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Reconfiguring Islamic Tradition:
Reform, Raticnality, and Modernity

Samira Haf
Stanford, CA.. Stanford University Press, 2009. 284 pages.

The goal of this book “is to provide a way of conceptualizing the Islamic tra-
dition that is different from that proposed by conventional scholarship”
(p. 6). The author wants to highlight how Muslims themselves view moder-
nity because their own views have been overshadowed by western scholar-
ship and have problematized assumptions founded on the oppositional
dichotemies cof modem versus traditional or secular versus sacred. She
argues that a tradition is not simply the recapitulation of previous beliefs and
practices, but that each successive generation confronts its own particular
problems via an engagement with a set of ongoing arguments. Therefore, the
author asserts, one effective way of addressing Islam is to approach it as
Muslims do — as a discursive tradition embodied in the practices and nsti-
tutions of thewr communities.

Haj intends to attain her goals and highlights these problems by analyz-
ing the work of two significant Muslim reformers: Muhammad ibn Abd al-
Wahhab (1703-87) and Muharmmad Abdul (1849-1905). Although they
belong to different historical perieds and social settings, she feels that their
work has inspired the two major strands of contemporary Islamic political
thought. The former, an Arabian reformer, has often been referred to as the
“legendary mastermind of a ‘fundamentalist’ and “violent” political move-
ment, the inspiration for the present-day militant Mushm groups (like al-
Qa’ida) in their struggle against modemity” {p. 30). The latter is an Egyptian
reformer regarded as a hiberal hwmamist who underlined the essence of
Muslim humanism for the modem world.

Chapter 1 provides concise life narratives for both men and their distinet
social settings, which are objective and usefu] to readers as background
information. Ibn Abd al-Wahhab lived m a world defined by religion and
Islamic knowledge, whereas Abduh was born mto a scientifically oniented
new world. Yet both had to struggle against invasive elements to preserve
Istam’s eternal message: Ibn Abd al-Wahhab dedicated lus life to rescuing
Islam from the authority of ignorant and urenlightened people, while Abduh
struggled against European aggression and expansion to safeguard it against
the temporal, secular world and keep it relevant to the modern era.

The next chapter details Ibn Abd al-Wahhab’s reform efforts by shed-
ding light on the location of his reform effort within the context of the cri-
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tique and reform discourse and how his concept of a good Muslim entails
submission and worship, intrinsic to which is executing God’s moral com-
mands. She examines the fundamental disagreements over the interpretation
of the authoritative corpus on how to realize Islamic practices and virtues
that, m his context, occupied center stage. His approach to disputation, insis-
tence on returning to the original sources, selective use of those sources, and
utilization of arguments all fell, according to her, within the established
Islamic discursive tradition. However, he differed from his contemporaries
in his condemnatory attitude toward certain practices and reliance upon
force to correct them.

Haj examines Abduh’s reform efforts and methods in the third chapter.
In contrast to Ibn Abd al-Wahhab, Abduh was depicted as a liberal human-
ist because of “his tolerance for and general amenability toward European
progressive principles and culture” (p. 68). His humanism is demonstrated
through the lenses of westem scholars, such as P. J. Vatikiotis and Albert
Hourani. The author elaborates Abduh’s efforts at educational reform
through al-Azhar and in society when he was the grand mufti.-She argues
that similar to Ibn Abd al-Wahhab, Abduh drew upon the Isiamic discursive
tradition of corrective criticism and renewal, although he appears to have
been imbued with western liberal humanism.

The climax of Haj’s thesis is found in chapter 4, where she argues that
Abdub’s dispute with the religious establishment over what constitutes a
Muslim, and with European colonial discourses over what constitutes a mod-
ern subject, created a space in which he could define his vision of the new
Muslim subjects. In contrast to the good liberal self who sseks to be self-
constifutive and sovereign and values a selthood that is tradition-free and
detached from its social roles, Abduh, who assumed that the essence of
Islamic law resides in the self, postulated a Muslim selthood to be formed
through and within the parameters of the Muslim community. He argued that
although Islamic subjectivity allows a space for the private self Islamic
morality and law tie the subject to the community and werldly actions,

Abduh was not a liberal in the western sense, for he feared the replace-
ment of an Islamic moral order with a liberal one from colonial modernity.
He did not oppose the modernizing features of Europe’s project, but rather its
liberal secular vision grounded in demoting social morality and enshrining
individual interests as the driving social determinant. His fatwas opened
space for Muslims to envision new boundaries for private/public domains
without dismantling religion’s role as a regulator of social morality. The
author strengthens her thesis by showing, in chapter 35, how Islamic law was
reconfigured to accommodate new social realities in the domains of family
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status and family relations through a story of two lovers whose marriage was
not approved of hy the hride’s father on the ground of social incompatibility.

Hyj concludes her booly by reasserting her thesis ol the difficulty of
going beyond the conventional notion of tradition as a fixed essence and
dichotomous categones of rational to the irrational, the modern to the anti-
modern, She argues that although the now scholarship on Istam has gone
heyond Orientalism, its analysis continues W be plagued by the dilliculty of
transcending the Enlightenment’s rationality because this not only requires
the cultivation of an attitude but “involves power, which continues to favor
those who are unwilling to concede™ (p. 203).

This work is an excellent contribution o discussions on slamic reforn
efforts, for it challenges the assumptions underlying scholarly treatments of
Islarnic reform movements. Her arcwments are powerful, logical, and substan-
tive. In addition, she has substantiated her clatm so that one can conceplual-
ize an lslamic tradition in its own right and so that Muslims can modemize
— but on their own terms instead of western terms — through her critical
analysis of these two reformers. This work should be welcome among all
scholars of [slumic thought.

Rosnani Hashim
Institute of Education
International Tslumic Universily Malaysia, Kuala Luompar

Narrating Muhammad’s Night Journey:
Tracing the Development of the
Ibn Abbus Ascension Discourse

Frederick S. Colby
Albany: State University of New York Press, 2008. 314 pages.

The story of Muhammad’s night journey te Jerusalem and ascent to heaven
enjoys huge popularity across the Muslim world, It has functicned as a vehi-
cle for many forms of artistic expression throughout the ages as well as hav-
ing been subject W much hterary development. In addition, it has impacted
and interacted with legal and theological dogma that may be seen in ele-
ments ranging from the establishment of the five daily prayers {on which see
the fascinating cssay by Ron Buckley, “The fard VMG rd and the prescription
of the five daily prayers,” in Andreas Chrstmann, Robert Gleave [eds ],
Studies in Islamic Law: A Festschrift for Colin Imber [Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2007], 23-49) to the conceptualization of paradise and hell (see
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The Association of Muslim Social Scien-
tists of North America (AMSS) is a non-
profit membership-based organization
that encompasses the United States and
Canada. [t was established in 1972 for the
sole purpose of providing a forum through
which Islamic positions on various aca-
demic disciplines can be promoted, with
an emphasis on the social sciences and
humanities.

AMSS has based its activities on the
belief that the development of Islamic
thought is vital for the prosperity of the
Muslim world and for the continuity of the
Islamic intellectual heritage. AMSS strives
to serve the interests of the larger Muslim
community by bringing together Muslim
and non-Muslim scholars in an academic
setting to examine and define Islamic per-
spectives on issues of global concemn that
contribute to the prosperity of Muslims
around the globe and the betterment of
humanity.

To encourage emerging Muslim schol-
ars, AMSS established the “Best Graduate
Paper Award” competition in 2001 for
papers presented at ity Annual Conference,
AMSS also sponsors regional conferences
in the United States and Canada,

In 2008, an “AMSS University Lecture
Series” was established to increase the
AMSS profile on university campuses and
facilitate dialogue opportunities between
AMSS scholars and the academy.

Membership in AMSS entitles one to
receive The American Journal of Islamic
Social Sciences (AJISS) at no extra cost.
ATISS, a blind pesr-reviewed interdiscipli-
nary journal, publishes guality original
research pertaining to Islam and Muslims.

INTERNATIONAL
INSTITUTE OF
ISLAMIC THOUGHT

The International Institute of Islamic
Thought (IT1T) is a cultural and intellectual
foundation. It was established and regis-
tered in the United States of America at the
teginning of the fifteenth hijrf century
(1401/1981) with the following objectives:

* To provide a comprehensive Islamic
outlock through elucidating the princi-
ples of Islam and relating them tc rele-
vant issues of contemporary thought.

*  'To regain the intellectual, cultural, and
civilizaticnal identity of the ummah
through the Islarnization of the human-
ities and the social sciences.

+  To rectify the methodology of contem-
porary Islamic thought in order to
¢nable it to resume its contribution to
the progress of human civilization and
give it meaning and direction in line
with the values and objectives of Islam.

The instimte seeks to achieve its objec-
tives by:
«  Holding specialized academic confer-
ences and seminars.

. Supporting and selectively publishing
works of scholars and researchers in
universities and academic research cen-
ters in the Muslim world and the West.

*  Directing higher university studies
toward furthering work on issues of
Islamic thought and the Islamization
of Knowledge.

The institute has a number of overseas
offices and academic advisors for the
purpese of coordinating and promoting
its various activities. It has also entered
intc joint academic agreements with
several universities and research centers
to implement its objectives.
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