  i  ; the e, state 

actors negotiated a peace in what was the first attempt to institute a European order which 

was secularly conceived (Bangstad 2009: 29), thereby legitimating the representativeness of 

local sovereigns. The European countries thus divided existed in a state of competition, and 

began establishing trade routes enforced by continually improved upon weapon- and 

soldiery. That same pursuit of discovery influenced the European thinkers of the time – they 

tried to theorize the world order so that it fit with the new circumstance. Hugo Grotius 

presented a theory of natural law which would be explainable even without God – Him 

having been the object of so much disagreement between Catholics and Protestants. 

Descartes tried to follow this new reasoning to its conclusion, and in doing so, invented both 

a new metaphysic and a new physic which mechanized nature. In doing so, he introduced 

the split et ee  Is  a d Ought.  The scholastic, Aristotelian notions of a natural moral 

order understandable primarily by their telos or natural good of their existence, was 

exploded.   

The po ous self  des i ed  Cha les Ta lo  g aduall  e a e uffe ed . I  the se ula  

age, nature and the cosmos have become neutral; weather is its own explanation; those 

who rule do it on behalf of the people, not God; increasingly, associations and institutions 

are secularly conceived. Where one might say that the thought-world of medieval people 

was deeply immersed in and vulnerable to the forces of a larger moral order which 

transcended the physical – in a word; enchanted, the thought-world of our own time is 

i d- e te ed . 
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 The uffe ed self is esse tiall  the self hi h is a a e of the possi ilit  of dise gage e t Ta lo  2007: .   

All this is not to say that the world cannot hold meaning for us moderns, or that objects in 

the world do not affect us. If the weather is bad, we might be put in a bad mood, but we do 

not assume that the weather holds ill will against us, except perhaps metaphorically. It is not 

so that fo  e a ple  Des a tes  o ld-view made impossible the belief in God; indeed he 

needed God in order to justify morality. This can even be seen as in continuity with the 

Reformation impulse to bring God and believer closer to each other – Taylor takes this view 

(Taylor 2007: 144). The increased focus on the immediate world perhaps inexorably, but 

o etheless o l  a ide tall , led to Nietzs he s death of God. 

This first part of the thesis is meant to provide a context for our discussion of Hallaq, both in 

the next part (On The Impossible State) and the last (Discussion). His Islamic critique of 

modernity invites serious discussion, as we will see. The argument that there is a necessary 

i o e su a ilit  et ee  Isla i  go e a e  a d the ode  atio -state is a complex 

one. This first part, now co luded, ill e a le us to dis uss Halla s i terrogation of 

modernity and its o al p edi a e t. I  the e t, follo  Halla s a al sis losel .  
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3.0 – The Impossible State 

Wael B. Hallaq opens his book The Impossible State with the following:  

The a gu e t of this ook is fai l  si ple: The Isla i  state,  judged  a  sta da d defi itio  of hat the 

modern state represents, is both an impossibility and a contradiction in terms (Hallaq 2014: 1).  

He proceeds to explain that for twelve centuries, the Sha ī a had su essfull  o ked as a  

integrated and complete moral and legal system governing the lives of Muslims. It fit the bill 

of Ra ls  o ept of a ell-o de ed so iet .  But this ha ged i  the th
 e tu , he  at 

the hands of colonialist Europe, the socioeconomic and political system regulated by the 

Sha ī a as st u tu all  dis a tled (Hallaq 2014: ix).  He obviously does not mean to say 

that it as e de ed o solete o  that Musli s eased to hold the Sha ī a i  ega d as a 

source of moral law, nor is his argument that this system had been fixed and unchanging for 

twelve hundred years. But it is generally acknowledged that whereas in pre-modern times 

the Sha ī a eig ed sup e e as a o plete legal a d o al s ste , afte  the ise of the 

nation-state it has become watered down and awkwardly separated from its tradition. He 

states the obvious: Most modern Muslims would like to bring back some form of Sha ī a. To 

do this, he says, they will have to reconcile two facts, one ontological and one deontological. 

The first is that there is no way of avoiding modern statehood and the second is the 

e essit  to i g a out a fo  of Sha ī a go e a e.  But as Halla  sa s, if o e is to take 

the recent past as a guide, there is little reason for optimism. He cites the battles of Islamists 

in Egypt and Pakistan, the failures of the Iranian Revolution and modern iterations of the 

Muslim Brotherhood as examples of wrong-headed attempts to reconcile the two facts. The 

latter even has a rather recent political program he e the  state that The e is o 

Contradiction between the Nation-State a d Isla i  Sha ī a,  to hi h Halla  sa s: But 

su el  the e is.  His argument is that there are inherent self-contradictions here, and that 

these contradictions arise f o  hat he alls ode ity’s o al p edi a e t.  It is e t al 

that we understand what Hallaq perceives this predicament to consist of, because it is his 

argument about this that we will be discussing in our analysis. He does not mean to say that 

Islam or Muslims are not modern. To the contrary, Muslims, encompassing a fifth of the 

world population are very much part of the modern project (Hallaq 2014: x-xiv).  

Befo e e egi  u pa ki g Halla s a gu e t, e ill look at hat he ea s  that 

Isla i  governance  which is incompatible with the modern nation-state. Below, we will 
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quote him in full, because his definition is at the heart of his argument, but before we do, 

we have to note one caveat: Hallaq compares the modern nation-state (with all its modern 

problems) with premodern Islamic governance. We are reminded that the nation-state 

which he will be describing was one which grew out of a complex history, and the 

i stitutio s, la s, p a ti es, a d e e  etaph si s  hi h esulted should e see  as 

(culturally specific) responses to a world which was changing rapidly. In his chapter on the 

premises for the argument, he defe ds hi self agai st ha ges of ostalgia . The idea is ot 

that e should oll a k  the p oje t of ode it  i  o de  to e o e  the eal Isla , ut 

that e should t  to e o e  the o e a hi g a d e o passi g alues  hi h defined 

Islam for over a millennium (Hallaq: 14). And so:    

Halla ’s Defi itio  of The Pa adig  of Isla i  Gove a e 

Isla i  go e a e that hi h sta ds pa allel to hat e all state  toda  ests o  o al, legal, politi al, 

social, and metaphysical foundations that are dramatically different from those sustaining the modern state. In 

Islam, it is the Community (Umma) that displaces the nation of the modern state. The Community is both 

abstract and concrete, but in either case it is governed by the same moral rules. In its abstract form, the 

Community is also a political formation delimited by moral-legal concepts. Generally, in whichever territory 

the Sha i a is applied as the pa adig ati  law, the territory is deemed an Islamic domain, Dar al-Islam. 

Wherever the Sha i a does ot ope ate, o  i  hi hever territory it is relegated to a secondary, inferior status, 

that territory is deemed Dar al-Harb; potentially subject to conversion by peace or by war. The ultimate 

purpose of this conversion is to bring non-Musli s to a ept Isla s la , hi h is p i a il  a set of o al 

principles sustained by legal concepts. Thus the boundaries and defining concept of the Community is the 

Sha i a. Isla , u less e is e ated, sta ds o  falls o  the Sha i a. Whereas the nation-state is the end of all ends, 

knows only itself, and therefore is metaphysically the ultimate foundation of sovereign will, the Community 

and its individual members are a means to a greater end. This implies that the Community itself neither 

possesses sovereignty nor does it have – in the sense the modern state has – an autonomous political or legal 

will, since the sovereign is God and God alone. Of course, the Community as a whole, and as represented by its 

chief jurists, does have the power of decision, this being the crux of the doctrine of consensus. But this power 

is a  i te p eti e o e, ou ded […]  general moral principles that t a s e ds the Co u it s o t ol. 

These principles may have been sociological at one point in history, but they soon emerged as a representation 

of divine moral will. Before being transcendental and theological, divine sovereignty was moral. An expression 

of this so e eig  ill, the Sha i a a e to a ti ulate the o al p i iples th ough a o all  constructed law 

(Halla : .  
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3.1 – The Modern State 

What is the modern state? Hallaq initially desists from giving his own definition. Instead, he 

lists different thinkers and their ideas of what the state is: Hegel sees it as the result of an 

organic ethical impulse, Hobbes and Schmitt as the defeat of the natural state, Marx as 

economic subordination of one class by another, Kelsen as a legal entity, Gramsci as 

hegemony and Foucault as embodied in and embodying of culture. For Hallaq, the 

disagreements between these thinkers (the author excepts Hegel, but does not say why; 

o ei a l  it has to do ith Hegel s teleological outlook) are a mere matter of perspective; 

the different explanatory models of state can be melded together and seen to complement 

each other. Halla  disti guishes et ee  the fo  a d the o te t  of the state. The fo  

is immutable – consisting of fundamental structures or properties that the state has in 

reality possessed for at least a century and without which it could never be conceived of as a 

state, ei g that esse tial”(italics in original).  The content, on the other hand, is understood 

as variable. The following is essential to understand Hallaqs argument as a whole, and so 

ill e o side ed losel . He lists fi e fo -p ope ties  of the state, ithout hi h [the 

state] cannot, at this poi t i  histo , e p ope l  o ei ed.  To e e pli it the , hat 

follows are the sine qua non properties of the modern state as conceived by Hallaq. We 

should understand Hallaq in the best of ways, and to do so we must assume that he does 

not intend to give an exhaustive definition or complete taxonomy of the properties of state. 

We do well to remember that his intention is to compare the modern state to pre-modern 

Islamic governance. This may necessitate a boiling down and generalization of both his 

subjects. (Hallaq 2014: 20-21) 

The State is a Specific Historical Product 

Eu ope, defi ed i  geog aphi al a d hu a  te s, as the ea  e lusi e15
 laboratory in which the state was 

first created and later developed, and Euro-America remains to this day the location of the paradigmatic state 

(Hallaq 2014: 23).   

Europe in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries underwent huge transformations; of 

cities, technology, economy, political structures, etc., as well as of epistemology. Here, 

Hallaq cites the meshing of the political and the socio-cultural, as well as the gargantuan 

                                                           
15

 The ea -e lusi it  he e efe s to the olo ial e pe ie e. Halla  o te ds that the colonial experience 

came with important lessons in statecraft for the European powers. 
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leaps in thought and ideas which came with the Enlightenment. Our author notes the 

E lighte e t s de t to Isla i  s hola s like I  Rushd A e oes  a d I  Si a A i e a  

but nevertheless places the movement itself squarely in Europe. He notes a trend in the 

political thought of this era: The state becomes abstracted as a universal subject, and the 

idea that humans can only be fully civil within the bounds of state gains widespread 

a epta e. He e, he otes that the Hegelia s e t so fa  as ea l  to thologize the 

state a d att i ute to it a pe asi e o al fi e ,  ut that late  politi al theo ists eje ted 

this notion. Rather, the state became closely associated with the idea of a scientific method 

that as supposedl  alue-f ee  a d the eposito  of u i e sal la s a d t uths, hi h i  

turn affirmed the idea of the state itself as universal and value-free. If we take a cue from 

our chapter on discourse analysis, we can understand this idea as becoming objective in the 

sense of being taken for granted by European thinkers and citizens. Hallaq has shown that 

this ideology or objectivity is a product of history, which leads to his concluding remark: 

The histo  of the state is the state, for there is nothing in the state that can escape 

temporality (Hallaq 2014: 23- .  

Sovereignty and Its Metaphysics 

While the idea of a sovereign is not unique to Europe, its impersonal character is. This is 

represented in the story of Europe as a break from the personal tyrannies of ages hence, 

narratively exemplified and paradigmatically realized in the American and French 

revolutions. Rather than having at its head a character embodying the power of the nation, 

a  a st a t o ept lies at the hea t of its legiti a .  This a st a t o ept is the idea that 

the nation somehow embodies the will of the people. Hallaq contends that this can only 

e o e o ei a le if oupled ith the idea of a eak f o  a  e sla i g age , a 

tyranny, or some su h do i ati g e il.  He also alls it a fi tio , a d it is e ause of its 

fictional character that it attains such power. Here, he makes an important argument: The 

o ept of a atio  so eho  ep ese ti g o  e e  e od i g the popula  ill loses o e 

of its fo e e e  he  o de o ati  po e s o e to ule.  We ight justifia l  

u de sta d this fi tio  as ei g s o ous ith the th  of La lau: It is the idea of a 

total structure which is important, not whether this structure actually and definitely exists. 

Another important aspect of this conception of sovereignty is that it is realized and 

bolstered by the fact that other nations accept it as legitimate, even when it is widely 
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understood to be employed to the detriment of its constituent peoples. Hallaq connects, as 

others have done, the rise of this internationality with the end of the Thirty-Years War and 

the so- alled Pea e of Westphalia,  a d sho s that the i te atio al aspe t is i ti atel  

bound with the domestic (Hallaq: 25-26). Here, we may be reminded of the concept of 

representation from our chapter on discourse analysis: The people of a given nation allow 

their will (or idea of one) to be represented as the abstract concept of the state, which has 

the power to act on the behalf of its citizens in matters both domestic and international. 

Hallaq, however, goes on, arguing that the result of this idea of representation is that the 

o l  a s fo  a itize  o  a g oup of itize s to halle ge the la  of thei  o  state  is 

through self-contradiction (they would be challenging their own will) or acts of radical 

violence, wherein they displace one popular will or sovereignty with another (Hallaq: 26-27). 

This is strange argument. It would seem that there is ample space between these extremes. 

If, for example a group of citizens argue that their will is in fact not being represented, and 

their challenge gains political credence, there are several avenues within the state where a 

o p o ise ould e ade. It see s that Halla  ithout ualifi atio  ide tifies the ill  

of a nation with that of every one of its citizens
16

, such that there is no way for any citizen to 

propose changes without also ceasing to be part of that will. It may very well be that the will 

is a myth, but that does not mean that everyone has to subscribe to it in the same way or 

for the same reasons, nor does it mean that there cannot be internal struggles about how 

the people are best represented. Here, Hallaq seems to underestimate (or even undermine) 

the role of democratic argument and the dynamic nature of modern sovereignty.  

Hallaq plays with the idea of the sovereign state as a replacement for monotheism and the 

somewhat paradoxical metaphor of the state as a local omnipotence. He quotes Paul Kahn, 

the author of this metaphor: The so e eig  is like God e ause all political forms are open 

to its choice,
17

 it fills all of the space and time within its borders, and we know it only 

through what it has created – the state and its citizens. We infer the sovereign from the fact 

that e pe ei e the state as a  e p essio  of its ill Halla  : .  All of this leads 

Halla  to sa  that the la  as efle ti g so e eig  ill… is little o e tha  a epla e e t 

                                                           
16

 I deed, o  the e  e t page Halla :  Halla  speaks of the ide tifi atio  of the self ith the so e eig ,  

an identification which is obviously contestable. There is after all an ocean of difference between someone 

sa i g I a  a F e h itize  a d sa i g I a  the state.  The diffe e e is o e et ee  ide tifi atio  a d 
representation. 
17

 Certainly a somewhat diminished and circumscribed omnipotence, then. 
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and substitution for the Christian conception of will. The most serious consequence of this 

sovereign will and its subordination of that of its subjects is that the subjects can be, and 

are, sacrificed in order to serve the state. To e a itize  the efo e ea s to li e u de  a 

sovereign will that has its own metaphysics. It is to live with and under yet another god, one 

ho a  lai  the elie e s  li es.  Halla  contends that under traditional Islamic 

governance, no such sacrifice could be demanded (Hallaq: 28). 

Legislation, Law, and Violence  

A othe  og ate esse e  to the state is its apa it  to p odu e la . As a  e p essio  of 

sovereign will, the state is the godlike Law-gi e  pa  e elle e.  A  i po ta t di ension of 

this capacity is that the state has to claim its law as its own – it cannot accept that its law 

has been provided by another country. Even when a state imports elements of its law from 

other states, it has to appropriate it such that it becomes bound to the sovereign will. By 

way of the legal philosopher Hans Kelsen, Hallaq speaks of three elements of the state: 

territory, people, and power. He focuses on and attempts to clarify what is meant by power. 

It has to e u de stood as at least e o passing (1) law as political will and (2) the 

violence necessary to implement that law both internally and internationally.
18  The lai  

then becomes that one cannot separate the law from the state any more than one can 

separate an apple-tree from its growing apples. He directly quotes Kelsen as saying that the 

state  is its  legal o de  a d othi g less.  U de  his headi g a out the histo i it  of the 

state, Halla  said that the histo  of the state is the state.  We a  dedu e f o  his 

employment of definitions that if the state is its legal order and nothing less, it can 

nonetheless be more.  

Then there is the violence which must be employed in order to maintain sovereignty. The 

ode  state is o stituted  so e eig  ill,  hi h ust ealize itself th ough its 

enforcement of laws. This enforcement entails the use of violence, which has to be 

monopolized by the state. Even if, Hallaq says, a society should have at its disposal some 

kind of divinely ordained punishment, the dealing of that punishment is by the hands and 

choice of the sovereign will – the state. Here again, he compares the state to a God which 

                                                           
18

 Contrast this with the wider conception of power laid out in our chapter on discourse analysis. Here, no 

direct reference is made to the social structures which inherently accept both the will and the violence, 

although it may be that Hallaq intends to imply this as well.  
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allo s o othe  gods. He lai s that the e is a u i ue elatio ship et ee  iole e a d 

the etaph si s of so e eig  ill,  ut does ot la if  how this relationship differs 

between pre-modern and modern states (Hallaq: 29-30).  

The Rational Bureaucratic Machine 

In order to describe this aspect of the modern state, Hallaq turns to Weber and his 

description of the administrative order, which is an extension of the legislative and functions 

as a ha a te isti all  atio al t pe of do i atio .  Halla  pa s so e heed to the fa t that 

this rationality allows for reform, alteration or even creation and removal of any existing 

order, and that its impersonal ha a te  i plies e ual t eat e t  of oth itize s a d 

states e . He the  iefl  o pa es We e  ith Ma  a d othe s , sa i g that the latte  

laid greater emphasis on the relationship between this rational machinery and the ruling 

classes. The view ascribed to Marx here is that as long as there is bureaucracy, it will be 

used by the ruling class to exploit and subjugate the workers. Hallaq seems to think that 

Ma  ie  he e is so eho  o e a u ate tha  We e s, ut does ot a gue his ase. 

Halla s ai  poi ts ho e e , a e these: Fi stl ; u eau a  a d ad i ist atio  ha e ot 

only become consistently paradigmatic components of the state but continue to experience 

p og essi e g o th i  oth o ple it  a d pe asi e ess…  Se o dl ; e e  though the 

jurisdictions of the various branches of state bureaucracy and administration overlap and 

the e a  e o petitio  et ee  the  the  a e si ulta eousl  ou d up ithi  a 

controlling paradigmatic structure, what is often euphemistically called centralizatio .  

Putting these together, Hallaq then argues that as this centralization intensifies and the 

u eau a  g o s, the s ste  e o es o e hie a hi al, top-do , p a idal.  He 

pai ts leakl : Thus, u eau a  is the tool a d i st u e t of ad i ist ation, and 

administration, in the modern state, is the organization of control, governing, 

go e e talit , a d iole e.  E e  aspe t of life f o  i th to death i  the ode  state 

is affected; the bureaucratic structure transcends the border between private and public, 

a d o de s its o stitue t su je ts i  the o u it  of state Halla : - .  
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Cultural Hegemony, or the Politicization of the Cultural 

Here, we reach the point where the ideas of discourse analysis come into alignment with 

Hallaqs position, although his focal point is the thought of Michel Foucault, whose project as 

des i ed  Halla  as to  de thologize the dis u si e st u tu e o du i g to the 

ideologi al justifi atio  of the state itself,  a d  to u de sta d ho  state a d ulture 

dialectically produce and reproduce each other. Hallaq agrees with the idea, explored in our 

chapter on discourse analysis, that the state has progressively expanded its hold and 

influence over culture, and so particular kinds of subjectivity have been produced which 

reinforce the idea of the state. He calls this the state/culture dialectic and says that  

[if] the Isla i  state is to e t eated as a state, p ope l  so defi ed, the  it ust o e to a ui e the 

dynamics of this dialectic, for there is no stable and paradigmatic state (e.g. Euro-American states) that can be 

dee ed sustai a le ithout it Halla : .   

As with the other form-properties Hallaq has described, the culture/state dialectic is integral 

to the functioning of the state. Throughout their histories, the Euro-American states have 

su su ed o  dest o ed othe  auto o ous autho ities  to the e te t that, within the 

modern state, there no longer are any entities which threaten the authority of the state. 

Hallaq exemplifies this by alluding to the third-world states which during the colonial period 

were made to import the framework of the European state.  

C eated as legal fi tio s […], the  a e states atte pti g to ule esse tiall  seg e tal so ieties ased o  t i al 

or other local units that are the locus of political loyalty and that strive to function independently of the state 

Halla :  

 For a state to become a modern nation-state as described by Hallaq, there must be a 

ultu al pe et atio  hi h p esupposes the dest u tio  a d e o stitutio  of t aditio al 

pre-state so io ultu al u its.  He presents two simplified views of power: One defines 

power as being held over society (vertical), the other sees power as shared between citizens 

(horizontal). Some thinkers (Hallaq mentions Michael Mann) seems to think that the latter 

view excludes the former, i.e. that state power is essentially horizontal and non-vertical. 

Hallaq argues that this is [thi ki g] the state th ough the state , e ause those ho a gue 

that power is shared also say that this shari g i eases state auto o .  He does not 

e pli itl  dis iss the e ti al-po e  ie  – recall that Hallaq above presented power as (at 

least) 1) political will and 2) implementation of this will through violence. The reasoning 
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behind a purely vertical power relation would be weak – it should remind us of the idea 

Marxist of a false o s ious ess , wherein people think that the state is there for their 

mutual benefit, whereas in fact it is only the superstructure that exists solely to legitimize 

the base. There is a reason we say that the nation-state is one based on popular 

sovereignty. Hallaq states that people cooperate with the state, and that this gives the state 

greater power. One would have to think that the people who do get something out of it, say 

for example education
19

 for their children or protection against crime or a regulated 

economy – that they have a stake. If the state is to be the guarantor of these goods, it would 

have to use some of its power to produce and uphold the institutions of education, policing 

and trade in exchange for popular support of sovereignty. This seems awfully like a 

cooperative affair. The only way to argue that it is not is to say that all of this represents a 

false o s ious ess;  that the citizens of a state do not in fact get something out of their 

participation.  

We are however, invited to see state autonomy as vertically impinging on the cultural, as 

something over and beyond it, as something too that cannot sanction its own destruction. 

If e a ept that the state k o s o l  itself, that it is its o  e d, that it k o s o othe  e d, a d that 

therefore it is inherently incapable of sanctioning its own destruction, then the implication that the cultural 

domain sanctions its own destruction would make total nonsense of any claim for the autonomy of the cultural 

(Hallaq 2014: 35-36).   

But this is surely a tempest in a teapot. We can grant that the state cannot sanction its own 

destruction, but it can surely sanction its own reconstruction and reform. It would not do so 

on its own accord, but then again, could the state do anything by itself? To argue that it 

could, one would have to see state autonomy as completely separate from cultural or 

individual autonomy. Why then, would the state even need to co-opt its citizen or the 

cultural domain by being subject to political argument? Plainly it does, and so we are left 

with a view si ila  to the o e e des i ed u de  the post-Marxism  headi g i  ou  

chapter on method, one which sees power as both vertical and horizontal. 

He e too, Halla  ould pe haps a gue that this is a gui g the state th ough the state , a d 

we should again be reminded that his aim is to show the ways in which the modern nation-

                                                           
19

 Although Halla  ill sa  that edu atio  is egulated  the state a d that it dest o s ea lie  fo s , eati g 
an elite which serves to perpetuate the penetration of the state into the social order (Hallaq: 35). 
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state is incompatible with essential features of hat he alls Isla i  go e a e . The 

argument will involve the idea which we saw above, of a form of governance which perhaps 

is o stituted a d u de stood as a state/ ultu e diale ti , a d hi h is the e  elati el  

heterogeneous , ut hi h o etheless ep ese ts itself as a e essa  totalit .  

3.2 – A Comparison of Two Models of Separation of Powers 

In the chapter Sepa atio  of Po e s , Hallaq begins to show exactly why the nation-state is 

incompatible with the standards of Islamic governance. First, he has to show that the state, 

even though relatively heterogeneous, is a unit consisting of cultural, legal and social norms 

which is understood as self-contained. Earlier, we described this as one of the assumptions 

of so ial o st u ti ist theo ies. The e, e stated that [ ertain] things become and are 

maintained as lawful or prohibited through the language which reflects the social realities of 

a given culture.  Halla  i te ds to i te ogate the elatio ship et ee  this o ati e 

order and the institutions that embody it, especially those whose specialization is to 

adjudi ate a d e e ute its pa ti ula  o s.  A d so, he turns to the feature of modern law 

which is seen as the backbone of the system – the separation of powers.  His argument is 

that they are not at all as separated in practice as they are in theory. He quotes Article 16 of 

the Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen (passed by the French National 

Assembly in 1789):  

A so iet  i  hi h the o se a e of the la  is ot assu ed, o  the sepa atio  of po e s defi ed, has o 

constitution at all (Hallaq 2014: 39).   

Now, Hallaq states that if the theory embodied in that declaration can be realized, it would 

be o pati le ith p e ode  Isla i  p a ti es of go e e t,  ut that, alas, it a ot. 

Even, or especially, in the European tradition, it has been recognized that this ideal is not 

obtainable. To make his case Hallaq quotes a variety of critics, and attempts a summary of 

the many inherent problems: Fo  o e, the po e s a e ot so u h sepa ated  as the  a e 

dist i uted , a d fu the ; the  ha e ee  dist i uted beyond the three conceptual domains. 

The legislature, which in the theory is supposed to have the power of creating or 

institutionalizing general norms, does not hold a monopoly over legislating. Both the 

executive (for example in the United States by executive action) and the judicial (by virtue of 

precedent) spheres affect and even create law.  
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As he sa s, [this] utual i depe de e di tates […] that the legislati e a h ust ot 

ipso facto only enjoy total independence, but that it also must not delegate its powers, 

espe iall  to the e e uti e.  We ill see that he  he late  o pa es fo  e a ple  the 

American state of affairs to what is prescribed by the Sha i a, the  ill e see   hi  to e 

incompatible (Hallaq 39-40). 

The most glaring omission in the principle of separation though, is that the modern nation-

state has a fou th po e  – the administrative – see   Halla  as i tuall  auto o ous  

from the others. The A e i a  s ste  is Halla s ase i  poi t. The A e i a  o stitutio  

seems to gra t the p eside t the e lusi e a date to e e ute a d supe i te d all fede al 

laws , ut i  ealit , u h of the e e utio  a d supe isio  is do e  the ad i ist ati e 

branch. He states the problem clearly:  

Ho e e  al ulated, it ust e the ase either that the bifurcation in the executive into a headless fourth 

branch is right and the Constitution wrong or that the Constitution, in assigning executive power to none other 

than the president, is right and executive governance is a misapplication and deviatio  f o  the fou de s  

i te t. It ust e eithe , as it a ot e oth  (Hallaq 2014: 41-42).  

The above argument is well put, but seems to assume that in order for a system to be good, 

it has to be systematically and continually coherent. One could respond by saying that 

coherence is in fact not absolutely necessary – that the separation of powers is an idealistic 

attempt at formulating a system of checks and balances. Hallaq would perhaps agree, but 

contend that his critique as it pertains to the comparison with Islamic governance would still 

stand.  

The sphere the judiciary has its own set of problems, intimately tied to those of the others. 

We mentioned the notion of precedent. But we have to also consider supreme courts both 

European and American. Their sphere encroaches on that of the legislative by their right to 

review legislation. Hallaq contends that the reason is historical; during the times of 

constitutional monarchies, the courts provided an independent check on the powers of 

kings and emperors, and when monarchs lost their power to legislate in favour of 

legislatures, this function of the court remained in place. This is one of the few places where 

the author explicitly connects a modern product of the nation-state to a historical 

circumstance (Hallaq: 45).  
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The above problems, offered here only in outline, are held by Hallaq to be universal to 

modern nation-states. No he e is the legislati e the sole p odu e  of general legal o s,  

and nor are the executive and judicial branches explicitly barred from creating such norms. 

The administrative branch of government frequently impedes on the territory of all three, 

and administrative law is as coercive as that of civil and criminal law. Below, we go into 

Halla s comparison proper, but for his argument to make sense, we have to see what he 

ea s  the Sha i a.  

First he contends that, within the Community under the sovereignty of God, its members 

are undifferentiated by class o  eth i it . The o l  p efe e e  allo ed is g ou ded i  

ualit  of elief , but this quality is to be evaluated by God. The health of the Community 

comes before and is privileged over that of the Sultanic executive – and so governmental 

intervention i  the affai s of so iet  is e eptio al athe  tha  p o edu al. God lite all  

owns everything. Human ownership of any kind, including the absolutely unencumbered 

o e ship of p ope t , is e el  etapho i al a d ulti atel  u eal.  This, a o di g to 

Halla , e plai s h  the a e fo  the poo  is legislated as thei  ight  agai st the ealth of 

the well-to-do, si e the ealth of the latte  is God s, a d God s o passio  is first and 

foremost bestowed on the poor, the orphans and the wretched of the earth.   The Sha i a is 

a ep ese tatio  of God s ill, ot that of the Co u it . It is a law-system which is 

supposed to e total, o p isi g a he e euti al, o eptual, theo eti al, p a ti al, 

edu atio al, a d i stitutio al s ste .  Ce t al to the ai  thesis of The Impossible State is 

hat follo s. Re all his o te tio  that Isla  sta ds o  falls o  the Sha i a.  Fo  Isla  to e 

Islam, it has to have a moral-legal system founded on a metaphysic. This metaphysic 

demands divine sovereignty. Hallaq has earlier contended that the modern nation-state has 

its own non-divine sovereignty, and if he is right on both counts, what we have is a 

necessary incommensurability between the Sha i a and the modern state. A d so the 

modern state can no more be Islamic than Islam can come to possess a modern state 

(unless, of course, the modern state is entirely reinvented, in which case we must, as we are 

entitled to, call it something else)(Hallaq 2014: 49-51)  

The resulting differences should be noted. In the modern state, religious institutions, are 

ou d a d su se ie t to its legal ill. The Sha i a o  the othe  ha d has as a  esse tial 

property that it not be bound by any other will – it cannot be regulated from without. There 
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a  e se ula  i stitutio s ithi  the latter system, but they have to meet the 

e ui e e ts of the o e a hi g ill that is the Sha i a . A d so the e e uti e a d judi ial 

powers have to conform to the legislative, which is divine.  

We stop to note something which will be central to the discussion which is focus of this 

present paper. Fo  the Sha i a s ste  Halla  he e e okes to ake se se, the o ld itself has 

to be seen as having a moral character. It rests on the idea that God created the world and 

the human mind in such a way that humans could come to understand his divine will (which 

is essentially moral – the good is enjoined and the evil forbidden) through social co-

existence. In the continuation of his argument, Hallaq will assume this. But as we saw in our 

chapter on the European history of modernity, the modern conception of nature as 

inherently morally neutral was not a mere construct of power hungry rulers. It came about 

as a change in the naïve understanding of the world. This was not only tied to mechanics of 

statecraft, but also the rise and public discussion of science, ethics and politics; the 

separation of the private from the public sphere; the rising need for an international 

language of law; a d a self hi h is a a e of the possi ilit  of dise gage e t.  The issues 

here hinted at will be the focus of our discussion in the concluding chapter. In the next 

se tio , e look at ho  the Sha i a o ked as a o al-legal system. 

Sha i a a d the Ce t al Do ai  of the Mo al 

A o di g to Halla , the Sha i a as a moral-legal system produced organically by the 

Community – and throughout the twelve centuries when it was paradigm, it was an all-

inclusive and social endeavour whose primary function was to serve that Community. The 

ju ists o o l  hailed f o  the lo e  a d iddle st ata  of society and worked on behalf 

of the non-elite, a d so f e ue tl  initiated action on behalf of the oppressed without any 

fo al petitio  ei g ade  these so ial g oups o  thei  i di idual e e s.  Halla  

focuses on the e t al oles ithi  Sha i a, that of the mufti, the qadi and the author-jurists. 

Together, these formed the ulama – the Learned. Muftis were private legal specialists who 

worked in and for their own social environment. Their main duty was to issue fatwas, legal 

opinions, and anyone could seek their counsel. The tradition goes all the way back to the 

ge esis of the Sha i a as a legal s ste , as the fi st ela o atio s of Isla i  la , the fi st la -

books, were collections of these kinds of questions and answers. The fatwa of a mufti was 

non-binding but commonly authoritative by virtue of the learned nature of muftis. Hallaq 
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explains that this kept legislation out of the courts, and prevented these from setting 

technical or legal precedents. The qadis were judges who ruled in cases, either by finding 

relevant earlier fatwas, or, if the issue they had been asked to resolve was novel, sent 

questions to muftis and received a new fatwa. The rulings of courts were not recorded, but 

the fatwas of distinguished muftis were gathered and systematized by the so called author-

jurists. These wrote short or long treatises on general subjects by referring to and discussing 

relevant fatwas. Hallaq explains that this ensured a dynamic legal system, as the specific 

problems and concerns that arose in new generations or regions were the law operated 

e e o ti uall  add essed. The fat as that a s e ed o te po a  eeds a d that at 

o e gai ed u e  i  p a ti e  fo ed the asis fo  the o k of the autho -jurists, while 

those that had fallen out of use were designated as weak or even excluded. Those who 

studied for mufti- or qadiship read the treatises of the author-jurists, although qadis were 

not seen to require the same in-depth legal knowledge since they relied on the work of the 

muftis and legal scholars. In the courts, there was little ceremony, litigants spoke common 

i fo al la guage, a d the e e e o la e s. This as possi le e ause i  the Isla i  

system of justice no gulf existed between the court as a legal institution and the consumers 

of the law, however economically impoverished or educationally disadvantaged the latter 

ight ha e ee  Halla  fu the  otes that the so ieties of hi h he is speaki g lived legal 

ethi s a d legal o alit  e ause these e e so losel  tied to the eligious beliefs and 

social codes of those societies (Hallaq 2014: 52-56).  

Halla s lai  is that si e the adis had as thei  sole task to ule i  a o da e ith fat as, 

what we would call the judicial branch of this system did not affect legislation. Further, since 

the qadis, muftis and author-jurists worked within their social environments and 

ge e atio s, the e e uti e  had o eal say in the formulation of law: 

If [the Sha i a] oope ated ith politi al po e s, it did so as a ediato  et ee  these po e s and the 

masses, while keeping its eyes fully open on the interests of the people (Hallaq 2014: 56).   

Islamic law required that those who studied for qadiship had to be trained by muftis in the 

legal t aditio s a d to e i ti atel  fa ilia  ith the lo al customs and ways of life in the 

o u it  i  the o u it  i  hi h he se ed.  A d  i tue of this t ai i g a d the 

respect it garnered him in the eyes of the community, his roles in the community were 

multiple. In addition to holding (informal) court, he oversaw construction of public buildings 
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os ues, hospitals, soup-kit he s  a d a aged ha ita le e do e ts20
, which Hallaq 

states o stituted et ee   a d  pe e t of all eal p ope t  i  the g eat ajo it  of 

Muslim lands.
21  I  additio , the court of the qadi was where the details of such things as 

trade contracts, sale of property and wills and testaments were worked out. Another central 

feature of this court which Hallaq points out is the inherently interested nature of the qadis. 

Because they were regulating their own communities, a premium was placed on conflict 

esolutio , a it atio  a d the p e e tio  of the ollapse of elatio ships so as to ai tai  

a social reality on which the litigating parties, who often came from the same community, 

ould o ti ue to li e togethe  a i a l .  Its fees e e lo , so that it ould e equally 

available to poor and rich (Hallaq 2014: 56-57).  

Usul al-Fiqh and Ijtihad 

The Qu a  a d ahadith (prophetic traditions) are rarely unambiguous and clear cut, and so 

a way of interpreting and applying their general moral principles developed. The process by 

which the law continually reproduced itself in and for new context was formalized in a 

method. In order for the muftis and author-jurists to formulate effective and reasonable 

fat as a d t eatises, the  de eloped ethods of thi ki g hi h ought togethe  logi , 

theology, language, linguistics, rational-textual hermeneutics, legal reasoning, and much 

else.  The esulti g body of methods is called usul al-fiqh, and the creative reasoning by 

which it is formed, ijtihad. It as u de stood that he e the Qu a  a d ahadith e e 

ambiguous, meaning that they could be interpreted in more than one way, the conclusions 

of the mujtahid (those who conduct ihtihad) were probabilistic – that is, they were good 

insofar as they seemed to represent the most likely interpretation of the tradition in a given 

situation or moral conundrum.
22

 These considerations leads Hallaq to conclude that the 

Sha i a as a s ste  of legal plu alis . He ide tifies th ee fu da e tal featu es  of this 

pluralism. For one, it could take into account geographic and sociological differences and 

thus e ade appli a le i  a a iet  of diffe e t so ieties, f o  Mo o o to the Mala  

Archipelago and from T a so ia a to So alia.  Se o d, it could maintain an inner structure 

while also changing with the times. Third, it served as a reflection of the wide variety of 

                                                           
20

 Although these endowments were also to be superintended by a public servant appointed by the ruler 

(Hallaq: 61). 
21

 He does ot spe if  hethe  this as the ase th oughout the thousa d ea s he  Sha i a eig ed 
supreme, but refers to several authors who have written about ha it  i  Isla i  so ieties . 
22

 Halla  he e uotes the fa ous te et that E e  ujtahid is o e t  



63 

 

different social and societal concerns in which it operated – at any given time there were 

muftis and author-jurists who were responding to and deliberating in accordance with what 

as happe i g o  the g ou d Hallaq 2014: 58- .  

Sha i a a d the Sulta i  Exe uti e  

No human was above the law, not even the ruler – although he had some prerogatives. 

Jurists were appointed by the ruler, who could also dismiss or limit the purview of their 

jurisdiction. But he had no say in the rulings, deliberations or interpretations these jurists 

made while in office. Historically, Hallaq says, the role of the ruler in appointing judges 

stems from the concept of delegation. During the first phase of Islamic rule, the caliphs 

were seen as deputies to the Prophet, by which virtue they had both secular and religious 

authority. In order to maintain order and ensure that society was governed by the law of 

Allah, the caliphs appointed qadis – these were seen as extensions of caliphal authority. 

After the ninth century, when the rule of the caliphate had ended and various dynasties 

fought for and took power, a different kind of ruler emerged: the sultan. These were 

political and military leaders, not having the religious authority of the caliphs, but the role of 

delegation – of appointing qadis – was transmitted from caliph to sultan.  

Hallaq answers the obvious argument which results – if sultans could appoint, dismiss or 

diminish the jurisdiction of judges, how can the latter be said to be independent of them? 

Halla s response is fourfold. Firstly, the sultans usually consulted the ulama in the 

appointment of qadis, but even when he did not, those he appointed had a greater 

espo si ilit  to the Sha i a – that is, to the communities in which they were to serve – than 

to the sultan. Secondly, qadis e e ot t ue,  ut o i al  delegates of the sultans. The 

ule , i  a o da e ith the Sha i a, is a supposed to e a representative of the community 

and his role in appointment and dismissal of judges is no more than a function of that role. 

When rulers died, the qadis as well as the other public servants they had appointed, stayed 

o .  I  fa t, all pu li  se a ts e e gi e  legiti a   i tue of the Sha i a, athe  tha   

executive appointment – hence the norm that most rulers consulted with the ulama. Third, 

Hallaq argues that in the modern legal system, executive dismissal of judges would indeed 

constitute a breach of judicial independence. The reason given is that today, judges are 

economically dependent on having a job – and so the power to dismiss a judge really 

threatens their independence. Under Islamic governance, Hallaq contends, qadiship was 
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o l  o e a o g se e al sou es of i o e. I  the fi st e tu ies of Isla , adis a d thei  

fello  legists had othe  p ofessio s,  ai l  a tisa al.  Late  the  e e teachers, copyists, 

merchants, secretaries, etc. – the point being that they were economically independent. 

Dismissals also happened as a matter of course, and judges had limited tenures. According 

to Halla , dis issal th eate ed o o e. Lastl , Halla  ites the pa adig ati  o al force of 

the Sha i a,  hi h o pelled oth ule s a d su je ts to uphold the i depe de e of the 

judiciary. Judi ial i depe de e as i teg al to ultu e.  (Hallaq 2014: 60-61).  

If the point is a comparison with the modern legal system and to point out the superiority of 

the Sha i a ith ega d to judi ial i depe de e, a d fo  Halla  it e pli itl  is, most of the 

above reasoning is insufficient. For one, it can be argued that the first, second and fourth 

argument holds true for the legal system of the modern nation-state as well. In the modern 

legal system, judicial appointments are done by legislative authority (in the case of the 

American Supreme Court by executive, though it has to be approved by the legislature) in a 

process of consultation with the judicial branch. The second argument too holds true for 

modern legal systems as well, at least in the West. Neither legislators nor executors are 

above the law – they are elected as representatives of the people much in the way Hallaq 

des i es fo  the Sha i a. In the third, Hallaq argues as if the independence of the judiciary is 

a mere matter of economy. Here he neglects to mention the social status which came with 

being a qadi – to threaten the loss of that status can surely have been a way for rulers to 

exert pressure on qadis in the cases where the rulings of the latter in some way impinged on 

the authority of the rulers. In addition, the separation of powers is supposed to be 

institutional and procedural – that is, it should be explained in functional rather than 

personal terms. As about the fourth argument – is the idea of an independent judiciary in 

the ode  state a  less of a pa adig ati  o al fo e  tha  the Sha i a? If so, Hallaq 

would have to argue the case – he desists. 

Hallaq proceeds to describe the role and function of the state in premodern Islamic society. 

Before the modern era, the term dawla, hi h o  efe s to the totalit  of the ode  

state,  si pl  ea t d asti  ule . A o di g to Hallaq, it is useful to look at the sultans as 

a hi ed lass  that as allo ed the ight to ule a d to ta  as lo g as it as do e i  

accordance with the moral law. The parameters of both rule and taxation were set and 
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ai tai ed  the Sha i a, a d if ule s demanded more than what was stipulated there, 

this could be challenged in the courts.  

The te  da la esse tiall  o oted a d asti  ule that o es to po e  i  o e pa t of the o ld, Isla i  o  

non-Islamic, and then passes away. This idea of rotation and of the successive change of dynasties is integral to 

the concept. Thus the Community remains fixed and cannot come to an end until the Day of Judgement, 

whereas the dawla that governs it is temporary and ephemeral, having no intrinsic, organic, or permanent ties 

to the Co u it  a d its Sha i a (Hallaq 2014: 63).   

According to Hallaq, this contrast is essential to the Islamic concept of separation of powers. 

The stability of the Community, the way the moral-legal system maintained its coherence 

and bottom-up quality while allowing various dynasties to govern during the twelve 

centuries that it was paradigm is for him a testament to the flexibility and common-sense 

atu e of the Sha i a. That is, u til olo ialis  dest o ed Isla i  politi al, edu atio al and 

so ial st u tu es.  Ha i g a gued the a o e, Halla  the  atta ks hat he alls a Weste -

O ie talist i agi i g of the o ept of O ie tal despotis ,  he ei  it is assu ed  

colonialist observers that people in Islamic communities were inherently submissive and so 

endured tyranny as a matter of course. Hallaq argues that this would be a natural way for 

would-be European colonizer to justify oppression and imposition. These latter projected 

their concept of the monarch – ho was absolutist and an arbitrary legislator and 

e e uto  – onto the sultanic executive. This has had disastrous consequences, as it lead the 

O ie talists  to e phasize the concept of tyranny. They did not worry about i il st ife, 

where the all-important Community is split asu de .  His a gu e t he e is that the 

European powers, having fundamentally misunderstood the role of the executive in Islamic 

societies, assumed that the people they invaded would accept their colonial impositions 

without demurral, and so blindly started demolishing their ancient and still living system of 

governance.The o ldl  po e s g a ted to the ule   the Sha i a, fo ulated i  the 

do t i e of si asa Sha i i a, e e oth p i ilege a d espo si ilit . He as tasked ith 

maintaining the interests of the Community, as his part of a bond or contract between ruler 

a d the people. The dut  of the ule s as ge e all  to p ote t life, li  a d p ope t ,  

a d spe ifi all  to e fo e the judg e ts of the Sha i a ou ts of his do ai , e e ute the 

punishme ts fo  the Qu a i  hudud (forbidden acts), defend the land and safeguard cities 

a d oads  ai tai i g a  a , di ide oot  afte  a ,  e fo e ules of ta atio  a d 

redistribution, to appoint and dismiss qadis, market inspectors, secretaries of the treasury 
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a d othe  pu li  se a ts, as ell as to atte d to the o pha ed i o s a d those ho ha e 

o legal gua dia s.  They had the power to create and administer regulations pertaining to 

governance as ell as so e aspe ts of pu li  o alit  a d i inal law, including theft, 

bodily injury, homicide and adultery, as well as monetary matters such as usury, land 

te u e. These e e of ou se o e ed  the Sha i a, ut e ha ed   sulta i  

administration. Hallaq says that if the rulers went beyond his bounds, the jurists would 

ilitate agai st the  Hallaq 2014: 63-68). If any reader of this paper has trouble seeing 

how this all is supposed to constitute a strict functional separation between judiciary and 

executive authority, they are not alone. Halla s a gu e t is e e theless that the  all e e 

bound up under a common law and tradition, and that it would be near unthinkable to go 

beyond that tradition.  

O e last featu e should e oted a out the Sha i a a d e e uti e po e  as see   Halla . 

He alls it the politi al o ept of o al a ou ta ilit .  Fo  the ule s to e a le to go e , 

even when they came from the outside, they had to fulfil the responsibilities of rule which 

as p es i ed  the Sha i a – without it, they would have no legitimacy. Hallaq notes that 

this featu e as oti ed e e   highl  u s patheti  Eu opea  o se e s,  ho sa  that 

at the very least, prudence dictated that they observe the traditions and customs of the land 

(Hallaq 2014: 68-69). 

Halla s Co lusio s Regarding Separation of Power 

The a o e o side atio s lead Halla  to o lude that, [o iousl ], the e a  e o Isla  

nor any specifically Islamic moral-legal culture outside of history, for it is history and its 

forces and circumstances that gave rise to this legal-moral identity. To be a Muslim 

i di idual toda  is to e, i  fu da e tal a s, o e ted ith that Sha i a-defined ethic, 

for it is this ethic that shaped hat Isla  is a d has ee  […] There is no Muslim identity 

without this ethic [itali s i  o igi al].  He akes a o pa iso  ith the ode  Eu o-

American citizen, and says that it is as impossible for Muslims to have an identity as such 

ithout Isla s history as it would be for modern Westerns to have one if they were 

uprooted from their sociocultural and legal history and Enlightenment values. In the Muslim 

case, this identity is inextricable from an ethic which holds God as the only sovereign – a 

sovereig t  hi h a ifested itself as a pa ti ula  pa adig  of sepa atio  of po e s.   

It is a istake fo  toda s Musli s to seek to adopt the sepa atio  of po e s o tai ed i  
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the modern nation-state, because it is inferior to the one which organically grew along with 

the religion of Islam. Whereas the modern nation-state is its own sovereign, exists for the 

sake of its own perpetuation, and comes with a claim to democratic legitimacy which it 

ofte  fails i  p a ti e; the Sha i a has God as its sovereign, exists purely and completely for 

the people, and represents a truly humane and democratic society continually built from the 

bottom up. Hallaq quotes a famous passage by John Rawls, wherein the latter describes the 

well-ordered society. For such a society to obtain, it must be one where everyone accepts 

the same principles of justice, where it is known that the social and political institutions 

cooperate in the name of justice, and one where its citizens can rest assured that their idea 

of justice corresponds with and is protected by it institutions. 

He e, Ra ls ould easil  ha e ee  a disti guished Musli  ju ist des i i g the reality of his own legal 

culture, perceptively commenting on the inadequacies of modern constitutional democracies (Hallaq 2014: 72-

.  

We a  pe haps egi  to see the hea t of Halla s iti ue of ode it . It is his ie  that 

the political and legal constitution of modern nation states has displaced the centrality of 

moral reasoning which is the sine qua o  of the Sha i a. We ill o ti ue to u pa k hat 

he means by this below. Our focus is on his critique of modernity more than on Islam as 

realistic utopia.  

3.3 – The Problem with Modernity is the State 

Afte  ha i g p ese ted his isio  of the Sha i a a d pa adig ati  Isla i  go e a e,  a d 

having repeated the claim that these are incompatible with the modern state, Hallaq 

proceeds to identify two central problems which in his view makes this incompatibility 

inescapable. The first is the separation of the is from the ought, the se o d he alls the ise 

of the politi al.  We ill t  to get at oth, ut fo us ai l  o  the fo e  of the t o.  

The Separation of Fact and Value 

Halla s sto  egi s i  the Enlightenment, ith Ka t s o al isio  of autonomy, the idea 

of which being that moral reasoning begins in impulses of the self. The essential character of 

human moral thought is freedom from the u de s of histo , fo s of autho it , politi al 

oppression, material depredation, serfdom, corruption, and all those things we now know to 

ha e ha a te ized Eu opea  histo  fo  o e  a ille iu  p io  to the E lighte e t.  The 
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road from this notion of freedom to a rationalization of control and domination is short, and 

according to Hallaq, this latter has been the defining feature of European civilization at least 

since the Renaissance. Hallaq here means to contrast the idea presented in the previous 

chapter of a moral system which places man under the sovereignty of God to one where 

man is individually and essentially above nature (as Descartes was by his relation to God). 

This seems apt: The autonomy of man can after all be defined as individual sovereignty. The 

p oje t of k o ledge the  e o es a p oje t of po e , dis ipli e, do i atio , a d 

transfo atio  of the o ld.  Hallaq contends that this organic connection between a 

thought st u tu e of do i atio  a d o al philosoph  fo ed i  the E lighte e t. The 

crux of that connection had been the arrival of the so-called mechanistic philosophers, who 

dealt a final blow to the paradigmatic Aristotelian scholastic traditions. Beginning with the 

mechanistic philosophy, matter was e de ed i e t a d [all] spi itual age ies, o  the 

anima, had been banished from the u i e se,  a d the o ld lost its moral character (Hallaq 

2014: 74-76).  

In Halla s p ese tatio , the transformation is seen only as a product of intellectual history 

– we are made to think that the philosophers in question simply began to think like this. The 

crucial question of why this happe ed, that is; ho  it o espo ded ith the fa ts o  the 

ground,  is left u a ou ted fo . 

Halla s ai  poi t ho e e  is that the arrival of the mechanistic world-view inaugurated 

the modern separation of facts from values. Matter, i.e. the physical world, is devoid of 

meaning and can be treated as object – it makes no moral demands of us.  

This sepa atio  allo ed fo  the e e ge e of hat has ee  alled o je ti e a d deta hed s ie e, hi h 

finds parallels in the academic fields of economics, business, law, history, etc. – all of which pretend to some 

sort of objectivity, always with the aspiration to be as detached and thus as s ie tifi  as pu e s ie e (Hallaq 

2014: 78).   

Hallaq introduces the thinking of Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679); for him, the authority of 

moral rules had to rest on human reason, not on tradition or revelation – and as such they 

had to be instantiated in state sovereignty. This for Hallaq, is the genesis for the modern 

conception of law-based morality ubiquitous to modern states. Human freedom became 

grounded in reason alone, and not in the part-taking of the omnipotence of God – the 
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dignity, duties and obligations of human life begins with the individual human being. The 

mechanistic world-view, as we saw when we looked at Descartes in an earlier section, 

removes the notion of essential purposes from man - thus making it impossible to 

understand morality simply by looking at how man functions. And so, as MacIntyre has 

argued, Kant and the other moral philosophers of the Enlightenment and beyond tried to 

find a non-local, rationally based (or in the case of Kierkegaard – irrationally based
23

) 

explanation for morality – and failed. Ka t s solutio  as to t eat moral judgements not as 

epo ts of hat the la  e ui es or commands, but as themselves imperatives. And 

imperatives are not susceptible of truth or falsity (MacIntyre 2007: .  The result is a view 

of descriptive reality which is fundamentally different from normative reality, and never the 

twain shall meet. The split gave rise to a fundamental question: If values cannot be 

grounded in fact, how can they be at all grounded? This question became what MacIntyre 

has alled the e lighte e t p oje t of justif i g o alit ,  a p oje t hi h according to 

him was doomed to failure. 

If the split et ee  Is a d Ought as i itiall  a d udi e ta il  o asio ed  Ho es a d Des a tes, 

philosophically problematized by Hume, and translated into legal positivism by Austin, it was Nietzsche who 

raised the positivist bar  effe ti el  de i g the alidit  of the split altogethe  […] (Hallaq 2014: 81)   

Nietzsche did this, according to Hallaq, by sacrificing the Ought of God in favour of the pure 

ill of a . This too is i possi le to s ua e ith the i i u  o al defi ition of what 

Isla  is o  a  e.  Hallaq goes on, citing MacIntyre: Even the word moral is a late European 

invention, it has no pure equivalent either in Greek, (pre-nineteenth century) Arabic or 

Classical Latin
24

. The term akhlaq, which many consider to be an Arabic equivalent to moral 

is a e e esult of p oje ti g the p ese t o to the past,  t a slati g a k a ds i  ti e. 

There was no distinction between moral and legal in premodern Islam, Hallaq says, and no 

separation between facts and values. In the Qu a i  os olog , the la s of the u i e se 

are primarily and fundamentally moral – [the ] a e set i  otio  fo  e pli a le, atio al 

easo s, ut these easo s a e ulti atel  g ou ded i  o al la s.  Halla  o ludes that 

the distinction between the legal and the moral and et ee  is  a d ought  could not arise 

under Islamic governance (Hallaq 2014: 82-84). 

                                                           
23

 MacIntyre: 47-49 
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 The Latin word moralis, MacIntyre says, came into being only after Europeans translated it back into Latin 

(MacIntyre, 46). 
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The Rise of the Political – Citizens and Institutions 

The political is for Hallaq (following Carl Schmitt), the foremost manifestation of the 

fa t/ alue split: The ge ealog  of the politi al, like that of the legal, lies at the o e t 

when Is was divorced from Ought, when politics began to exist and strove for its own sake 

(Hallaq 2014: 89-90).  It is a sphe e defi ed  ad e sa ial otio s of hu a it . Its defi i g 

feature is the distinction between friend and enemy, its currency is power, not morality – 

and the primary tool at its disposal is that of violence. For those who live in the political 

state, it is also all-encompassing, it intrudes upon all other fields – one is either in or out. 

The concept of the citizen is so bound up to the state that it cannot be imagined without it – 

the ode  su je t is  defi itio  a atio alized e tit .  Halla  sa s too that the itize  

belongs to the state and can be sacrificed for it – in fact this capacity for sacrifice is at the 

heart of the citizen as political subject
25

. This presents another problem for any attempt to 

e o ile Isla  ith the ode  state, a o di g to Halla , fo  ho  a  Musli s aspi i g to 

build an Islamic state justify sacrifice for a state that could not and cannot subscribe to the 

moral, that could not and cannot commit except, at best, to an amoral way of being, to 

positivism, facticity, and IS-ness (Hallaq 2014, 90- ?  

Sacrifice in such a way did not happen under paradigmatic Islamic governance, Hallaq says. 

The ilita  a h  of the sulta ate o sisted of sla e-soldiers, lived their whole life as 

su h, ost ofte  apa t f o  the i il populatio , he eas the o di a  Musli  o all  

did ot e gage i  a , a d the o l  e ue  hi h he as pe itted  the Sha i a to do so 

was through jihad.  A o di g to Halla , the e e e t o t pes of jihad, mandatory and 

optional. Wars waged between Muslim sultans and kings were usually dynastic affairs 

waged apart from the populations at large, and so did not require the call to jihad. Offensive 

wars against non-Muslims was jihad, ut ju ists i sisted that participation in the jihad be 

optional.  Defe si e jihad, on the other hand, as when non-Muslim armies threatened the 

dar al-Islam, was considered an individual duty. But private obligations, such as debt, were 

considered to render Muslims ineligible for jihad, and parents had the right to deny the 

pa ti ipatio  of thei  hild e . Halla s fi al poi t is that a s fought  atio s a e also 

fought for those nations by their citizens, and if the citizens refuse, they can be punished. 
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 Not the obligations well-functioning states have for the care of its citizens, nor the guarantee of democratic 

pa ti ipatio ; these a e t e e  i  the pi tu e he e.  
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Not so i  Isla , fo  the e is o p es i ed ea thl  pu ish e t i  the Sha i a fo  efusal to 

join the war effort, except for the threat of losing credit in the He eafte .  The e, e e  

desertion is permitted in certain situations, such as when the jihad-waging army is 

outnumbered (Hallaq 2014, 93-95).  

Hallaq restates the incommensurability between the Sha i a a d the ode  state: 

 Whe eas the dis u si e o ld of Islam and its forms of knowledge were pervaded by moral prescriptions and 

 Sha i a-prescribed ethical behaviour, it has now become permeated by positivism, politics, and the political, 

 o epts of itize ship a d politi al sa ifi e Halla : .   

The central problem for Hallaq is that the purported value-neutrality which resulted from 

the E lighte e t p oje t, ep ese ted  Nietzs he s Death of God, is false o  at least 

misguided. It has only replaced the all-encompassing and morally based sovereignty of God 

with the modern state which is politically based and unable to see itself as anything other 

than its own end.  

The ode  state is a Eu opea  p odu t, a d so is its itize . I  Halla s telli g of the sto , 

its ge ealog  is i e t i a l  tied  to the a hi atio s of po e -hungry monarchs, whose 

ai  o e  had ee  to tighte  thei  hold o e  thei  populatio s hile e i hi g thei  

offe s.  Late , thei  i easi gl  effe ti e apitalist p oje t allo ed the  to spo so  

colonizing endeavours, the resulting wealth of which supported the Industrial Revolution, 

which further increased profits and capital. Populations were pulled toward the cities, 

where they were used as labour-force, impoverished and without rights. Violence and 

insurrection on the part of the proletariat required the state apparatus to invest in police 

forces. The rulers realized that police forces and prisons were not enough, the populations 

had to be educated – a d so s hool e a e a dato . Dis ipli e thus t a slated i to a 

site i  hi h the su je t as o alled i to a s ste  of o de  a d i st u e tal utilit .  The 

above institutions – capitalist production, police and education – had all been firmly 

established by the end of the nineteenth century. Then the rulers, disquieted by the political 

o e e ts that p otested the s ualo  of the o ki g populatio  a d [ i idl ] 

e e e i g the F e h Re olutio  a d its auses of dis o te t,  esta lished state elfa e 

s ste s. The state s i ol e e t i  the life of the people e a e total, even the bodies of 

political subjects e a e colonisable  – they could be shaped according to an external will. 
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The discipline imposed upon and required from the citizen is another unique product of the 

modern state, and it is one which is radically different from the discipline of for example the 

religious ascetics of the premodern age in that for these latter, discipline stemmed from an 

internal rather than external will. The upshot of the above process is that in the modern 

state, once fully formed, the citizen exists to serve not a monarch or a moral community, 

but the machine constituted by these various institutions. Here again, Hallaq anticipates the 

counter-argument which states that the above also entails the sharing of power between 

citizens and that the machinery exists for the sake of mutual co-existence. He counters this 

by repeating that it is through these institutions that the modern citizen is rendered 

politi all  i o uous  – they can always be relied on to do the bidding of the state
26

. Hallaq 

cites the nature of academia as an argument for his charge. It is a field which – even as it 

prides itself on intellectual independence – habitually enforces the positivism of the state, 

takes the state fo  g a ted to the poi t that it thi ks the state – nay, the world – through 

the state,  a d se es as a ha d aide  to state go e a e. Th ough its app op iatio  of 

s ie e the ode  go ernment portrays itself as a problem-sol i g a hi e  ut the 

problems it so solves are of its own creation. Premodern history serves to show that a state 

is not needed for socio-political organization. The state is when it is imposed s o ous 

with the dis uptio , dis a tli g, a d ea a ge e t of the so ial o de .  Fo  Halla , this is 

h  the p o le s  hi h the state pu po ts to sol e e o e o tologi all  possi le o l  

after the arrival of the state; it is why research which accommodate the positivism of 

governments and which takes for granted the good of its instrumental reason is prioritized 

in academia. The academic investigations having to do with the moral reasoning and the 

search for the good life are side-lined. The academic sphere has to stay useful for the state, 

a d so it has to de elop e pe tise i  the fields ele a t to the i te ests of the state, 

although the porosity of state and society often clothes these interests in the garb of social 

a d so ietal p o le s.  Halla s ha ge is that the so-called independence of academia for 

the most part exists in name only. Education, from childhood and into professional 

adulthood, begins by teaching children to love their country and to be useful to it, proceeds 

incrementally to inculcate young adults of state interests, nationalism and the entire idea of 

the p o le -sol i g a hi e.  The st u tu e is total, o aspe t of life is left u tou hed – 
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e e  the fa il  has ee  edefi ed to se e the state  e e  though the state lai s that it 

is the other way around. Children are borne into a world wherein instead of growing into a 

fa il  hi h elo gs i  a o u it , the  a e shaped  la , ps hologists, ps hiat ists, 

so ial o ke s a d te h i ia s,  these latter having taken over for parents. The social world 

of people in the modern state is not formed by their family and its relation to other families, 

but in a social realm which is distinct from these (Hallaq 2014: 96-105). All of the above 

oi ided ith the ad e t of atio alis ; to Halla s t eat ent of which we now turn.  

Nationalism  

The concept of the nation is not as new as that of the nation-state. Even in premodern 

ti es, pat ioti  spee hes, festi als, eth o- atio al lite atu e  a d othe  su h thi gs se ed 

to connect individuals to their ruling structures. What is new in the modern nation-state, 

according to Hallaq, is the way this relation has come to be seen as a kind of first principle- 

that is, the way existence comes to be seen as impossible outside its bounds. It explains 

both the individual I  a d the olle ti e We  efo e e e e  ealize it – the result of which 

is that the implications of this belonging determine the way we see the world socially. 

Hallaq implies that this is so much the case that we effectively re-write history in order to 

explain the nation – it is its own metaphysic. Hallaq here e okes We e s e o a le 

concept, the iron cage, e plai i g it as a set of ultu al alues a d pe ei ed oppo tu ities 

that are constrained by material acquisitiveness and the particular outlook of rational 

hoi e.  The rationality which was supposed by the Enlightenment thinkers to be free and 

liberating is regulated by the machinery of the nation-state and its metaphysics. The result 

of this is that the citizens of the modern nation state come to replace morality-in-self with 

morality-as-state-utility. Discipline, efficiency and work in the service of the nation became 

of central importance for its citizens – even to the point that it acquires a moral nature. 

Wo k fo  the sake of o k, just as apitalis s o e  is ade fo  the sake of ga e i g 

wealth, just as the state exists for its own sake and perpetuates itself for the sake of 

perpetuating itself.  The dualit  of atio alis  ste s f o  the su je t s ide tifi atio  ith 

it – I a  the state a d the state is e  – and in a state that is also a machine, individual 

reasons and meanings are subsumed and the individual self becomes fragmented, isolated 

and narcissistic. A central concern for Hallaq is that for all these problems, the only solution 

on offer in the modern nation state – is the modern nation state (Hallaq 2014: 106-110).  
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Moral Technologies of the Self 

For Hallaq, there is no way to escape the fact that the modern nation-state, grown as it was 

in Euro-America, belongs in the West. Positively, this means that in for example Europe, the 

state can be lived in without it colliding with their moral precepts – it is no problem for 

Europeans to be loyal to state sovereignty. Negatively, it means that it will not sit well 

where these demands for loyalty do thus collide with moral precepts. Islamic culture, Hallaq, 

says, is completely the result of Islamdom and the world-view inherent in it
27

. It had no 

notion of a worldly state (be it represented by absolute monarch or parliamentary 

democracy) which could control legislation. The Islamic world as such knew nothing of the 

politi al a solutis  that Eu ope e pe ie ed, the e iless se fdo  of feudalis , the 

a uses of the hu h, the i hu a e ealities of the I dust ial Re olutio .  Life under Islamic 

governance on the other hand, was relatively egalitarian and merciful – it knew of nothing 

like the s ale of su eilla e ge e ated  the ode  state s poli e a d p iso  s ste s.  

State powers did not and could not decide what was taught at schools nor at the madrasas 

they established. Education, which mostly happened outside of royal madrasas, concerned 

themselves with moral matters – a d the skills taught the e e e to e utilized ithi  the 

so ial o de . This ea s fo  Halla , that the kind of nationalism which formed in Europe in 

o e t ith i dust ializatio  did ot o e i to pla . The state did ot p odu e su je ts  i  

the Islamic world, and nor did it serve to identify the subject with the nation. Islamic 

governance did howeve  p odu e su je ti ities,  ut these e e o al, Sha i a-based 

subjectivities. The sepa atio  of Is  f o  Ought  and the legal from the moral is a European 

invention, and inherently modern. These conceptual categories are ill suited to understand 

the Sha i a, Halla  sa s28
. One consequence of this has been that the modern academic 

su je t Isla i  La ,  hi h has its oots i  olo ial Eu ope, e essa il  o to ts its su je t. 

Another is that the colonial powers mistakenly applied their home-grown understanding of 

la  as dis ipli a  a d u ifo izi g to the Isla i  so ieties i  hi h the  a e to ule. Fo , 

i  thei  legal elta s hauu g, e fo e e t th ough o alit  ou ted fo  little, if at all.   

The Sha i a looked, to the Eu opea  po e s, a k a ds a d suffused with religious 

do t i e. The  did ot take a ou t of the pe asi e o al fi e  – the a  the Sha i a had 
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 The uestio  Wh  e o al?  did ot a ise i  the Isla i  t aditio , sa s Halla . He suspe ts this to be the 

case for all premodern moral cultures (Hallaq: 112).  
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existed in continuity and harmony with Muslims for over a millennium. There, the moral 

was the legal was the social in a way fundamentally different to modern Europe (Hallaq 

2014: 110-113). 

The Necessary Conditions for Islamic Governance – a Thought Experiment 

Hallaq invites us to conduct a thought experiment and suppose that Islamic governance 

proper has been re-established. He lists the minimum required form-properties of such an 

e tit :  a di i e so e eig t  a d a s ste  fo  t a slati g God s os i  o al la s  i to 

legal norms; 2) a true separation of powers, where especially the legislative enjoys total 

independence and is the source of all law; 3) the legislative and judicial powers stem from a 

so iet  hose o al fi e is oth fa t a d alue, Is  a d Ought;   a  e e uti e po e  

bound by an obligation to implement the legislative will and permitted, under oversight of 

the legal ill, to ad i iste  a d e fo e te po a , s all-s ale  egulatio s;  the 

practical norms as produced by the powers are bound by and exists in the service of the 

o u it  qua Co u it ;   edu atio al i stitutio s a e at all le els o stituted so as 

to se e the e ui e e ts of the a o e a d ope ated  a full  i depe de t i il so iet ;  

7) the educational system is as a whole is directed to put at the forefront questions of 

o al, o ti uall  t i g to dis o e  the good life 29
 8) the concept of citizenship is 

transformed so that its requirements are fundamentally moral, social and community-

based; and 9) the individual is committed to a world-view that has the moral as central 

domain (Hallaq 2014: 139-140). 

Globalization 

How can a governance such as the one suggested above exist in an international community 

along with modern nation-states? First, it would have to be recognized and acknowledged 

by that international community that there can exist a kind of governmental paradigm that 

is not a nation-state. The international order is dominated by globalization, and so the local 

impinge on the global and vice versa in a way it could not before the modern age. 

Transnational networks, political as well as economical (and frequently it is both), serve 

both to undermine and bolster borders and their enforcement. According to Hallaq, 

[glo alizatio ] is lea l  the p oje t of the i h a d po e ful states a d the olossal 

corporations oste si l  egulated  the , a p oje t la gel  i posed o  eake  states,  the 
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goal of which is the creation of a world- ide a ket egulated  o o  – even identical 

– legal o s.  But the relationship between the state and the international order is 

problematic – especially if it is the case that the state has itself as sovereign. Hallaq 

describes three ways of looking at this problem. The first view holds that the state is 

gradually losing sovereignty and control over the economic, social and cultural spheres. The 

second view is that the international order poses no such threat, that the state still enjoys 

so e eig t  a d a o opol  o  legiti ate iole e,  a d that the i te atio al o de  eeds 

state actors in order to function properly. The arguments for the latter view, Hallaq 

contends, is an extension of the argument that the state is a problem-solving machine into 

the international realm. These two first views are boiled down: Either the state will be 

replaced by a globalized system of power, or it will persist as it is with the world forever 

divided into nation-states. As against these, Hallaq poses a third possibility – a o ple  a d 

o ti uous diale ti  of oth f i tio  a d oope atio  et ee  the t o  – he holds this to be 

the most likely outcome. If Islamic governance is incompatible with the modern state, and 

according to Hallaq it is, it will be even less so with a globalized structure based as it is on 

the logic of human sovereignty, as well as with any synthesis between the two (Hallaq 2014: 

139-143). 

Globalization favours the Western states, according to Hallaq. The interconnected nature of 

globalization – having to do with new forms of telecommunication – has resulted in the 

spread of some cultural forms to new social environments. But more often than not, it has 

the Western cultural forms which has spread, often to the detriment of local traditional 

ultu es, e e  i  the ases he e these a e pat o izi gl  p ote ted.  The ultu al 

hegemony enjoyed by the West is built on their political and military apparatus, the forces 

of hi h i  tu  ulti atel  sta d i  the se i e of the e o o . Thus to sa  that 

globalization privileges, as does modern society at large, material wealth and economic 

p ospe it  is to state hat is ost e ide t.  The economic system of the world is built on 

the sa e li e al logi  of the ode  state, ut it is at the sa e ti e o e i te sel  

pu sued a d i i all  egulated;  it is eithe  held to a sta da d of ealth edist i utio  

(as with the taxes in states) nor social justice. Hallaq acknowledges that the states are 

perhaps the international actors that have done the most to regulate the international 

order, but they serve different masters. We are asked to consider corporations created or 
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regulated by states. The essential function of a corporation is to increase wealth – it needs 

to affirm no moral responsibility other than to stay within the bounds of the law. Even in the 

cases where corporations are involved with infrastructural development, or where it 

displays social responsibility, the ultimate goal is to increase profits. The states which create 

or regulate these corporations have vested interest in them. This undermines the idea that 

only the state can solve the problems created by corporate logic. The form-properties of the 

state which Hallaq argues are antithetical to Islamic governance are maintained in the 

globalized world. State sovereignty and cultural monopoly remain as they were, the reach of 

its legal and bureaucratic tools has even been extended into a global system. The global 

order has no real sovereignty, very little executive and legislative power over states and 

minimal power to enforce laws and exercise legitimate violence. Further, it has no cultural 

autonomy – the edu atio al a d the la ger cultural spheres – significant arenas of power 

formation – remain penetrated by and under the direct control of the nation-state.  Against 

the o po ate logi  of the glo alized e o o , Halla  offe s hat he alls Isla s o al 

e o o .  This o al e o o  a e i to ei g alo g ith Isla , a d as lo g as the Sha i a 

was upheld, so was this form of economy. The material wealth and vibrant local and 

international trade of premodern empires is held as testament to its success. Hallaq argues 

that the success of this Islamic economy was an important reason for the colonial powers to 

u de i e the Sha i a. It as i o pati le oth ith thei  politi al a d e o o i  

aspi atio s. Ce t al to the o al e o o  uilt o  the Sha i a were the fi e p ote tio s  it 

offers: of property, life, religion, mind and community. These protections were 

interconnected and interdependent, and together they ensured that no such thing as an 

amoral corporate logic could develop. I  the Sha i a s ste , ommerce had to conform to 

the concept of Rida, hi h Halla  des i es as p esupposi g fai  deali g, good faith, a d 

ps hologi al ease  all o t a ti g pa ties.  It was understood that greed and avarice, 

misappropriation of wealth and neglect of the poor and the community for the sake of o e s 

own financial well-being were sure ways of kindling the wrath of God and ending up in hell. 

The understanding was that all wealth ultimately comes from God, and so it was expected 

that it was spent in accordance with His moral requirements of humans. This is not to say 

that a Muslim could not pursue business ventures which made him rich, or that he could not 

build himself a palace if he did – but this was permissible only insofar as the Muslim in 

question operates in accordance with the virtues of honesty, modesty and fair dealings. The 
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ights of God  a d the ights of fellow human beings had to be paid their dues before 

palaces were built. The first set of rights enjoins the trader in question to pay alms-tax 

(zakat), give to charities and pay tax on land income, while the second set requires of him 

that he support his extended family, settle debts, etc. Hallaq identifies three principles at 

work: First, lawful earnings (kasb) must be seen as coming from and ultimately belonging to 

God. Second, o o e should e o pletel  de oted to the ga e i g of ealth, o 

e essi e effo t should e e pe ded  – Halla  o pa es this to the ut ost effo t  of the 

jihad i  atte s o al. Thi dl , o eatu e of God a  e ha ed.  The poi t of the 

above for Halla  is to sho  that e e  i  te s of e o o , e it lo al o  egio al, the Sha i a 

has o al as its e t al do ai .  He points out that the ethically laden terms and the 

practices which they represented are nowhere to be found in modern Islamic banking and 

finance, maki g the  Isla i  o l  i  a e Halla  2014: 144-152).  

Three challenges have to be faced by our imagined Islamic state – the military might of 

Western states, imposition from the outside of cultural mores, and the liberal world market. 

These are deeply interconnected, and the latter two are dependent upon the first. In the 

eal  of the ultu al, Halla  alls fo  a pe usal of glo alized ultu al fo s,  su h as fo s of 

visual arts, sexualized and manipulative advertisement and culinary habits, to see if they can 

be made to fit with the moral requirements of the Shari a. This kind of governance must also 

understand the sources of these globalized forms; the disenchantment engendered by and 

supporting of the hedonism, narcissism and materialism. Everything must be re-evaluated, 

a d if so ethi g is dee ed u fit fo  the ultu al la ds ape of Isla i  go e a e,  it ust 

be discarded. In the field of economics, Islamic governance must engage in trade and 

investment in an amoral world-economy dominated by corporations backed by liberal 

states. The reason something like a corporate mentality never arose under premodern 

Islamic governance is not that it was not possible, but that its consequences would be 

intolerable, Hallaq argues. The modern corporation represents for him the epito e of a ti-

Sha is .  I  a a , Isla s e t al do ai  of the o al is presented as a fix to the moral 

problems of the modern globalized economy because of the premium it places on social 

justice. But Hallaq also thinks that, in a world dominated by corporate interest and a free-

market economy, any governing structure which does not accept globalized capitalism 

would wither and be rendered unable to protect its citizens (Hallaq 2014: 153-154).  
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A solution? 

Having offered such a detailed account of the problems which would face the re-

establishment of Islamic governance, Hallaq proceeds to make it even harder. It is a problem 

for modern islamists that they assume the state to be a neutral tool – that it can be made 

Islamic just as it can be made a liberal democracy. But as he has argued, this is not the case. 

It comes with a metaphysic and assumptions about the role of politics, law, even 

epistemology. It is of European and American origin, and carry with it views of life that have 

their proper home there. This does not mean that it cannot change and adapt in the face of 

a new globalized consciousness, for it does. But the changes and adaptions before or now 

do not alter the fact that there is a necessary incompatibility between the modern state and 

Islamic governance – in fact the gap has widened and continues to do so.  

The totalit  of these i he e t a d fu da e tal oppositio s poses a sig ifi a t p o le . If Musli s a e to 

organize their lives in social, economic, and political terms, then they face a crucial choice. Either they must 

succumb to the modern state and the world that has produced it, or the modern state and the world that 

produced it must recognize the legitimacy of Islamic governance (Hallaq 2014: 155).     

The former option seems the most likely, even for Hallaq. But if there was to be a solution 

to this problem, it would have to attend to the absolutely fundamental separation between 

fact and value, Is and Ought. With the birth of this separation, the world as world stopped 

aki g o al de a ds o  us, it e a e ute  a d i e t . The u ial poi t of depa tu e 

from a world that had made moral demands of us was the Enlightenment. The Kantian idea 

that moral rules have to be autonomous and based entirely on rational agency has not held 

water, having been shown to be inconsistent by among others Alasdair MacIntyre, yet the 

assu ptio s u de l i g it ha e pe sisted. The idea of f eedo  at its ase is ot e el  ou  

personal and private freedom – which of course it is – but the freedom of man to rule over 

atu e a d all that is fou d i  it.  It ests o  the otio  that atio al ill is a  age t, i.e. that 

it makes the same demands on all of us. It does not, because it is not an agent – merely a 

function or faculty of the human mind among others. For reason to attend to morality, it has 

to be actuated in a moral setting – reason must be supplied with reasons, and these it 

cannot find independently of context. As MacIntyre points out in his After Virtue, Ka t 

never doubted for a moment that the maxims which he had learnt from his own virtuous 

parents were those which had to be vindicated by a rational test (MacIntyre 2007, .  The 
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e ti e otio  of aki g a s ie e of o als, hat Ma I t e has alled the E lightenment 

p oje t of justif i g o alit ,  has failed e ause it has t ied to edu e o al a tio  to 

maxims or principles, while entirely overlooking the actions and reasons which instantiated 

these principles.  

The Islamic tradition can be seen as a synthesis between reason and practice, according to 

Hallaq. Islam was always seen as al-Umma al-Wasat, the Middle Community, and it became 

defi ed as su h p e isel  e ause it o upied a iddle positio  et ee  the Muslim 

Ka tia s  – so to speak – and the literalists, those who wished to reduce human reason to a 

a gi al status,  ithi  hi h the ole of easo  as to dis o e  easo s al ead  e isti g i  

a world created morally. And despite the fact that the political and economic aspirations of 

the olo ial po e s e essitated the dis a tli g of Sha i a a d ith it the i stitutio al 

aspect of the central domain of the moral, Muslims still hold the Sha i a to e esse tial fo  

Islam. Hallaq offers a course of action for the Islamic community: It has to rearticulate 

governance in accordance with the moral demands of its tradition; and social units have to 

be conceived afresh as belonging to moral communities, which in turn need to be 

ee ha ted.  Histo i al o al esources would provide a blueprint for a definition of 

what it means to engage with economics, education, private and public spheres and, most 

of all, the e i o e t a d the atu al o de ;  it ould also efu ish the o epts of 

individual and communal rights. This could of course not happen in isolation from the world, 

but the morally self- o tai ed o u ities ould add up to a ki d of a ti-u i e salis  

which challenges the universalism engendered by the modern nation state. A process of 

dialectic negotiation between these communities and the world-order would have to begin, 

a d this i  su h a a  as to p ese t the o ld ith a  a tidote  to u i e salis . It ould 

ha e to e a slo  p o ess, ut if o e a  a oid the a tago isti  fo es  hi h o e 

destro ed the o al o de  of the Sha i a, it holds the p o ise of su ess, says Hallaq. It is of 

the utmost importance for the Muslim community that they, when they engage in debate 

a d dis ussio  ith thei  Weste  ou te pa ts de elop a o a ula  that these 

interlocutors can understand [and that] attends to the concept of rights within the context 

of the e essit  to o st u t a ia ts of the o al o de  efitti g ea h so iet .  E e o e, 

Muslims and non-Muslims alike, must be convinced of the folly of universalism. The 
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i i u  e ui e e t fo  this to o tai  is that ode it  has to e pe ie e a o al 

awakening (Hallaq 2014: 155- .  

So e ds Halla s The Impossible State.  

Turn to Him, alone, all of you. Be mindful of Him; keep up the prayer; do not join those who ascribe partners to 

God, those who divide their religion into sects, with each party rejoicing in their own. When something bad 

happens to people, they cry to their Lord and turn to Him for help, but no sooner does He let them taste His 

blessing than – lo and behold! – some of them ascribe partners to their Lord, showing no gratitude for what 

We have given them. Take your pleasure! You will come to know. Did We send them down any authority that 

sanctions the partners they ascribe to God? 

Qu’ a  30:31-35 

 

I the Preacher was king over Israel in Jerusalem. 

And I gave my heart to seek and search out by wisdom concerning all things that are done under heaven: this 

sore travail hath God given to the sons of man to be exercised therewith. 

I have seen all the works that are done under the sun; and, behold, all is vanity and vexation of spirit. 

That which is crooked cannot be made straight: and that which is wanting cannot be numbered. 

I communed with mine own heart, saying, Lo, I am come to great estate, and have gotten more wisdom than 

all they that have been before me in Jerusalem: yea, my heart had great experience of wisdom and knowledge. 

And I gave my heart to know wisdom, and to know madness and folly: I perceived that this also is vexation of 

spirit. 

For in much wisdom is much grief: and he that increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow. 

Ecclesiastes 1:1-18 
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4.0 Discussion 

Fo  Musli s toda  to adopt the positi e la  of the state a d its so e eig t  ea s i  o u e tai  te s the 

acceptance of a law emanating from political will, a law made by men who change their ethical and moral 

standards as modern conditions require. It is to accept that we live in a cold universe that is ours to do with as 

we like. It is to accept that the ethical principles of the Qu a  a d of e tu ies-old o all  ased Sha i a e set 

aside in favour of changing manmade laws, laws that have sanctioned nothing less than the domination and 

destruction of the very nature that God has given humankind to enjoy with moral accountability. Whether to 

a ept o  ot a ept is a uestio  that o l  Musli s a  a s e  fo  the sel es Halla  : .  

The central argument in The Impossible State seems at the same time to be both 

inescapable and unacceptable. It bears repeating that, if Hallaq is right, there is an essential 

and necessary incompatibility between the modern nation-state a d pa adig ati  Isla i  

go e a e.  His p ese tatio  should e take  e  se iousl , oth  Muslims aspiring to 

ake the Sha i a g eat agai , a d  those ho see that o alit  a d pu suit of the good 

life all too often become relegated to secondary importance in the modern world. In the 

discussion to follow, we will try to attend both to its seeming inescapability and 

unacceptability. The central concern of this thesis is to explain and qualify an Islamic critique 

of modernity, and so we will look at how The Impossible State works as critique on the one 

hand, and on what makes it Islamic, on the other. This latter dimension is important, 

because it entails taking a close look at what it means to be a Muslim living, as most people 

do, in a modern nation-state. In this thesis, we have for the most part avoided the two-fold 

challenge implicit in Halla s ook. O  the o e ha d, e a e halle ged to sho  that 

modernity is compatible with the central domain of the moral, and on the other to show 

that Isla  a d the Sha i a as a a  of life is ot de alued o  ade pe iphe al  atta h e t 

to the modern nation-state. 

The e t al p o le , i  Halla s telli g of the sto  of ode it , is deepl  o e ted to 

disenchantment. The moment the European thinkers of the Enlightenment began to see the 

o ld ot as i he e tl  o al, ut as ute,  i e t,  a d su je t to the rational domination 

of humankind was the moment they made their tradition incompatible with Islamic 

governance. Rationality itself is morally neutral – and so to allow it free reign is to invite 

amoral practices, according to Hallaq. The separation of the Is  f o  the Ought,  esulti g 

as it did from the Enlightenment critique of essences and telos as represented above in 

Des a tes  dualis , allo ed people to a gue that a  s ste  of ethi s ust o igi ate i  a  
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– the world itself being mechanical. That the resulting instrumental reason allowed for the 

hegemony of these European powers does not mean that it is good – on the contrary. It has 

resulted in a narcissistic and materialistic individualism, whereby everything is argued in 

terms of utility, not morality. An impersonal machinery has been built in Europe and 

America which grinds away at traditions, reduces difference, demands loyalty and displaces 

the idea that humans and the world they live in is fundamentally moral in constitution – and 

the only reason it can offer for its existence is its own propagation. No wonder it sits 

uncomfortably in the Islamic world, which is still in fundamental ways connected to a 

thought-system which cannot abide by this machinery, nor any of its functions. No wonder 

either, that the so-called Islamic states, having allied themselves with such a machinery, 

cannot but fail in their attempt to maintain the central domain of the moral, the heart of the 

Sha i a. I  o de  fo  a state to fu tio , it has to take the fo  of a lesser god that cannot 

offer moral guidance nor resolve its internal conflicts, having instead to rely on discipline 

and the enforcement of its instrumental reason. It cannot but vest too much power in its 

impersonal, bureaucratic machinery to the detriment of communality and moral discussion 

– it is a machinery that continually produces problems
30

 which by its very constitution it is 

the only thing equipped to solve. Because it creates these problems, it can also choose 

which of them are to be solved. Having allied itself with multinational corporations for the 

sake of growth and economic, military and political power, it is powerless to prevent these 

amoral entities from exploiting, disrupting or interfering in moral communities. The world-

order that has been built on the same metaphysic has to abide by the sovereignty of states, 

rendering it weak and unable to prevent the most powerful states from acting unilaterally 

and egotistically. It also, by the same logic, cannot even conceive of the idea of a different 

metaphysic, especially one that would exalt morality and have the search of the good life as 

its aiso  d êt e.  

I  the P e ises  of The Impossible State, Halla  states that his ook has the ati  

si ila ities  ith the o k of Alasdai  MacIntyre, and in his concluding paragraph he says 

that the o al uest of ode  Isla  […] fi ds its e ui ale t i  the sli  et esou di g 

                                                           
30

 To call them problems is an uncomfortable euphemism, since some of these state-abetted problems are 

wars, famines, oppression, devastation of eco-systems, etc. etc. 
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voices of the MacIntyres, Taylors, and (even liberal) Larmores of the world.
31

 What these 

authors have in common is that they are writing about the moral issues at the very heart of 

secularization. It is one thing to try to figure out what secularization entails, be it 

privatization of belief, differentiation of religious authority or whatever, it is quite another 

to try to ask what secularization means. This is o e of Halla s poi ts – if we see the world 

th ough dise gaged easo , th ough the le s of Is,  the  se ula izatio  ill look like a 

neutral process which just happened. The question of whether it should have happen is left 

entirely unattended. Hallaq, as we have seen, thinks that it should not have happened and is 

willing to go quite far in his condemnation of modernity.  

In an essay written for the anthology After MacIntyre, Cha les Ta lo  a gues that the 

modern meta-ethics of the fact/value dichotomy does not stand as a timeless truth, at last 

dis o e ed, like the i e se s ua e la , o  the i ulatio  of the lood.  Although A istotle s 

cosmology, physics and biology have been refuted and displaced by modern science, this 

does not mean that telos, reasons fo  hu a s has to go a a  ith it. I  fa t, Ma I t e s 

argument shows that none of the Enlightenment thinkers managed to explain morality 

without appeal to so e ki d of e te al easo . Nietzs he s positio , the de ial of alue, is 

held to be the most coherent position. As summarized by MacIntyre, his stance entails that  

if there is nothing to morality but expressions of will, my morality can only be what my will creates. There can 

be no place for such fictions as natural rights, utility, the greatest happiness of the greatest number (MacIntyre 

2007: .   

He thus represents the conclusion of the Enlightenment project of justifying morality by 

saying that it cannot be justified. In one of the central chapters of After Virtue, MacIntyre 

pits Aristotle against Nietzsche, saying that:  

eithe  o e ust follo  th ough the aspi atio s a d the ollapse of the diffe e t e sio s of the 

Enlightenment project until there remains only the Nietzschean diagnosis and the Nietzschean problematic or 

one must hold that the Enlightenment project was not only mistaken, but should never have commenced in 

the first place (MacIntyre 2007: 137).   

                                                           
31

 He also asks whether the Ta lo s [can] summon up enough intellectual courage to become MacIntyres,  

indicating that Taylor does not go far enough in his condemnation of modern ethical discussion. Below, under 

the headi g Mode ity is a  Isla i  T aditio ,’ e see that Ta lo s sta e a  ot e so u h a atte  of 
courage as it is a product of ethical outlook.    
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For MacIntyre as well as for Hallaq, the denial of inherent values in human nature, which is a 

central assumption of modernity, is incompatible with the moral reasoning of premodern 

societies, whether they be Christian-Aristotelian or Islamic. So, their critique of the ethics of 

ode it  is total. The o e t the Is  as sepa ated f o  the Ought  i  the Eu opea  

Enlightenment, its culture began its slide toward narcissistic individuality and away from 

living morally and as part of a tradition.  

The modern malaise has inflicted Islam through the hegemony of the West, and so Hallaq 

alls fo  its pu ifi atio . He has a gued that Isla  sta ds o  falls o  the Sha i a, its legal-

moral system. This system in turn is grounded on a metaphysic of divine sovereignty. It 

cannot abide by the sovereignty of a nation which is not bound by the central domain of the 

moral. The idea that the state should have the power to regulate morality is absurd in a 

system of governance where the state exists to serve a God-given and bottom-up system 

su h as the Sha i a, he o te ds. His uestio  is t ou li g: Ho  a  Musli s aspi i g to 

build an Islamic state justify sacrifice for a state that could not and cannot ascribe to the 

moral, that could not and cannot commit except, at best, to an amoral way of being, to 

positivism, facticity and Is- ess?  

But can modernity be avoided? Isolation, Hallaq concedes, is no option for the Community, 

and he has himself expertly shown the utter pervasiveness of the modern nation-state and 

Weste  ultu al fo s.  He accepts that the form-properties of state have been imposed 

upon or otherwise applied by the rest of the world; that there is a working world order 

which has at its very foundation the idea of a state; and even that most Islamists think in 

terms of state. The Sha i a, o e a  o ga i  hole, is o  i stitutio all  defu t i ludi g 

its hermeneutics, courts, discursive practices, educational systems, and the entire range of 

its sociology of knowledge (Hallaq 2014: 13),  although it o ti ues to e important for 

individual Muslims. Here, it must be recognized that The Impossible State is a profound 

achievement, because it challenges the very assumption that Islam can meld with the 

nation-state. Hallaq practices what he preaches; trying throughout the book to show that 

there are Islamic alternatives to the modern state and its basic assumptions, and that these  

can work in concert to maintain the central domain of the moral. In this way, the book 

p ese ts a halle ge to those Musli s ho a t Sha i a to e ealized. What ki d of Sha i a 

do they want? Is it the entirety of the tradition which constituted it? If Hallaq is right, the 
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only way to re-attain that tradition is to purge the culture of the products of the fact/value 

split, i.e. the form-properties of the nation-state.  

It is telling that Hallaq, instead of offering much in the way of practical measures for 

a hie i g pa adig ati  Isla i  go e a e  a d the e t al do ai  of the o al, has to 

imagine it already in place. Perhaps it is as hard for Hallaq as it is for the reader to see how 

the Community would reconstitute itself, bound as that Community was to its historical 

circumstance. Hallaq can argue that there would have to be a perusal of Western cultural 

forms, but he cannot say who will do this, how they would agree or how it would be 

e fo ed. The i d oggles as to ho  the o ld ould e e-e ha ted , espe iall  seei g 

as the Musli  su je t has g o  o less dise ha ted  ode it  tha  his o  he  

Western counterpart (Hallaq 2014: 13).  I  the fo  of go e a e he i agi es, edu atio al 

institutions have to always serve the moral community – reason is not instrumentalized, and 

e gages s ie e a d the hu a ities o l  i sofa  as the o all  good life e ui es 

investigation (Hallaq 2014: .  He does ot a s e  the uestio  of hethe  the 

knowledge garnered by use of instrumental reason could be applied in these institutions. 

Consider the products of modern biology and chemistry such as vaccines and medicine. 

These products are seen as good, a d suppo t the otio  that s ie e ought  to e 

prioritized. One of the many questions that are left unanswered in Halla s iti ue is 

whether his Muslim Community can at all accept this kind of innovation. Modern biology 

requires a modern epistemology which rests on the mechanistic metaphysics of the 

Enlightenment and on the fact/value split. The o al ought  has o pla e i  e olutio a  

biology, which makes due with the factual, mechanistic assumptions of survival and 

reproduction – when we make medicine, we instrumentalize nature.   

One reason for the irreconcilability is, as Halla  a edes i  his P e ises,  that Musli s a e 

modern too. In his telling of history, modern reforms were always imposed from without, 

fo  e a ple he  he tells us that the Weste  states had to dis a tle the Sha i a a d ake 

the traders of the Middle East and the Maghreb conform to their amoral corporate logic. It 

is told as if the Islamic world, if it had any say, would rather have not taken part in 

modernity – but it was forcibly dragged along by the might of Europe. To be sure, this is one 

way to write that history – and there is ample evidence for claims about condescending and 

orientalist European powers, as well as for reckless and misguided Western attempts at 
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state-building in the Middle East, the Maghreb and elsewhere in Africa. And since Hallaq is 

offering a critique of modernity, he is justified in singling out the evils of modern statecraft. 

But we have to notice once again how far he must go in his critique. Two features of his 

book are striking in this regard: For one, he must write as if the moral Community of Islam 

did not willingly appropriate modern reform. Again, it can be argued that the moral 

o u it  hi h he des i es a  e e e pt f o  la e  fo  Weste izatio , si e it as 

usually the élite classes with European education who pushed for reform
32

. But instrumental 

reason and other products of the distinction between fact and value such as bureaucratic 

state-structures, modern courts, international law etc., were in fact gradually accepted by 

that community – or else we would not be here, and Hallaq could not offer his critique. The 

appropriation by Muslims of the machinery of state and modern epistemology is left 

unexplained by Hallaq except as a brute force attack by Western powers. For another, he 

a ot allo  that ode it  itself is o  a  e e  ha e ee  a pa adig ati  o al fo e,  o  

that it a  e guided by general moral principles that t a s e ds the Co u it s o t ol 

(Hallaq 2014: .  Additio all , he has to ite as if hile pa adig ati  Isla i  go e a e  

was organic, the modern nation-state is somehow synthetic. But surely, any way we look at 

ode it , Halla s pu ie  i luded, has to e plai  the so ial, ultu al a d politi al i  

terms of some moral principles. In a working national state-democracy, such moral 

principles as the right to vote, a hallowed tradition of civil disobedience as motor for 

change, the ideal of a separation of powers (however politicized it has become), gender 

equality, protection of religious and philosophical conscience and commitment to world-

p o le s, should e see  as efle ti g so e ki d of pa adig ati  o al fo e.  The failure 

of academia to ground these in a purely rational system must not necessarily be taken as a 

sign of their failure. Or, to be precise, the failure of the Enlightenment project of justifying 

morality does not have to mean that people who accept modern epistemology cannot live 

morally anymore – it can simply mean that instrumental reason cannot alone account for 

human moral reasoning. Modernity constitutes a tradition just as much as any premodern 

society did.  

                                                           
32

 In A Concise History of The Modern Middle East, Arthur Golds ith j . a gues that du i g Eu ope s as ent, 

[ ost] Middle Easte  peoples e t o  li i g thei  li es as if Eu ope e e o  a othe  pla et. The ha ges 
affe ti g the  e e the este izi g efo  poli ies of thei  o  ule s.  A d the efo s e e see  as 

e essa  easu es; Eu ope s po e  ose so dramatically between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries 

that every other part of the world had to adapt or go under (Goldsmith jr: 148- .  
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Modernity is an Islamic Tradition  

Halla s iti ue is tho oughgoi g, ut e ha e to ask hethe  his ethod akes se se. He 

compares a product of modernity – the nation-state – with the tradition of pa adig atic 

Isla i  go e a e.  He al ost e ti el  a oids situati g the Sha i a-tradition he is writing 

about in any given governing structure, be it that of the Abbasids or Ottomans. The state 

however, has as one of its form-properties cultural and historic specificity. If one sees 

modernity as tradition, as paradigm, it is not so clear that his comparison holds water. A 

tradition need not have a sovereign, nor cultural-historical specificity, nor is it constituted by 

a bureaucratic machinery. It is objective discourse; it is our naïve understanding and the 

conditions of belief. 

In After MacIntyre, Taylor writes about two routes that can be taken for critics of modernity 

who focus their attention on the fact/value dichotomy: 

Pa t of hat is ea t i  offe i g the o al phe o e olog  hi h issues i  the A tisotelia  eta-ethic is 

that these forms of thinking are closely tied to central features of our moral life. If one thinks that people who 

embrace the modern package in fact escape these forms, then one sees them as doing away with these 

features. One takes them seriously, and one may judge that in consequence they are sacrificing essential parts 

of human life and departing from the human norm. If, on the other hand, one thinks that these forms of 

thought are not escapable, one will be ready to convict modern culture of muddle, but be much less sure that 

it actually departs as much from the norm as its theory would call for (Ta lo  : .  

We can see Hallaq as belonging to the first of these two categories. Modernity, by being 

instantiated in the form-properties and world-view of the nation-state becomes false 

consciousness,  at least fo  Musli s. I  t i g to i te ogate his positio , e e entered the 

second category, following Ta lo s argument that, e e  i  ode it , e a e fa  o e 

A istotelia  tha  e allo  Ta lo  : .  That is, e a e fa  o e depe de t o  

traditions than most modern ethical theories indicate. Notice what happens if we allow for 

the idea that modernity is a tradition. In order for Hallaq to show the incommensurability of 

Islamic governance and the nation-state, he has to take instrumental reason and the 

Enlightenment exaltation of pure rationality at face value. But if this notion can be 

challenged, if we can show that e o o l  appeal to ge e al o al p i iples  that 

belong squarely to modernity; and that ith ode it s o al p edi a e t o es a ast 

array of new ways of living the good life – then the split is not so clearly cut and our culture 
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is not so completely atomized and instrumental. To admit that Muslims are modern, which 

one obviously has to, is to admit that they are active participants in this modern project of 

justifying morality. Hallaq, MacIntyre and Taylor have all done their part in showing us both 

that there really is a split between facts and values, and that it cannot be entirely accounted 

for by reference to facts alone. They have also argued convincingly that this does not mean 

that values should be denied admittance in moral discussion.  

Halla s a gu e t is oth that the ode  atio -state rests on assumptions which collide 

ith the o al p e epts of Isla , a d that the Sha i a eeds to e e i ed o  i  so e a  

reconstructed in order for it to both survive modernity and to resist its moral predicament. 

But this is not the only way ahead. In the thinking of Abdolkarim Soroush, for example, we 

see a different approach entirely.
33

 A o di g to So oush, Isla  is u ha gi g, a d a  

atte pt to e o st u t Isla  is oth futile a d illuso .  What has changed, are the 

conditions of belief, which means that contemporary Muslims must understand Islam in 

accordance with these new conditions.  

While eligio  itself does ot ha ge, hu a  u de sta di g a d k o ledge of it does. Religious k o ledge is 

but one among many branches of human knowledge. It is not divine by virtue of its divine subject matter, and 

it should not be confused with religion itself (Esposite &  Voll (eds.) 2001: .  

For Soroush, it is essential to remember that anyone reading a religious text is situated in a 

specific time and place, and this not only predetermines the way one reads the text, it also 

di e ts o e s i te p etatio . He a gues fo  the total e o ila ilit  et ee  eligious a d 

s ie tifi  k o ledge,  a d an understanding that these exist i  a o ti uous dialogue.  We 

should pay close attention to what happens when religion becomes political program or 

ideology, says Soroush. Ideology is a so ial a d politi al i st u e t used to dete i e a d 

direct public behavior,  and in order for them to be understood by the public, they become 

si plified, edu tio ist  a d a e o st ued as sta di g i  oppositio  to othe  ideologies. 

Through them, it becomes easy to see the world as divided. It is impossible to have a 

definite understanding of what Islam is or is supposed to be, but the various Islamic 

ideologies nevertheless have to make the claim that they represent true Islam. 

                                                           
33

 The following section dis usses So oush s views as presented in the anthology Makers of Contemporary 

Islam (Esposito & Voll (eds.) 150-176). 
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A  ideologi al go e e t ust oth develop and maintain an official ideological platform that at once 

legitimizes the government and acts as a unifying and mobilizing force. To accomplish this it requires an official 

class of government-allied ideologues, whose sole task is the formulation and defense of the ruling ideology 

(Esposito & Voll (eds.) 2001: 157).  

The pursuit of religious knowledge is threatened under a scheme such as the one presented 

by Islamic ideologues. These would have to suppress alternatives by curtailing individual 

freedom and rational inquiry. Both religious and scientific knowledge would be diminished, 

leading to a weaker society. Soroush distinguishes between an ideological and a religious 

society, saying that whereas in the former, there is an official interpretation of religion, in 

the latte  [the e a e] p e aili g i terpretations but no official interpretation (Esposito & 

Voll (eds.) 2001: 153-158).  

His rejection of religious ideology does not entail the clear separation of religion and 

politics, however. A society based on popular support and participation and which has a 

common tradition will necessarily embody that tradition politically. What is of importance is 

not the compatibility of state and religion, but how these interact. In an Islamic society, this 

interaction must be understood both in terms of jurisprudence (fiqh) and theology (kalam). 

The conception of justice in such a society must be in accordance with the legal 

requirements of Islam, these being the purview of jurisprudence, but it cannot rest on these 

alo e. Rathe , this so iet  ould ha e to e gage i  a theologi al de ate that akes use of, 

for example, the combined terms of philosophical, metaphysical, political and religious 

dis ou se.  Fu the o e, it is So oush s ie  that the Isla i  t aditio  does ot o tai  a 

luep i t fo  go e e t,  ha i g i stead to el  o  the e ui e e ts of ti e, pla e a d 

context. There could be a religious leader in this society, but that person would have to be a 

public official like others, and the position could not exempt its holder from public scrutiny. 

Democracy is not particular to Western societies, nor should it be seen as a foreign 

imposition. A government which reduces its religion to an ideology might justify non-

democratic rule, but it would then have to enforce its particular political version of Islam.  

Fo  a go e e t to e oth eligious a d de o ati , a o di g to So oush, it ust protect the sanctity of 

religion and the rights of human beings. Yet in defending the sanctity of religion the government must not 

value a particular conception of religion over human rights (Esposito & Voll (eds.) 2001: 159- .  
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This sovereignty is derived not from religious ideology but from the fact that it represents 

the will of its constituent people, and its laws are made and remade in accord with the 

changing understanding of religion by use of both religious and non-religious tools. 

De o a  is, i  effe t, a ethod fo  atio alizi g  politi s.  So oush does ot fea  that a 

democratic Islamic society would undermine religion – a government enforcing a strict 

understanding of fiqh is as powerless to make people religious as any other – but that the 

society should lose their interest in religion. Rather than trying to find the right form of 

government, Soroush focuses his attention on the importance of maintaining religious 

knowledge. For him, it is very important that students of Islam not be constrained in their 

study by state ideology. They should be free to pursue this knowledge by consulting natural 

science and modern philosophy – theology being but one branch among many. He has 

criticized clerical establishments and seminaries – most notably in his home country of Iran 

–  de i g that eligious k o ledge is di i e  i tue of its su je t atte .  The ula a 

should ot ha e the status as gua dia s of the t uth  – the worth of those who rule should 

be valued by their ability to govern, not because they have any special knowledge of Islam. 

When, as in Iran, the educational seminaries are so closely tied to the governing structure, 

their independence and freedom to pursue religious knowledge is diminished – they 

e o e ideologue a d apologist fo  po e  Esposito & Voll (eds.) 2001: 162- .  

Soroush, having placed emphasis on the necessity for students of Islam to embrace modern 

s ie e, alls fo  a g eate  dialogue et ee  the West  a d the Isla i  o ld. S ie tifi  

advances should not be contained within cultural spheres. After the 1979 revolution in Iran, 

a  had a gued that the highe  edu atio al s ste  i  I a  should e pu ged of these 

[Western] influences a d that the su je t atte  a d ethodolog  should e Isla i ized.  

This is impossible, says Soroush, for the study of Islam is something different from for 

example Western social sciences – these cannot simply replace each other. To borrow or co-

operate with the West does not have to mean submission to its culture. Furthermore, the 

idea that the Western world constitutes a single culture, which is at the bottom of both the 

argument of Western imposition and the argument that Islam should be cleansed of its 

influence, is plainly wrong. It is true that Western cultural, political and economic ways of 

life have encroached on Isla i  te ito ,  ut this is just the a  it goes – just as Weste  

culture has fully arrived and proven its hegemony, so too has Iranian culture fully developed 
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a d p o e  its eak ess.  Mode it  should ot e see  as s o ous ith the West, a d 

it should not be seen as a unitary phenomenon. Soroush acknowledges that it is hard to 

maintain a cultural identity in the face of the necessary changes brought about in 

developing nations, but says too that it is precisely for this reason that the people in them 

should a oid ge e al, o des ipti e, dog ati  la els a d [i te a t] atio all , sele ti el , 

and consciously with foreign cultures and concepts (Esposito & Voll (eds.) 2001: 171- .   

Conclusion 

Let your spirit and your virtue be devoted to the sense of the earth, my brethren: let the value of everything 

be determined anew by you! Therefore shall ye be fighters! Therefore shall ye be creators! (Nietzsche 1891: 

40)  

   Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche – Thus Spake Zarathustra 

Wael B. Hallaq provokes us to look closely at the situation we find ourselves in. That 

situation, hi h e euphe isti all  all the ode  o ditio ,  is o e i  hi h some feel 

fundamentally disconnected from the traditions, cultures and life-views of ages past. It can 

seem as though it has become harder to live morally – we cannot any longer see the world 

as necessarily corresponding to our habitual mode of thinking. The words we use to 

describe our condition – differentiated, globalized, secularized, mechanized, disenchanted – 

do ot see  to uite get at ho  f ag e ted a d o fusi g it has e o e to k o  o e s 

way in the world of cell-phones and air-travel. On one level, it is no wonder that Hallaq 

argues for the rejection of the entire project, no matter how impossible such a rejection is. 

Pa t of the easo  h  e ha e i pli itl  o pa ed Ta lo s i estigatio  of the ode  

moral predicament with that of Hallaq has been to show both that the fact/value-dichotomy 

is not so clear cut, and cannot justifiably be seen as a once-and-for-all kind of ethical shift. 

Hallaq argues as if a conscious choice was made to displace morality as the central domain 

of human living – and that the resulting world-view was then forced upon the rest of the 

world. He p ese ts the Sha i a as a o tinual attempt by Muslims to discover the moral law 

of God – in short; as organic process. In stark contrast, the ethical outlook of Western 

modernity is not seen by him as an organic unfolding; not as human striving for knowledge 

or the good; nor can it ever achieve the kind of exalted status of tradition as Islam and the 

Sha i a – it is synthetic, unnatural, corrupted. In this way, if he intends for his critique to be 

taken at face-value, Hallaq must be seen as almost radically conservative – a reactionary. 
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But his book can also be seen as an exercise in ijtihad – critical reasoning in moral discussion 

by use of revealed sources. The title of his book indicates that the state which attempts to 

be both nation and umma cannot exist – but it can also point rather to a state of affairs – 

one in which members of the moral community of Islam must continually live in a 

contradictory world. It is a state in which anyone can believe in a divine, ultimate and 

sovereign arbiter of moral matters, but must all accept that not everyone believes this and 

so cannot claim ultimate and absolute moral knowledge. This state, however, only becomes 

impossible if one believes, as Taylor says, that modernity means that we do not think 

morally; if in other words modernity cannot be seen as a tradition with attendant moral 

beliefs.   

The world we now find ourselves in is also one where more people can read and be 

educated than ever; where crises that arise on one side of the world result in calls for 

humanitarian aid on the other; where for the first time in history an attempt is made at 

trying to find a way for all humans to be treated equally – we are all connected and must 

answer similar questions. We must imagine the iron cage spacious.  

 

No man is an Iland, intire of it selfe; every man is a peece of the Continent; a part of the maine; if a Clod bee 

washed away by the Sea, Europe is the lesse, as well as if a Promontorie were, as well as if a Mannor of thy 

friends or of thine owne were; any a s death diminishes me, because I am involved in Mankinde; And 

therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; It tolls for thee. 

John Donne 
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