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referred to the doctrine of voluntarism as an early Islamic doctrine indicating that

justice can be determined by reason. In doing so, I emphasized that humans are

responsible for determining their behavior and choices, to make the point that Is-

lamic ethics recognizes the value of human responsibility and self-determination.

Consequently, voluntarism, which assumes that justice must be determined by hu-

man reason, is indeed feasible in terms of a humanistic and rational conception of

justice as expressed in Islamic thought.

3.2 The method of applied Islamology: A transcultural
and transdisciplinary key for the renewal of Islamic studies

This chapter examines Arkoun’s method of applied Islamology as key to the renewal

of Islamic studies. One can argue that Arkoun’s contemporary thought project is

characterized by transcultural and transdisciplinarymethods, and, thus, represents

a global intellectual project for the renewal of Islamic studies. Arkoun’s project is

transcultural because he combines different philosophical traditions of Islamic

thought from the early Islamic philosophy of Al Amiri (d. 992)145 and fromWestern

poststructuralist thought.

I have chosen to address Arkoun’s reinterpretation of al- Amiri’s early Islamic

thought in this chapter rather than in the first chapter, even though al-Amiri is an

early Muslim philosopher, because in this chapter I focus on the methods Arkoun

employs in his contemporary intellectual project to renew the field of Islamic stud-

ies. In this context, I argue that Arkoun develops his methods based on his inter-

pretation of al-Amiri’s work from early Islamic philosophy. Moreover, this chapter

explores how Arkoun’ applies the poststructuralist methods of Foucault’s epistème,

Deleuze’s difference, and Derrida’s deconstruction as a deconstructionist analysis

of Islamic archive – the Qur’an and Tradition. Arkoun’s project is also transdisci-

plinary, combining multiple disciplines such as history, sociology, linguistics, and

philosophy to examine Islamic thought.

This chapter is divided into three sections:The first section begins with an anal-

ysis of Arkoun’s rereading and reinterpretation of al-Amiri’s early Islamic thought.

Arkoun examines three approaches to understanding al-Amiri’s methods aiming to

rethink Islamic thought, which I chose to name the transdisciplinary approach, the

145 Abu’l-Hasan Muhammad ibn Yusuf al-Amiri (d.381/992) is a Kurasanian philosopher. He is

one of the immediate disciples of Al-Kindi (d.873). Al-Amiri was from eastern Iran and spent

most of his life there. The titles of some twenty-five of al-’Amiri’s works are known, and of

these six (or seven, depending on a contested attribution) are extant and have been pub-

lished. The most eloquent testimony to al-’Amiri’s views on reason and revelation is his best-known

work, An Exposition on the Merits of Islam (Rowson 2008: 405–406). Indeed Arkoun dedicated

his subsequent study to that work.
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comparative approach, and the rational approach. The transdisciplinary approach

means combining several disciplines such as philosophy and religion.The compar-

ative approach is the study of the similarities anddifferences between religionswith

the aim of finding criteria that unite them.The rational approach is the use of logic

as a rational thinking tool to reinterpret Islamic thought. Hence, by analyzing Ark-

oun’s relationship to al-Amiri’s early work, Islamic studies can be subjected to the

perspectives present in al-Amiri’s early work.

The second section deals with Arkoun’s method of applied Islamology. Applied

Islamology combines different fields of research; it also establishes a link between

Islamic thought and poststructuralist Western thought. The goal is to show that

applied Islamology critically challenges the framework of the Orientalist-historical

method for studying Islam. Unlike Orientalists who study Islam primarily from

a historical perspective without examining its relationship to the present time or

the process of Islamic thought, Arkoun views Islam as a discourse in development

rather than a rigid discourse. It is a discourse in change and development according

to the progress of man in society.This section ends by presenting an interpretation

of Arkoun’s intention in his use of the method of applied Islamology. An important

implication of applied Islamology is to liberate Islamic thought from traditional

and orthodox perspectives. Specifically, I examine how feminist Muslim scholars

use Arkoun’s criticalmethod of applied Islamology as a newmethod for interpreting

Islamic legacy to analyze patriarchal, Islamist, and nationalist discourses that paint

a discriminatory picture of women in Islam.

The third section showshowArkounapplies poststructuralistmethods todecon-

struct the Islamic archive – theQur’an and the Tradition. Poststructuralistmethods

serve as the basis for introducing the concept of exhaustive tradition. This means

that the deconstruction of the Islamic archive aims to create a subdivision of tra-

ditions in Islam rather than discussing a single tradition. The exhaustive tradition

consists of discussing themarginalized traditions inmost Arab-Islamic societies. It

manifests itself as the concept of a cosmopolitan and global ethic for marginalized

Muslimminorities tohave their rights recognizedandappreciatedbypolicymakers.

The transdisciplinary, comparative, and rational approaches:

Arkoun’s rereading of the intellectual project of Al -Amiri (d. 992)

The purpose of this section is to show that early Islamic philosophy required a rein-

terpretation of Islam based on what I call transdisciplinary, comparative, and ra-

tional approaches. Arkoun’s contemporary intellectual project is influenced by early

Islamic philosophy, which shaped the progress in rethinking Islamic thought. The

analysis of Arkoun’s intellectual project involves a chronological study to go through

all the concepts that characterize his thought. In doing so, I begin with his earlier

work entitled “Logocentrism and Religious Truth in Islamic Thought: The Example
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of al-I’lam bi- manaqib al-Islam” [An exposition on the merits of Islam] (1972–2002 a), in

which Arkoun examines the thought of the Muslim thinker al-Amiri.

Transdisciplinary Approach: The possibility to reconcile philosophy

and religion

Arkoun reminds us first and foremost of the purpose of his rereading of Al-Amiri’s

intellectual project. He argues:

I wanted to react against the prevailing scholastic division of Islamic thought

into a specialized disciplines (theology, philosophy, historiography, law, litera-

ture) without pointing out a more significant unifying differentiation, using the

criteria of epistémè and discourse analysis.146

One can understand that Arkoun draws on the thought of Al-Amiri to explore the

transdisciplinary approach through the reconciliation between the fields of religion

and philosophy. In this regard, Arkoun examines Al-Amiri’s argument about the

plausible harmonization between the fields of philosophy and religion on two levels:

First, the level of opposition means the reconciliation between two opposing disci-

plines to examine Islamic thought.There is the philosophical realm, which is called

science (al- ‘lam), and the religious realm (Islam).147 Or in other words, the intensity

of opposition reveals the opposing characteristics of philosophy and religion. The

goal of philosophy is to investigate and/or resolve questions about religion based on

rational thought. In contrast, religion does not require reason, but faith and trust

in religious scriptures.

Second, the level of harmonization involves the simultaneous use of philosoph-

ical and theological lexicons. According to Al-Amiri, Arkoun points out, the Qur’an

contains both philosophical, in the sense of scientific or rational, vocabularies and

religious vocabularies.148 Hence there are parallel uses of rational and religious vo-

cabularies in the Qur’an, as the following figures show: “Among the termsmost fre-

quently employed are ’aql [reason] (40 occurrences), ’aqil (14), ’ilm [science] (46), and

sina’a (in the sense of scientific technique) (49). In comparison, the terms used by

al-Amiri are din, adyan [religion or religious] (43+55), mila, milal [sect or sects] (17),

‘ibada [acceptance] (32), i’tiqad [belief], i’tiqadat [convictions] (24), etc.” 149

By emphasizing that the Qur’sn contains both scientific and religious vocabu-

laries at the same time, one can argue that Arkoun is rereading Al-Amiri’s project

146 Arkoun 2002a: 32.

147 Arkoun 2002a: 180.

148 Arkoun 2002a: 180.

149 Arkoun 2002 a: 180.
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to confirm the possibility of reinterpreting and explaining theQur’an using rational

methods. In this sense, “Al-Amiri attempted to reconcile religionwith philosophy by

arguing that a theological conclusion that is reached throughphilosophically correct

procedure is the same as that directed by the religion of Islam.” 150

Thus,Arkounwas interested inAl-Amiri’s thought to show that it is not problem-

atic to explain the Islamic sources using philosophical thought. Moreover, one can

affirm that the reconciliation between the fields of philosophy and religion confirms

the notion of a transdisciplinary approach that characterized Al-Amiri’s thought in

the 10th century. Thus, Al-Amiri’s genius was to show that rational thought can-

not contradict the revealed truths of Islam. Al-Amiri was concerned with showing

how philosophy could be used to answer theological questions and how philosophy

and Islam could be reconciled as complementary paths to truth.151 The possibility

of interpreting Islamic sources with rational methods and the transdisciplinary ap-

proach that characterized Al-Amiri’s Islamic thought influenced Arkoun’s contem-

porary project, in which he argued for the possibility of establishing a link between

different disciplines for the study of Islam. I will show this below.

Comparative approach: A harmony between different religions

The comparative approach evaluates the similarities and differences between reli-

gions. Rather than separating religions, the comparative approach identifies what

religionshave in common.Thecomparative approach is ameansof the conceptof in-

terreligious dialogue.This requires bringingdifferent religions together in a climate

of dialogue to discuss concerns thatmight unite them.A fundamental aspect of Ark-

oun’s intellectual project is his appeal for interreligious dialogue. In this regard,Ark-

oun examines Al-Amiri’s reference to verse 17 of the 22 chapter of theQur’an to show

how thisQur’anic verse cites different religions and religious sects to argue that they

share the same fate of God’s judgment as a fundamental commonality between re-

ligions.152 The verse reads, “As for the believers, those who follow the Jewish faith,

the Sabians, the Christians, the Magians, and the idolaters, God will judge between

them on the Day of Resurrection; God witnesses all things.”153

For Arkoun,Al-Amiri uses two criteria to compare Islamwith the religionsmen-

tioned in the verse.There is on the one hand the objective criterion, dealingwith the

characteristics that themonotheistic religions have in common. In this regard, Ark-

oun affirms “the term ‘objective criteria’ is used to mean all of the truths received

150 Gaskill 1998: 207.

151 Rowson 2008: 407.

152 Arkoun 2002a: 186.

153 The Qur’ān: Chapter 22 The Pilgrimage; Verse 17.
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through ‘common sense’”.154 Examples of these truths include: monotheistic doc-

trine, which postulates the existence of one God, a Revelation, angels, prophets,

souls, etc.; and the necessity for Resurrection, for a distinction between true and

false, good and evil, and, thus, a fundamental schism between believers and non-

believers.155 In religious discourse, the distinction between believers and non-be-

lievers raises the question of whether tolerance between the religious and the non-

religious is possible, or whether it reproduces or exacerbates existing conflicts of

religious intolerance.The subjective criterion refers to religious practices that differ

between religions and distinguish one religion from another. Arkoun affirms that

subjective criteria “expressed themoral values established by ‘the experiences of the

nations’ and reinforced with the authority of the prophets, sages,mystics and great

princes who had given them incisive formulations.”156

Interpreting Arkoun’s intent behind his rereading of Al-Amiri, one could argue

that Arkoun wants to show that Al-Amiri uses a comparative approach between re-

ligions by examining their convergence and divergence to resolve a conflict between

different religious beliefs; Al-Amiri thereby calls for religious tolerance based on the

objective criterion of monotheism. In our present time, it is imperative that we re-

vive this tolerant tradition of Islamic thought in order to create societies that re-

spects everyone’s freedom,opinions and attitudes.As part of his intellectual project,

Arkoun is committed to religious dialogue and the promotion of tolerance between

religions.

Rational approach – The science of language (kalam):

The opening of the gate of Ijtihad

Arkoun claims that Al-Amiri’s thought is characterized by an epistemological cri-

terion and a methodological criterion aimed at understanding and interpreting

the religious language of Islam. First, the epistemological criterion, as Arkoun

says, “emerges from the classification of the sciences. It confirms the well-known

opposition between the philosophical sciences and the religious sciences, one using

logic, the other language, as its instrumental science.”157

However, Arkoun affirms that Al-Amiri does not intend to make a disconnec-

tion between the two sciences of religion and philosophy.158 This has already been

explained above,where I argued that Al-Amiri’s project is characterized by the com-

154 Arkoun 2002a: 187.

155 Arkoun 2002a: 187.

156 Arkoun 2002a: 188.

157 Arkoun 2002a: 189.

158 Arkoun 2002a:192.
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bination of philosophy and religion and that one can interpret religious language

with logic as a scientific and rational tool of thought appropriate to philosophy.

In this sense, Arkoun affirms that “Al-Amiri juxtaposes two theoretical dis-

courses on logic and language, rather than comparing them and looking for

common criteria.”159 According to Arkoun, Al-Amiri applies logic as a philosophical

science in the study of Islamic religious discourse to show how logic can be used

to study language as a linguistic system that reflects religious discourse. Arkoun

argues by defining logic and language:

On the one hand, logic is presented as a universal language of reason focused

on eternal intelligibilities; on the other, language is conceived and practiced as

the instrument for achieving and communicating the most nuanced, the most

profound and the most unexpected meanings. 160

Given the symbolic, allusive, and enigmatic aspects of language, then, one could ar-

gue that logic is used as a rational tool to understand the enigmatic properties of

language. Following Arkoun, logic is, thus, used for the rational interpretation of

religious language. ‘Logic’ (Greek: λογική, logikē) is the formal, systematic approach

to reasoning grounded in formative rules of definition, argumentation, validity, and

fallacies developed by the Greek philosopher Aristotle in his work Organon.161

Second, Arkoun affirms “the methodological criterion is concerned with what

technical procedures to employ to arrive at the desired truth.”162 By technical pro-

cedures, Arkoun means the religious sciences of kalam and fiqh that are aiming to

examine the religious texts of the Qur’ān and Tradition.163 In what follows, I discuss

the science of language (‘Ilm-kalam) and Islamic legal theory (fiqh).This is important

because Islamic legal theory is a hermeneutic system fromwhich ethics and politics

are to be prescribed. For Muslims, Islamic legal theory is a source of legislation.

As Arkoun tells us, the science of language (‘Ilm-kalam) “defends holy religion

and enables the individual to join an élite that can reject or approve a thing with

total clarity of vision.”164

By the same token, one could argue that the science of language (‘Ilm- Kalam) is

an approach bywhich Islamic reasoning is sought throughAristotelian dialectics. In

Arabic, the concept of the science of languagemeans knowledge about speaking.The

science of language (‘Ilm-Kalam) in Islamic thought is based on the search for theo-

logical premises through debate and argumentationwithin the framework of ratio-

159 Arkoun 2002a:192.

160 Arkoun 2002a:192.

161 Aoude 2011:1.

162 Arkoun 2002a: 193.

163 Arkoun 2002a: 193.

164 Arkoun 2002 a: 193.
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nal discussion. In short, the science of language is the science in which the Islamic

legacy is understoodnot onlywithin the framework of theQur’ān or Tradition or the

opinions of thefirst three generations ofMuslims (7th century), but also through the

reasoning of scholars.Thus, the science of language was the forerunner of the later

stylized argumentationmethodology called logic (mantiq), which was introduced by

Aristotle, to denote the Islamic instrument of argumentation.165 Put simply,Muslim

scholars use Aristotelian logic to understand and interpret Islamic legacy. Based on

Aristotelian logic, the science of the language of Islamic theology opens a door to the

interpretation of Islamic heritage through intellectual reasoning and the formation

of a theory of law termed Islamic legal theory (fiqh). In this regard, Arkoun argues:

(fiqh) is at it were ‘an intermediary between the hadith and kalam,’ consisting in

an effort of reflection (ijtihad) to distill from the texts those standards without

which no royalty (mulk) is possible; and language, finally, is (as we have seen)

the instrument used in these practices.166

In other words, Islamic legal theory is to discover the law of God. Islamic legal the-

ory is crucial because it is the law by which individuals behave in a manner that is

acceptable to God. It serves the very purpose of finding the rules enacted byGod. Is-

lamic legal theory is meant to open the gate of Islam to ijtihad, the maximum effort

of the jurist tomaster and apply the principles and rules to discover the divine law.167

One can state that Islamic legal theory (fiqh) follows strict procedures to understand

and interpret the case in question by the intellectual (mujtahid).168

In this context, Arkoun claims that the principle of analogy (qiyas), as an instru-

ment of Islamic legal theory, is the most controversial method among scholars to

reach a consensus on a judgment. According to traditionalist Muslim scholars, the

use of analogy (qiyas) is not permissible in either the Qur’an or the Tradition.There-

fore, one should trust the Tradition as they were proclaimed by the companions of

the Prophet, because they lived at the time of the Prophet and witnessed the cir-

cumstances of the revelation and the elaboration of the Tradition when they took

place.169

In the same line as Arkoun,Wael El-Hallaq explains howdifficult it is sometimes

to find consensus – accord – among scholars about a legal deliberation. El-Hallaq

clarifies that the mujtahid can try to find the legal verdict in an unprecedented re-

ligious argument by using the procedure of qiyas (analogy). But before embarking

on this task, he must first search for the legal judgment in the works of well-known

165 Aoude 2011: 2.

166 Arkoun 2002 a: 193.

167 El-Hallaq 1984: 4.

168 El-Hallaq 1984: 4.

169 Arkoun 2002 a: 193.
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jurists. If he does not find it in these works, he can look for a similar religious argu-

ment,where the consequences of a legal deliberation are different, but the causes of

the legal deliberation are the same. If he is unsuccessful, hemust turn to theQur’an,

Tradition, or ijma’ (consensus) to find a literal legal judgment as formed by the pre-

ceding jurists. In this case, themujtahidmust apply qiyas (analogy) to see if this legal

judgment is applicable to the religious case in question.170

In the 8th century of Islam, the science of language as an equivalent of Greek

logic was initially considered part of the foreign sciences; so much so that many

traditionalistsMuslim scholars refused to accept logic as something valuable for the

development of Islamic philosophy and for the reinterpretation of Islamic law.171 I

briefly introduce the work of RuthMas, who specializes in the study of Islamic phi-

losophy with its early and modern traditions. She divides Islamic philosophy into

two approaches of rational scholars who defend the use of the science of language

to interpret Islamic thought by emphasizing the need to open the gate of ijtihad to

interpret Islamic sources. Among these scholars, Mas introduces al-Farabi (d. 950).

Al-Farabi is considered the first and greatest commentator on Aristotelian logic,

a logician in his own right. Al-Farabi is considered one of the influential Muslim

thinkers who helped introduce Aristotelian thought into Islamic literature.172 In

contrast to al-Farabi, there is the approach of traditionalist Muslim scholars who

reject logic and argue that it is an alien tool designed to eradicate the Islamic

faith. Among these scholars, Mas mentions Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1263). Ibn Taymiyya is

considered a dogmatic theologian and jurist who frequently made polemical accu-

sations against Greek logic.173 It is important to mention this intellectual conflict

between earlier Muslim philosophers to show that al-Amiri, like his predecessor

al-Farabi, is one of the defenders of reason in Islam. This intellectual conflict be-

tween the rational and the traditionalist scholars of Islam has not ended even in our

time.This study addresses this issue and aims to revive the thinking of the rational

thinkers of Arabo-Islamic philosophy within the early and modern/postmodern

schools.

I shall nowoutline the rational approach I take followingArkoun’s interpretation

of al-Amiri’s position on logic as a rationalmethod for interpreting Islamic thought.

One can argue that al-Amiri defends a rational approach based on epistemological

andmethodological criteria to interpret the Islamic legacy.The epistemological cri-

terion requires the study of the Islamic legacy through the approaches of philosophy

and religion.According to themethodological criterion, the Islamic legacy is under-

170 El-Hallaq 1984: 4.

171 Aoude 2011: 2.

172 Mas 1998: 114.

173 Mas 1998: 122.
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stood through the categories of the science of language (‘Ilm-kalam) and Islamic legal

theory (fiqh), using analogies from this theory.

One can further observe that Arkoun draws on al-Amiri’s intellectual project be-

cause Arkoun subjects Islamic thought to rational interpretation. Arkoun combines

several disciplines to examine Islamic thought.He also supports a project of solidar-

ity between religions. Like al-Amiri, Arkoun is open to other traditions and schools

of thought to provide a rationalist interpretation of Islam. As aMuslim scholar who

has studied, taught, and lived in Paris, Arkoun draws on the intellectual perspective

and achievements of contemporary Western philosophy, which include an empha-

sis on human reason as opposed to dogmatic religious belief and the application

of poststructuralist methods. In this sense, Arkoun’s approaches to reinterpreting

Islam converge with the rationalism of Descartes, the critique of Kant, the struc-

turalism of Saussure, Barthes, and Hjemslev, and the semiotics of Greimas.174 Ark-

oun also drew inspiration “from the methods of Paris School poststructuralism.”175

It was Claude Cahen, a member of the French Annales school,176 who introduced

Arkoun to the ideas and concepts of the Annales schools of historians.177Thus, Ark-

oun critically engages with various belief systems, traditions of exegesis, theology,

and jurisprudence in order to liberate Islamic thought fromdogmatic paradigms.178

Arkoun seeks to subject Islamic thought to historical critique in order to strip it of

the sanctity and grandeur associated with it.179

Nevertheless, there is also a pragmatic shift between Al-Amiri’s and Arkoun’s

thought project. Arkoun’s thought is in flux. It evolves in linewith intellectual, polit-

ical, social, and cultural changes in contemporary Muslim and European societies.

Arkoun also argues for poststructural and deconstructivist methods to rethink Is-

lamic thought. Arkoun’s critical thinking about Islam goes beyond the rationalist

approaches that characterized early Islamic and Greek thought, for he seeks a radi-

cal reform of Islamic thought.

In the following, I present Arkoun’s method of applied Islamology.The aim is to

show that applied Islamology emphasizes transdisciplinary, transcultural, rational

174 Soekarba 2006: 80; Khalil and Khan 2013: 35.

175 Soekarba 2006: 80.

176 The Annales school emerged in the second half of the twentieth century. It was one of the

most important currents in the study of history, not only in France but also in many other

parts of the world. In the Annales school, history was studied with an emphasis on interdis-

ciplinary research with other social sciences. Instead of focusing on events and telling the

story of great personalities at the center of history, the Annales school emphasized the study

of historical problems through investigation (see: André Bruguière: The Annales School: A

New Approach to the Study of History, Odile Jacob: Paris/New York).

177 Günter 2004 a: 128.

178 Khalil and Khan 2013: 34.

179 Shiyab 2014: 406.
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approaches as well as deconstructivist and emancipatory norms in order to liberate

Islamic thought from orthodox perspectives.

Applied Islamology: A modern analytical criterion for the renewal

of Islamic studies

This section examinesArkoun’smethodof applied Islamology as amodern analytical

criterion for Islamic studies. First, the main features of applied Islamology are out-

lined. Second, the section introduces three types of discourse that reconstruct the

field of Islamic studies. Third, the section examines the alternative discourse that

Arkoun introduces to rethink the unthought sphere of Islamic thought.The section

ends with an examination of the intellectual purpose beyond Arkoun’s use of ap-

plied Islamology and rethinking Islamic thought: I situate Arkoun’s thought within

the perspective of feminism in Islam.

Carool Kersten, in his article “The Applied Islamology of Mohammed Arkoun”

(2010), claims that Arkoun first introduced the concept of applied Islamology in

1973.180 This is correct. However, one could argue that the final explanation of ap-

plied Islamology can be found in the introduction to Arkoun’s book The Unthought

in Contemporary Islamic Thought (2002 a). In this book, Arkoun presents a collection

of eight articles he wrote in French in the 1970s and 1980s. These articles were

translated into English in 2002, making the book accessible to a wider audience.

In addition, Arkoun discusses his concept of applied Islamology in his final arti-

cle, “The Answers of Applied Islamology” (2007). In this article, Arkoun provides

a comprehensive explanation of his applied Islamology and its relationship to

poststructuralist thought. Arkoun also points out some emancipatory implications

that the applied Islamology approach brings to women’s rights in Islam. I begin

with an introduction to Arkoun’s definition of applied Islamology as he presents it

in the introduction to his bookThe Unthought in Contemporary Islamic Thought (2002

a). Arkoun defines applied Islamology in many systematic terms. I refer to his

definition of applied Islamology as he explained it to avoid misinterpretation of his

thought. In this context, Arkoun explains that applied Islamology

is a way of thinking, rather than essays in traditional scholarship based on pri-

mary sources. Not that I do not use such sources extensively, but my interpreta-

tion of them is informed by a strategy which differs from that usually employed

for the purpose of providing a descriptive, narrative, factual and cumulative pre-

sentation of what they contain. My intention is to combine a critical review of

modern studies devoted to early and contemporary periods of what is gener-

ally called ‘Islam,’ with the systematic deconstruction of the original texts used

180 Kersten 2010: 3.
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in these studies as sources of genuine information. Primary and secondary texts

are not read in order to discuss the facts themselves, but to problematize the

epistemic and epistemological framework underlying the articulation of each dis-

course. [emphasis in the original] 181

To put it simply, applied Islamology contrasts with the descriptive and narrative

methods of traditional scholarships, which neglect a critical approach to the study

of Islam. In applied Islamology, the original text of Islam, the Qur’an, and Tradition

are critically examined. An important goal of applied Islamology is to learn more

about the socio-historical andcultural background thathas shaped Islam.Moreover,

Arkoun claims that his approach to applied Islamology is innovative in the field of

Islamic studies. As a result, applied Islamology subjects Islam to historical episte-

mology and philosophical criticism when examining the history of Islam. Arkoun

argues:

This cognitive strategy has never been used before in interpreting the types of

discourse produced by Muslims to express their Islam, or in approaching them

as a subject of study, alongside the Western literature on Islam and Muslim soci-

eties. From this perspective, historical epistemology has a priority over the purely

descriptive, narrative presentation of what ‘Islam’ teaches, or what Muslims say,

do or achieve as social and historical protagonists. . . . Such an itinerary can be pro-

posed and achieved only by those who accept the need to combine respect for the

rules of scientific research with the capacity to submit to philosophical criticism

every stance of reason, every intellectual and every question arising therefrom.

For a time, during the late 1970s, I called this approach ‘applied Islamology’ fol-

lowing the example set by a group of anthropologists who started the practice of

‘applied anthropology’. [emphasis in the original] 182

This quote forms the basis of my strategy to introduce themethod of applied Islam-

ology in order to explore the fact that applied Islamology criticizes the Orientalist

method; to show the alternative discourse that applied Islamology proposes; and to

interpret the ethical purpose of applied Islamology by disapproving the patriarchal

system that prevents women,minorities, and other socially oppressed groups from

realizing their rights.

Scholars have commented on Arkoun’smethod of applied Islamology as follows:

Kersten claims that applied Islamology is a criticalmodern analysis for Islamic stud-

ies.183 “Applied Islamology was envisaged as an epistemological reflection that [aims]

181 Arkoun 2002a: 10.

182 Arkoun 2002a: 10.

183 Kersten 2010: 4.
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to: (1) critically re-read the so-called ‘exhaustiveMuslim tradition, free from thedog-

matic definitions of the existing literature’; and (2) historicize contemporary Mus-

lim discourse in order to unveil its ideological prejudices. Ideology critique is one

of the major tasks of Applied Islamology, says Arkoun.”184 Kersten further explains

that in elaborating themethod of Applied Islamology, Arkounwas influenced by the

achievements made in the Western human sciences during the twentieth century

and by the Applied Anthropology (1971) of the French ethnologist and sociologist

Roger Bastide (1998–1974).185

Abu Zayd affirms that Arkoun establishes the approach of applied Islamology

to call for abandoning the methods practiced by conformist and orthodox Muslim

scholars to study Islam. Applied Islamology moves to an applied critical analysis of

Islamic thought.186 He further explains that applied Islamology aims to provide a

critical analysis of religious texts in order to renew Islamic thought. It transforms

Islamic discourse from a unified and systematic reading into different interpreta-

tions and fromaconservative and traditionalist interpretation into a liberal andpro-

gressive interpretation.187 Moreover, el-Ayadi affirms that applied Islamology deals

with Islamic discourse according to the necessities of critical reason. It questions

the construction of discourse; that is, any discourse that has become a dogmatic

certainty.188 Thus, applied Islamology subjects Islamic thought to critical scrutiny.

It analyzes the representations and the discourses that construct Islam. Inwhat fol-

lows, I explainwhatArkounmeansby Islamicdiscourses.Whatdiscourses is applied

Islamology critical of? And what discourse does Arkoun propose as an alternative

that is consistent with the critical method of applied Islamology?

Three categories of discourse: A tenuous and fixed study of Islamic Tradition

Islam consists of the Qur’an and Tradition.Themajority of orthodoxMuslim schol-

ars interpret these texts in a way that cannot be critically analyzed or evaluated over

time. In this regard,Arkoun, inhis article entitled “Current IslamFaces its Tradition”

(1985a), defines three discourses that stand for a monolithic study of the Tradition:

1) Current Islamic discourse, which tends to dominate all the others by its po-

litical power and great social and psychological scope. It is deeply rooted in the

mythical dimension of the Tradition while unwittingly secularising the religious

contents of that Tradition. 2) Classical Islamic discourse, which explains the Tra-

dition in the period of its being formed and fixed in authentic texts. 3) Orientalist

184 Kersten 2010: 4.

185 Kersten 2010: 4.

186 Abū Zayd 2006: 84.

187 Abū Zayd 2006: 83.

188 El-Ayadi 1993: 48–49.
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discourse,189 which applies to the forming and fixing stage a philological and his-

torical critique, predominantly historicist and positivist and which belongs to the

nineteenth century. 190

What these discourses have in common is that they have developed a rigid study of

the Islamic Tradition that does not consider the socio-historical context in which it

was developed.These discourses have also disconnected from the actual socio-his-

torical changes in most Muslim societies. In what follows, I examine Arkoun’s cri-

tique of the Orientalist methods of working on Islam. However, considering that

Orientalism is a critical concept according to Edward Said and one of the frame-

works for postcolonial theory, Arkoun was not a rabid critic of the Orientalist camp

as inspired by Said and postcolonial theory. Arkoun directs his criticism primarily

against the working methods of some Orientalists-historians who, he notes, fail to

develop an evaluative and transdisciplinary approach that incorporates the sciences

of man to study Islam, as practiced in his applied Islamology.

Applied Islamology: As critique of Orientalist method

Before discussing Arkoun’s criticism of the Orientalist method, one can note that

Arkoun’s criticism of Orientalist historians cannot mask his praise for the intel-

lectual achievements of classical Islamic studies developed in the West. Rather,

Arkoun’s main criticism is of the extravagance of pragmatic Islamology, which was

pushed by a younger generation of Islamists with a background in social science

rather than philology and which succeeded inmarginalizing classical Islamology in

the 1980s and 1990s.191 In other words, Arkoun criticizes the method of Orientalist

historians who attempt to study Islamic Tradition through narratives without

recognizing how the earlier account of Islam is relevant to actual Islamic practices.

In an article published in the Oxford Encyclopedia of the Islamic World under the

title “Islamic Studies” (2009), Arkoun criticizes the Orientalist method by asserting:

Orientalism has accepted the traditional account of Muhammad’s life, the articu-

lation of the Qur’ān in Mecca and Medina, and the early formation of the Muslim

community (. . . ). Radical source criticism of the Qur’ān and other early Islamic

texts has been attempted by very few orientalist scholars.192

189 Based on the secondary literature dealing with Arkoun’s critique of Orientalism, I will refer

to Arkoun’s critique of Orientalism not as Orientalist discourse, but as Orientalist method.

As far as I understand, Arkoun specifically criticizes the Orientalist historians’ method of

studying the Islamic Tradition.

190 Arkoun 1985 a: 92.

191 Kersten 2010: 3.

192 Arkoun, “Islamic Studies”: in The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Islamic World: 2009.
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Unlike someOrientalists,Arkoun advocates the study of Islamic Tradition through a

transdisciplinary approach that incorporates social sciences, philology, history, an-

thropology, linguistics, and philosophy. For the study of Islam, Arkoun calls for the

creation of a network of critical thinking. He notes, for example, that some Orien-

talists overlook the positive contributions of the humanities and social sciences to

Islamic studies. As a result, they refuse to engage in epistemological discourse in

the field of Islamic studies.193 Arkoun affirms that Orientalist method only ques-

tions texts that are assumed a priori to belong to a religious tradition, thought, or

culture.194 In addition, Arkoun notes that inmostMuslim societies, Islam is studied

only to a limited extent and is carefully controlled by the authorities to protect po-

litical objectives andmaintain the legitimacy and continuity of their power. Islam is

, thus, an ideological lever, a subject of an ideological lever, a subject of offensive or

defensive apology. 195 In this sense,one can say that Arkoundirects his criticismboth

at the method of studying Islam as developed by some Orientalists and at Muslim

scholars who subjected and controlled their study of Islam for political ends.

In contrast to the working method of Orientalist and Muslim scholars, Arkoun

argues that Islam must be liberated from the essentialist and substantialist postu-

lates of classical metaphysics.196 In other words, Islam is presented in most Orien-

talist history accounts as a specific, unchanging system of traditions, beliefs, and

non-beliefs. I also interpret the essentialist and substantialist postulates that char-

acterize the study of Islamby someOrientalists in terms of non-evaluative andfixed

approaches to thought, following Arkoun’s description of the approaches that some

Orientalists use to study Islam, which he describes as “decidedly fixed, articulated,

and evaluated with selections, eliminations, fragmentations, marginalization, and

minimizations by those who write, read, and teach orthodox norms on the official

state level of social construction.” 197

One can argue that Arkoun’s engagement with theWestern discipline of Islamic

studies was a critique of the positivist historians of the 1960s. Arkoun’s critique of

Orientalism preceded Edward Said’s critique in Orientalism (published in 1978).198

While Said criticizes Orientalism, he refers to the simplistic, stereotypical, and pe-

jorative notions that Western scholars have of Arab and Asian cultures. Said’s cri-

tique of Orientalism places us in the context of the discriminatory division that ex-

ists in the global cultural system between those who describe and decide and those

who obey and observe. According to Said, Orientalist research is based on power

193 Arkoun 1985 b: 95–96.

194 Arkoun 1989: 2.

195 Arkoun 1989: 2.

196 Arkoun 1989: 2.

197 Arkoun, “Islamic Studies”: in The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Islamic World: 2009.

198 Abu- Uksa 2011: 187 fn. 63.
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differentials in the process of knowledge production. Arkoun paved the way for the

critique of Orientalism in 1973. “His critique of Orientalism was methodological in

nature.”199 He denounced that someOrientalist historian does not consider the new

methodological principles recently elaborated by social scientists and historians to

allow an evaluative andmore critical understanding of Islam.

Arkoun mostly adopts a critical attitude toward the Orientalist method and

seeks to liberate the field of Islamic studies from that which he argues does not

promote a more critical examination of the sources of Islam and does not relate

them to human societies. For Arkoun, Orientalism is presented only to examine

what Tradition has said,without seeing if that Tradition is still applicable in today’s

Muslim context.

In addition, an important part of Arkoun’s critique of “Orientalist European

Islamology”200– that is, what I have previously called a critique of the Orientalist

method –may be his desire to create a dialogue between European and Arabo-Mus-

lim intellectuals on the subject of Islamic studies in order to reduce the pejorative

study of Islamby someOrientalist thinkers.Thus,Arkoun aims to promote dialogue

between Muslim intellectuals and their Western counterparts on the challenges

facing Islam today. Throughout his intellectual career, Arkoun has studied both

Islamic and Western schools of thought. In Arkoun’s view, intellectuals have a key

role to play in expressing the concerns of their societies. Their role should be to

provide understandable and accessible information about political and social issues

affecting their societies and to link these to a global intellectual critique.201

To simply put, Orientalist method does not address the social, political, and

cultural concerns and problems associated with contemporary Muslim societies.

Therefore, the question arises: what is the alternative discourse that Arkoun offers

to Islamic studies that embodies the characteristics of an applied Islamology?

The discourse of the science of man and society: Disclosing the “Unthought”

of Islam as a subversive strategy

Arkoun introduces the discourse of the science of man and society as an alternative

to the Orientalist method of studying Islam and as a more evaluative and critical

discourse to the Islamic Tradition. It is in fact the fourth discourse, following the

other three enumerated above:

The discourse of the sciences of man and society, which aims to rework the pre-

ceding three to emphasise in each instance those questions that are repressed as

199 Abu- Uksa 2011: 187 fn. 63.

200 Rhouni 2010: 20.

201 Völker 2015: 214.
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unthinkable or "unthought", and, thus, to make possible a current critical revival

of the problem of the Tradition and traditions in Islam.202

In other words, the discourse of the science of man and society aims at critically

questioning the previous discourses on Islam. It seeks to place Islam within the

framework of the critical disciplines in order to interrogate the unthinkable, the un-

thought; that is, the hidden and concealed features associatedwith Islamic thought.

Next I examine the main features of the thinkable and the unthinkable, i.e., the

thought and the unthought, in order to clarify Arkoun’s intention in his proposing

the discourse of the science of man and society that examines Islamic thought

within critical approaches. Arkoun first defines the sphere of the unthinkable,

which has anchored Islamic thought in a tradition of thought that renders reason

incapable of critically engaging in rethinking Islam. In this context, he claims:

When the field of the unthinkable is expanded and maintained for centuries in

a particular tradition of thought, the intellectual horizons of reason are dimin-

ished, and its critical functions narrowed and weakened because the sphere of

the unthought becomes more determinate and there is little space left for the

thinkable.203

AsArkounaffirms, theunthinkable exists in religious,political, and legal realms that

cannot be critically thought. He writes:

Islam everywhere has been put under the control of the state (étatisé); but the

religious discourse developed by the opposing social forces shifted to a populist

ideology which increased the extent of the unthought, especially in the religious,

political, and legal fields. [emphasis in the original] 204

Arkoun believes that the state, through its institutions, engages in themanipulation

of the unthinkable sphere and the distortion of the critical thinking framework. He

declares:

There certainly is a clash, but it is between collective imaginaries constructed and

maintained on both sides through unthinkables and unthoughts cultivated by

the education systems, the discourse of political and academic establishments,

and the media that feed on this rhetoric and seek to increase their following

202 Arkoun 1985 a: 92.

203 Arkoun 2002 a: 12.

204 Arkoun 2002 a: 15.
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by outdoing each other with anticipations of interpretations from the leading

minds. [emphasis in the original]205

Thus,Arkoun asserts that the unthinkable is subject to the control of the state,which

contributes to the formation of collective ideas about religion that influence law and

politics. In other words, the unthought refers to religious restrictions and prohi-

bitions that the thought cannot critically question. In this regard, Margot Badran,

a Muslim feminist thinker, argues that Arkoun’s concept of the unthought corre-

sponds to the religious segment of the public sphere; that is, the realm of religious

professions and performance of rites, and the private family sphere,which is legally

regulated by religion.206 In both spheres, public and private,women are not allowed

to participate and be active according to the patriarchal interpretation of Islamic

legacy. Likewise, the thought is forbidden to question the unthought aspect of reli-

gious rituals and traditions promoted by religious orthodoxy. According to Ursula

Günther, the concepts of thought and the unthought aim to open Islamic studies

and thought to critique by questioning certainties and pushing thought beyond the

boundaries of orthodoxy.207

One can assume that Arkoun, through the discourse of the science of man and

society, seeks to examine Islam in relation to the real change thatmostMuslim soci-

eties face and to question the silent and forbidden aspect of the Islamic Tradition. In

doing so, Islamic studies should consider that Islam as a religion must be critically

assessed and evaluated. I agree with Ursula Günther who says that “Arkoun ... goes

beyond the boundaries of Islamic Studies by appropriatingmethods that tradition-

ally are not part of what is considered to be Islamic Studies or the study of Islam.”
208This leads me to present how applied Islamology, through its transference to the

discourse of man and society, can challenge some unreflective systems regarding

the issue of women in Islam.

The relevance of applied Islamology for feminist thought: An exemplary case

for its emancipatory functions

An intrinsic emancipation norm that applied Islamology seeks to improve is Islam’s

equality policy. Applied Islamology examines the forbidden and hidden aspects of

human societies that are not considered in the critical framework. Injustice anddis-

criminationagainstwomen in the legal andpolitical spheres are among theunthink-

able issues that applied Islamology seeks to address. As Arkoun points out:

205 Arkoun 2002 a: 18.

206 Badran 2010: 28.

207 Günther 2004 a: 125.

208 Günther 2004 a: 125.
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Women represent a particularity disadvantaged social body; it is they who have to

suffer the oppression of regimes that instrumentalize religion to compensate for

their own lack of political legitimacy; the resistance of the popular mentality to

any questioning of the status of women as fixed by GodHimself in the Qur’ān; and

the weight of beliefs and customs they have themselves internalized through the

rearing process handed down by their mothers and grandmothers in the lineage

of an ancient feminine memory.209

The laws governing the legal conduct of women are both prescribed in the scriptures

of Islam and the subject of traditional customs that influence the prescription of

women’s rights in Islam.Here, themethod of applied Islamology critically examines

the traditional constructs that continue to restrict women’s right. Arkoun exempli-

fies the potential of applied Islamology to critically investigate gender issues in the

following way:

Applied Islamology first proceeds with the sociological analysis of the evolution

of the structures and functions of parenthood in Islamic contexts. There too, one

discovers the simultaneous disintegration of the traditional structures and codes,

and the imposition by the state of traditionalist policies that protect the official

religion and divine Law from ‘blasphemy.’ This means that family law remains

unalterable; women can vote, but still they do not enjoy the same rights as men.
210

In other words, women in Islam live in a dichotomy between the religious tradition

of Islam and global modern rules. The example Arkoun gives of women having the

right to vote but not enjoying other important rights and freedoms is an apt exam-

ple that illustrates this dichotomy.The right to vote has to do with themodern rules

of citizenship that manyMuslim countries are forced to accept as part of the world,

but family law, which determines a woman’s social and political status in relation

to her society, continues to be manipulated by patriarchy. The feminist project of

Fatima Mernissi (d. 2015), presented in the first part of this research, consisted of

her study of the feminist task within modern secular rules and Islamic traditions,

showing that one cannot apply secular andmodern rules to theMuslimworld with-

outmodernizing Islamic discourse itself. For this reason,Mernissi’s ideawas to rec-

oncile the secular and ‘Islamic’ feminist movements. In Arkoun’s words, reconcilia-

tion between secular and Islamic feminism means reform. It means reforming Is-

lamic thought to reconcile withmodernity, but with some preservation and critique

of Western modernity itself.This will be presented in chapter three.The critique of

209 Arkoun 2002 a: 22.

210 Arkoun 2007: 23–24.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839465516-014 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839465516-014 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


3. Background and methods in the thought of Mohammed Arkoun 207

Westernmodernitymarks an important difference between themethodological and

normative strategies of both thinkers.

In this regard,Muslim feminists recognize that there is a political reform (islah)

beyond Arkoun’s approach of applied Islamology.This is the defense of gender jus-

tice in Islam.Indeed,MalikaZeghal beginsher article “Veiling andUnveilingMuslim

Women: State Coercion, Islam, and the Disciplines of the Heart” (2012) by address-

ing thequestionof feminisminTunisiabetweensecular and Islamic thought.Zeghal

shows that Arkoun’s intellectual endeavor to reform religious discourse and trans-

formpolitical discourse ongender provides a promising gender discourse on the eve

of postcolonial Tunisia. She contends that there is a contradictory discourse about

women in postcolonial Tunisia; that is, a deep, hidden, and unstable convergence in

the terminologies used in the debate about women between the secular nationalist

elites and “those who ‘expressed in Islamic terms’ a ‘hankering for cultural authen-

ticity’”.211 Put simply, secular nationalist elites use the same vocabulary of cultural

authenticity that includes Islamic terms. Likewise, Islamist activists refer to the na-

tional expression by calling Tunisian women virtuous citizens. Arkoun’s intellectual

project offers a way to make intelligible this contradictory discourse between the

nationalist secular discourse and the nationalist Islamist discourse in the postcolo-

nial period of most Muslim societies by showing that both the secular and Islamist

discourses share an orthodox and hegemonic conception.They both serve to create

fundamentalist, authoritarian, and discriminatory discourses about religion, cul-

ture, gender, and identity.This will be discussed in more detail in the third chapter

of this study.

In her critical stance on the theory of Islamic feminism, Raja Rhouni also de-

scribes Arkoun as a “post-foundationalist islamic gender critic.” 212 It would be

equally accurate for her to describe Muslim feminist scholars who critique patri-

archally controlled interpretations of Islam as post-foundationalist scholars who

subscribe to Arkoun’s “global epistemological project of applied Islamology.” 213

Rhouni sees that themethod of “Islamic feminism” calls for women’s rights in Islam

within the ”androcentric assumptions of Islamic jurisprudence.”214

Thereare several approaches associatedwith thefield of feminism in Islam,such

as state feminism, secular feminism, and Islamic feminism. In Zeghal’s work, we

saw how state feminism uses the same term that secular or Islamic feminist move-

ments use to demand women’s rights. Influenced by Arkoun’s foundational critique

of traditional Islamic thought, Rhouni uses a lower-case “i” to distinguish between

rationalist scholars and traditionalist scholars in Islamic feminism (see part one of

211 Zeghal 2012: 129.

212 Rhouni 2008: 103; Rhouni 2010: 17.

213 Rhouni 2010: 20.

214 Rhouni 2010: 20.
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this study, on Fatima Mernissi). Indeed, she claims that one should be careful with

the approach of Islamic feminism because sometimes Islamic feminist scholars use

their method of “‘picking-and-choosing’”215 to pick up or drop an idea that correctly

represents women in Islam, but they do not offer a deconstructionist approach to

the study of Qur’anic verses or Tradition that would also explain the predominant

position of women in Islam.

In this sense, Rhouni sees that Arkoun’s post-foundationalist critique of reli-

gious discourse and Mernissi’s critical study of patriarchal religious interpretation

of Islamic texts share commonalities.216 Arkoun and Mernissi aim to open Islamic

discourse to a new rational interpretation.

Thus, one can see how Arkoun’s method of applied Islamology is important for

contemporary gender scholars to classify and distinguish Muslim thinkers accord-

ing to their thought processes when it comes to demanding gender justice in Islam.

To reiterate, applied Islamology is an importantmethod of analysis for Islamic stud-

ies. It is distinguished by its transdisciplinary and deconstructionist approaches to

the study of Islam. It is directed against the simplistic, aestheticizing Orientalist

method. Its main concern is to provide a rational and scientific discourse on man

and society that penetrates into the realm of the unthinkable/unthought of Islamic

thought. The emancipatory norms inherent in applied Islamology can be exempli-

fied by Arkoun’s efforts to emancipate women from patriarchal and fundamentalist

constructs.

Exhaustive Tradition: The emergence of a subdivided Tradition

in the Islamic archive using the methods of poststructuralist thought

In this section,Arkoun’smethodof exhaustive tradition ispresentedasanadditional

methodological tool within his transdisciplinarymethod of applied Islamology.The

exhaustive tradition involves Arkoun introducing the methods of post-structural-

ist Western philosophy to examine Islamic religious discourse. When one engages

with Arkoun’s intellectual project, one can understand that the method of applied

Islamology aims to establish an exhaustive tradition in Islam. Arkoun uses the term

exhaustive tradition to refer to the marginalized cultural traditions of various re-

ligious sects that are excluded from the study of Islam. In this sense, the exhaus-

tive tradition subjects the Islamic corpus tomultiple and polythetic interpretations.

The exhaustive tradition releases Islamic thought from logosphere. By logosphere,

Arkoun refers to a restrained and structured interpretation of the Islamic corpora –

Qur’an and Tradition – based on a unified interpretation of their language and the

context of their emergence. Thus, this section presents the three poststructuralist

215 Rhouni 2010: 20.

216 Rhouni 2010: 35.
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analytical methods, epistème, difference, and deconstruction, that Arkoun uses to

interpret the Islamic corpora, which he refers to as the Islamic archive. By the Is-

lamic archive, Arkoun means the two teachings of the Islamic religion, the Qur’an

and Tradition, which have degenerated into a simplistic interpretation and do not

submit to the framework of critical and evaluative thinking.

Three analysis methods to deconstruct and rethink the Islamic archive:

Epistème, Difference, and Deconstruction

In “The Answers of Applied Islamology” (2007), Arkoun refers toWestern poststruc-

turalist thinkers who have subjected classical andmetaphysical Western thought to

a critical framework. Through their critical work, they provide new methods and

concepts that allow us to reevaluate our notions about values, religion, and law to

cite only a few. Arkoun introduces these thinkers to demonstrate the plausibility of

using their methods of critical analysis to open the Islamic archive to diverse inter-

pretations. He declares:

Jacques Derrida warns us that, as a singular item, the archive (arkheion – that

which is ancient) is a query about the future itself, made by a rational mind in

the tradition of Freud and Nietzsche – and later pursued with varying degrees

of pertinence by Arendt, Deleuze, Foucault, Levinas, Ricoeur, Lacan, Legendre,

etc. Those names may let one think that this archive is a matter solely for those

philosophers and psychoanalysts who have replaced classical metaphysical wish-

ful thinking with a genealogical critique of their subject matter, of ‘values,’ of the

Law (as the art of legal interpretation) and of the references to foundational texts

as a revealed given.217

Among these scholars,Arkoun refers in particular to the critical analysis approaches

of Foucault, Derrida, and Deleuze to demonstrate his strategy of subjecting the Is-

lamic archive to rational and critical analysis.

Foucault’s notion of the epistème and the disclosure of the logosphere

I begin by examining the concept of epistème, which Arkoun introduces to free the

Islamic archive from its outdated, rigid interpretation and place it within the actual

social implications of most Muslim societies. Arkoun writes:

As Foucault points out, the social and political sciences and the human sciences

are so subservient to the pressing managerial requirements of our bureaucratic,

industrial and urbanized societies that they pay little attention to ‘the possibility

217 Arkoun 2007: 21.
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of a discourse which could go back and forth (between clinic and critique) with-

out becoming discontinuous, a dual articulation of the history of individuals on

the subconscious of cultures, and the historicity of the latter on individual sub-

consciousness.’218

Epistème means the social analysis; it examines the Islamic corpora of the Qur’an

and Tradition to situate them in their social content and to see if what they claim

is still applicable in today’s Muslim societies or not. Epistème aims to discover and

reveal the implicit structure of the discourse. Foucault’s epistème method asks for

themeaning of a discourse by uncovering the process of its development and evalu-

ation. In this regard, Arkoun argues: “Epistème is a better criterion for the study of

thought because it concerns the structure of the discourse – the implicit postulates

which command the syntactic construction of the discourse.”219

For Foucault, epistème is not about a question of knowledge described in its

progress toward an objectivity in which our contemporary science might recognize

itself, but epistémè means to investigate the realms of knowledge considered out-

side any criterion related to their rational value or to their objective forms.220 In

otherwords, epistèmedescribes a systemofmeanings and cognitive schemes of val-

ues/categories that form the basis for knowledge, science, and philosophy at a given

time.This refers to all ideas, religious doctrines, and postulates that have an impact

on a system of thought and channel discourse – the way people talked about reality

in a particular era.221

One can affirm that Arkoun applies the method of epistème to release the Is-

lamic archive from the logosphere system of language. As briefly mentioned ear-

lier, the logosphere is based on a limited, narrow, and mystifying understanding of

language that constructs the Islamic archive and renders it incapable of being sub-

jected to a renewing interpretation. This means that the language of the Qur’an, if

considered only as written sacred sources, does not allow for any other interpre-

tation. Logosphere is the confinement of thought to the norms of social, political,

and cultural constructions as described in the archive. In this regard, Arkoun sees

that logosphere refers to the inability of reason to express itself either internally,

externally or in writing without the assistance of language. The limits of language

do not necessarily coincide with the limits of thought. As a free activity, thought is

continuously capable of expanding the scope of language and increasing its effec-

tiveness.222 To put it simply, for Arkoun, the logosphere manipulates thought ac-

218 Arkoun 2007: 21.

219 Arkoun 2003: 20.

220 Foucault 1966: 13.

221 Günther 2004 b: 267; Schönberger 2010: 6.

222 Arkoun 2002 a: 173.
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cording to language. Language formulates and constructs and limits interpretation

in a strict sense. One can understand that by text, Arkounmeans the religious texts

that should be studied according to the transdisciplinary approach of the history of

ideas, which examines a religious text by combining the fields of sociology, science,

philosophy, literature, and so on.

Thus, Arkoun realizes that the text must be understood by placing it in its

contemporary context. According to Arkoun, the relationship between writ-

ing/text/reading must be revived in all its complexity in order to make use of

documents dealing with the history of ideas. A text, once written, eludes its author

and takes on a life of its own, whose richness or poverty, expansion or desicca-

tion, oblivion or revival, is now decided by readers.223 In other words, by placing the

archive– the text–within the framework of the history of ideas, the archive submits

to the reader’s understanding and relinquishes authority and control over the lan-

guage used by the author. The text is interpreted differently from reader to reader,

and thought becomes active in giving the text different meanings, interpretations,

and explanations. In this vein, Arkoun argues:

Only rarely does the reader comprehend a text in all the meanings intended by

the author. Very often it is something he recites to free himself from his own in-

ternal discourse. In this case the text is being exploited as an excuse, rather than

used properly as a channel of information. It becomes the setting for an intense

dialectic between reader and author. . . . All these movements, exchanges and in-

teractions help determine the life of the logos, in other words the mind embody-

ing itself in a language and giving birth to many languages. Each language, in

turn, can remain at the stage of the spoken word or extend itself into writing.224

Carool Kersten notes that Arkoun coined the term logosphere in reference to Der-

rida’s notion of logocentrism. 225 As a result,Arkoun seeks to explain how the Islamic

archive – the text – is involved in the manipulation and control of logocentric lan-

guage. Arkoun assumes that the transdisciplinary approach to the history of ideas

overcomes a restrained interpretive content of the Islamic archive and interrogates

it in terms of contemporary social problems ofMuslim societies. In thisway,Arkoun

attempts to overcome a restricted interpretation of Islam. In addition to the analyt-

ical method of epistémè, Arkoun also uses the analytical methods of difference and

deconstruction to liberate the Islamic archive from its logosphere enclosure of lan-

guage.

223 Arkoun 2002 a: 172.

224 Arkoun 2002 a: 172 .

225 Kersten 2010: 3.
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Arkoun’s adaptation of Difference and Deconstruction to liberate

the Islamic archive and open up possibilities for new interpretations

Arkoun refers to Deleuze’s book Difference and Repetition (1968–1994) to explain the

features of the method of difference that he applies to liberate the Islamic archive

of the Qur’an and Tradition from the logosphere control of language. Arkoun con-

ceptualizes the role of difference as a method of analyzing a written text as follows:

difference “would be to put an end to the repetition of a given form of writing af-

ter making a detailed study of its limitations, describing its internal mechanism,

evaluating its role and tracing its correlations.” 226 In this line of thought, Deleuze

introduces repetition as a paradigmatic opposition to difference, he explains, “far

from grounding repetition, law shows, rather, how repetition would remain impos-

sible for pure subjects of law –particulars.” 227 By pure subjects of law, I understand

texts that have the role of determining a law, such as the texts of the Qur’an and Tra-

dition. For Deleuze “there are as many constants as variables among the terms des-

ignated by laws.”228 Indeed, the Qur’an and the Tradition are an object of law and

the basic text of legislation, and they are determined by repetition. For this reason,

it is impossible to give a pure sense of legislation when the text itself is determined

by repetition.Thus, as Deleuze affirms, repetition condemns pure subjects of law to

change. 229

Therefore one might question to what extent repetition affects the text of the

law? Can repetition lead to a pluralistic interpretation or does it rather preserve the

rigid meaning of the text?

In this context,Deleuzeexplains, repetitionaccords“anempty formofdifference,an

invariable form of variation, a law compels its subjects to illustrate it only at the cost of

their own change.”230 Simply put, repetition represents a meaningless understand-

ing of the law, i.e., the text. It is important to note that repetition conveys a simple

and singular official meaning of the text and prevents the text from being open to

multiple interpretations. Arkoun, in fact, aims to create a difference in the Islamic

legal corpora in order to liberate the Islamicwritten texts from their fixedmeanings

enforced by conformist repetition and official interpretation. The difference leads

to the creation of a pluralistic understanding of the Islamic archive, i.e. text. Thus,

the understanding of the text is not bound to a limited explanation, but is open to

different explanations.

226 Arkoun 2002 a: 173–174.

227 Deleuze 1994: 2.

228 Deleuze 1994: 2.

229 Deleuze 1994: 2.

230 Deleuze 1994: 2.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839465516-014 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839465516-014 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


3. Background and methods in the thought of Mohammed Arkoun 213

In addition to his use of the method of difference to create differences in the

interpretation of the Islamic archive, Arkoun refers to Derrida’s bookDe la gramma-

tologie (1970) to introduce his concept of deconstruction as a criterion of analysis of

the Islamic archive. For Derrida, deconstruction is “an unclosed, unenclosable, not

wholly formalizable ensemble of rules for reading, interpretation, and writing.”231

Thus, one can state that deconstruction is behind a closed interpretation of the text.

Deconstruction is crucial to liberate the text from its narrowed explanation and,

thus, achieve a plausible understanding of the text. Indeed, “the task of deconstruc-

tion is to liberate the text, to deliberately develop its ambiguity, to uncover its sup-

pressed ambiguity, to reveal its self-contradiction, and to identify the flaw,which is

the condition of the possibility of every text.” 232Thenotion of law is fundamental in

Derrida’s work, which he expresses with the concept of “aporia” that blocks the un-

derstanding of the meaning of the text. Deconstruction aims to free the text from

that flaw, that aporia, in order to make it intelligible.233 Arkoun points out

Since the publication of J. Derrida, De la grammatologie, an interesting discussion

has ensued concerning the deconstruction of classical metaphysics. It was more

than a new field of research in the history of ideas as still practiced, especially

in the history of Islamic thought. Derrida was aiming to introduce new cognitive

strategies in the interpretation of the long philosophical tradition of thought in

the ontological framework of classical metaphysics which has influenced theo-

logical thinking in the three ‘revealed’ religions.234

ForArkoun,deconstruction is a revolutionarymethodwithin the framework of clas-

sicalmetaphysics. In particular, Arkoun locatesDerrida’s deconstruction in the field

of Islamic studies. Arkoun understands deconstruction as a new strategy of inter-

pretation that can change the theological framework. In this regard, deconstruction

is a crucial method for decoding the cognitive strategy of Islamic thought and lib-

erating it from the logosphere construction of language and, thus, from a limited

understanding of the text.

As just explained, Arkoun applies the method of difference and deconstruction

to liberate the Islamic archive from an essentialist and simplistic, singular and con-

trolled official interpretation. In what follows, I explain how Arkoun applies these

deconstructionist methods to the two theories of revelation, i.e., the Qur’an – as re-

vealed discourse – and Tradition.

231 Derrida 1983: 40.

232 Binder 1988: 92.

233 Binder 1988: 92.

234 Arkoun 2002 a: 31.
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Arkoun’s deconstructivist rethinking of the theories of Revelation

and Tradition

As part of his critical study of Islamic thought, Arkoun questions the theories of

revelation and Tradition, which are the fundamental texts that elaborated the Is-

lamic legacy. In Islamic legacy, revelationmeans the word of God transmitted to his

chosenmessenger, ProphetMuhammad. Tradition is the Prophet’s customs as pre-

scribed by his companions so that Muslims would know how to behave according

to the Prophet’s words and deeds. Arkoun assumes that every discourse was subject

to social conditions that changed and reshaped it during the writing process. To ex-

amine Arkoun’s critical thinking about revelation and Tradition, I refer to his book

Rethinking Islam: Common Questions, Uncommon Answers (1994) and to his article “Re-

thinking Islam Today” (2003). I begin by examining how Arkoun explores the ques-

tion of the theory of revelation. In this context, he notes that “the Islamic conception

of revelation is called tanzīl (descent), a fundamental metaphor for the vertical gaze

humans being are invited to cast toward God, transcendence.”235

Hence, the Qur’an was at first a revealed discourse. It was articulated as dis-

course to theprophetMuhammed.Arkounwants toquestion theprocess of thewrit-

ing of this revealed discourse. He argues that “the putting into writing of the whole

of the revealed discourse comes under the reign of third caliph, ‘Uthman, between

645 and 656.” 236 Arkoun attaches great importance to the process of transforming

the revealed discourse of theQur’an into awritten text, because for him the revealed

discourse of the Qur’an takes a great deal of time to be fully written in a book: from

the time of the Prophet’s life until the reign of the third caliph. Arkoun presents the

process of the development of the theory of revelation from a revelatory discourse

proclaimed to the Prophet Muhammad to a written text in the Qur’an as follows:

A very small group of believers followed Muhammad, a charismatic leader re-

lated to the known paradigm of prophets and messengers of God in the history

of salvation common to the “People of the Book.” Muhammad, supported and in-

spired by God, had the ability to create a new relationship to the divine through

two simultaneous and interacting initiatives as all charismatic leaders do with

different levels of success and innovation. He announced the absolute truth in

an unusual Arabic form of expression, and he engaged the group in successive,

concrete experiences of social, political, and institutional change. The Revelation

translated into a sublime, symbolic, and transcendental language the daily public

life of the group whose identity and imaginaire were separated from the hostile,

235 Arkoun 1994: 31.

236 Arkoun 1994: 30.
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non-converted groups (called infidels, hypocrites, enemies of God, errants, and

bedouins. 237

According to Arkoun, one must historicize the revelatory event and place it in the

socio-cultural context of its origin, considering what people could add to this rev-

elatory discourse from their daily lives and experiences. Arkoun believes that what

has been proclaimed as the revealed truths of Islam should not be taken as guar-

anteed. ​He criticizes in particular the method by which the revelation is developed

from speech to written text and then studied in narrative approaches without ex-

amining it. In this regard, he states “When we write the history of these twenty

years (612–632) during which Muhammad created a new community, we mention

the principal events in a narrative style. We neglect to point out the use made of

these events by later generations of believers.” 238 Arkoun introduces two approaches

to analyze the event of revelation: “The first is to index, describe, and articulate all

the significant events and facts that occurred in each period; the second is to analyze

themental representations of these events, facts, and actions shaping the collective

imaginairewhich becomes themoving force of history.” 239 In other words, the study

of the event of revelation requires that each articulated speech should be studied

according to the circumstances of its revelation.Moreover, one should consider the

cultural and traditional facts that play a crucial role in the development of the theory

of revelation.

To put it simply, for Arkoun, revelation, i.e., the Qur’an written down in a book

calledmuṣḥaf, is subject to the circumstances and facts of the time in which it came

into being. The Qur’an is not the absolute truth that it is assumed to be. Arkoun

does not consider the revelation as a sacred truth transmitted by God to the Prophet

Muhammad. Arkoun questions the transformation of the Qur’an from a discourse

of revelation into a written text. In this line of thought, Völker comments on Ark-

oun’s understanding of the theory of revelation as follows.Völker conceives that Ark-

oun’s emphasizing the history of the Qur’an as that of humanmanipulations allows

doubt about how much revelation, or original divine word, the Qur’anic text really

contains. For her, Arkoun seems to deny any participation of theDivine in thesema-

nipulations,as it is sometimesput forwardby Islamic teachings. Inher view,Arkoun

excludeswhat he considersmythological elements like the idea of Jibril andMuham-

mad editing the text together, or thatGod gaveMuhammad’s followers superhuman

memories.240

237 Arkoun 2003: 34–35.

238 Arkoun 2003: 34–35.

239 Arkoun 2003: 34–35.

240 Völker 2014.
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In other words, Arkoun holds that the Qur’an is a human creation subject to hu-

manmanipulation and has nothing to dowith supernatural or divine forces writing

it. This was Arkoun’s understanding of Mu’tazila’s theological quest to gain recog-

nition for “Khalq al-Qur’an” (God’s created speech). Simply put, his position that

the Qur’an is a human creation is inspired by the Mu’tazila theory, which makes

this exact claim. Mu’tazila aimed to establish a similar thought that would legit-

imize the rationalist interpretation of theQur’an, in contrast to their opponent,who

contended that the Qur’an was not created but was the literal word of God. In the

same spirit of theMu’tazila, Arkoun distinguished between “theQur’anic event” and

“the Islamic event or phenomenon” (I examine the Qur’anic event/fact distinction

in chapter 3) in order to separate the period of revelation from the historical con-

sequences that were manifested in the establishment of state, dogma, institutions,

and legal and ethical systems during and after the seventh century.241

Regarding Tradition, Arkoun asserts that in addition to the Qur’an, which is the

main foundation of the Shari’a – Islamic law – there is a second source or founda-

tion (aṣl): the prophetic Tradition known through the Hadith, the utterances of the

Prophet in his role as leader of the community of believers.242 Arkoun affirms that

the prophetic Tradition is a second basis for the elaboration of the Islamic legacy,

which he believes is limited to a collection of ”authentic” texts recognized in each

community: Shi’i, Sunni, andKhariji.243 In this sense, Arkoun “sought to replace the

monolithic fundamentalist perception of Islam (in Sunni, Shi’i and Khariji Islam)

with a discursive and pluralistic notion, free from the manipulation of power.” 244

This becomes even clearer when he introduces his concept of exhaustive tradition,

which means to create a pluralistic, discursive, and subdivided concept of Islam by

opening it up to what is considered to be the marginalized and non-fundamental

tradition of Islam.

Arkoun draws our attention to the fact that the writing of the Tradition took

much more time than the compilation of the Qur’anic text. Importantly, the selec-

tion and editing of the Tradition gave rise to ongoing controversies among the three

Muslimcommunities: Shi’a,Sunni,andKhariji.245 Arkounemphasizes the complex-

ityof transformingadiscourse, like revelation, intoawritten text.TheTradition took

a long time after the Prophet’s death to become a text. It is important to question the

authenticity of the Tradition, how it was transmitted, under what circumstances it

was transmitted, by whom, and whether the source is infallible. One should keep in

mind that the Tradition of the Prophet is understood and interpreted differently by

241 Abu- Uksa 2011: 174.

242 Arkoun 1994: 45.

243 Arkoun 2003: 21 .

244 Abu- Uksa 2011: 176.

245 Arkoun 1994: 45.
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different Islamic schools.There are some sources of transmission that are neglected

by some, and considered infallible by other Islamic schools.

Arkoun notes that revelation and Tradition continue to reconstruct our under-

standing of Islamwithout subjecting them to critical analysis to examine the origins

of their development.Thus, as part of his deconstruction of Islamic thought,Arkoun

seeks to subject the theory of revelation and Tradition to the framework of critical

analysis. Thus, one can say that Arkoun uses the analytical criterion of deconstruc-

tion to examine the sources of Islam that construct a formofdogmatic belief. In fact,

Arkoun seeks to re-emphasize the marginalized meaning, the hidden or forgotten

meaning that has contaminated the discourse of the revelation and Tradition.246 In

this context, Soekarba claims that Derrida offers critical processes to analyze writ-

ten discourse.

As outlined earlier, this critical process, referred to as ‘deconstruction,’ is a tool

to uncover different meanings in Islamic archive. “Derrida writes of liberation,

but specifically of liberation of the text in the sense of its openness to possible

meaning.”247 Indeed, Arkoun has paid particular attention to the method of de-

construction in an attempt to reinvent meanings that have been marginalized or

forgotten through the closure and freezing of Islamic thought.248 Inmy ownwords,

deconstruction serves to shake up, expose, and transform the mutual repetition

that constitutes thought, written text, or spoken discourse. I further argue that

Arkoun employs a schematic and organized set of analytical criteria to examine

Islamic thought, beginning with a deconstructionist examination of its implicit

foundations, moving through the discovery of its various traditions, and ending

with the deconstruction of the conventional belief system.

As a result, the analytical criteria of epistème, difference, and deconstruction

open the Islamic archive to further interpretation.Thus, a subdivision of traditions

into Islamic traditions is developed. I agree with Khalil and Khan who explain that

Arkoun believes that deconstruction of discourse should be followed by reconstruc-

tion after it has been freed from constraints, freezes, and distortions.249Thus, Ark-

oun has a goal that goes beyond his deconstruction of the Islamic archive. He be-

lieves that deconstruction must be followed by ethical reconstruction. I argue that

Arkoun’suseofdeconstruction isbasedonan implicit emancipationnorm,as it aims

to liberate the Islamic archive from logosphere manipulation. Therefore, “the term

‘deconstruction,’ according to one of its champions, Jacques Derrida, is more than

merely amethod for interpreting texts; it is amode of political action aswell, though

it is not ‘political action’ as that term is ordinarily understood. ...Thedeconstruction

246 Khalil and Khan 2013: 35.

247 Binder 1988: 91.

248 Soekarba 2014: 80–81.

249 Khalil and Khan 2013: 35.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839465516-014 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839465516-014 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


218 Kaouther Karoui: Theorizing Justice in Contemporary Arabo-Islamic Philosophy

of texts is essentially and emphatically a political act. ...Deconstruction has political

consequences – ... it is a new way of constituting ‘the world.’”250

In this respect, deconstruction opposes the dominant religious and political in-

terpretation of Islam. It emancipates the Islamic archive from its logosphere en-

closure and gives marginalized minorities of Islam the right to emerge, speak, and

contribute to amodern ijtihād (intellectual struggle) on Islamic legacy. “Arkoun’s de-

construction [of the Islamic archive of the Qur’an and Tradition and his proposals

for reformulating the Shari’a] placed him in a frontal clash with conservatives and

with political-Islamic movements.” 251

Exhaustive tradition: On the ethical necessity of speaking

about the marginalized cultural traditions of Islam

According toArkoun, the Islamic archiveneglects the various cultural traditions that

are part of Islam. Based on his concept of exhaustive tradition, Arkoun attempts to

critique the dominant tradition of Islam by including other cultural traditions to

bring the marginalized cultures more into focus. In this context, Arkoun affirms:

Islam holds historical significance for all of us, but at the same time, our under-

standing of this phenomenon is sadly inadequate. There is a need to encourage

and initiate audacious, free, productive thinking on Islam today.252

To accomplish this,Arkounproposes to critically examine ”silent Islam” to explore all

the cultures and systemsof thought associatedwith pre-Islamic,pagan,polytheistic

societies as well asmodern secular societies that remain unthinkable and are there-

fore unthinkable in orthodox Islam.253 Simply put, Arkoun tries to open the sphere

of theunthinkable,outlined earlier, to criticism.Thiswillmake it possible to identify

the silent cultures and traditions that have influenced Islam’s development, rather

than reducing Islam to one tradition.

Arkoun argues “if we add to theQur’an andHadith, themethodology used to de-

rive theShari’a and theCorpus juris in the various schools,wehave other subdivisions

of the three axes of Islamic Tradition.” 254 One could understand that Arkoun wants

to apply the exhaustive tradition approach to the four predominant Islamic schools

of law of the Maaliki, Shaafa’i, Hanafi, and Hanbali in order to derive a pluralistic

and heterogeneous interpretation of the Islamic law of the Shari’a as the main law

of Islamic legislation.

250 Zuckert 1991: 336.

251 Abu- Uksa 2011: 176.

252 Arkoun 2003: 18–19.

253 Arkoun 2003: 20 .

254 Arkoun 2003: 21 .
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Thus, the application of the exhaustive tradition will produce a variety of inter-

pretationsof the Islamic textual sources that are consistentwitheach Islamic school.

Hence Arkoun declares “I tried to introduce the concept of an exhaustive tradition

worked by a critical, modern confrontation of all the collections used by the com-

munities, regardless of the orthodox limits traced by the classical authorities.”255 In

fact, the exhaustive tradition is at odds with the orthodox and classical methods of

studying Islam.The exhaustive tradition is characterized by its critical approach.

One might note that the concept of ‘exhaustive’ is associated with the concept

of tradition. Here one should explain the difference between the Tradition of the

Prophet and tradition as cultural traditions related to Islam. Arkoun explains the

latter as follows: “the concept of tradition as it used in anthropology today – the sum

of customs, laws, institutions, beliefs, rituals, and cultural values which constitute

the identity of each ethno-linguistic group.”256 In this context, Arkoun emphasizes

that one should not confuse Tradition in the sense of prophetic Tradition – the say-

ings and actions of the ProphetMuhammad, as explained earlier –with tradition in

the sense of the entire Islamic heritage (turāth).257

Hence, Arkoun understands Islam as a set of cultural traditions. The under-

standing of Islam should not only correspond to the different schools of Islam such

as Shi’a, Sunna andKhariji, but also depend on the original and instinctive tradition

of the people before the advent of Islam.That is, in terms of each folk tradition that

emerges, grows and lives in contemporary Islamic societies. In Arkoun’s view, the

study of Islam from its various traditions requires a critical framework that asks

the questions:

How do we speak of or interpret the so-called popular culture? Who uses the

words magic, superstitions, paganism, polytheism, heterodoxies, or sects to re-

fer to wrong beliefs, underdeveloped cultures, anarchy, rebellion as opposed to

political order, the writing of book culture, reason, high culture, civilization, and

so forth? 258

Using a transcultural research method, Arkoun’s theory of exhaustive tradition ad-

dresses the excluded cultural traditions of people in the Islamic realm, in contrast

to the conventional theological understanding of Islam developed by historian Ori-

entalists and even contemporary Arabo-Islamic scholarship. Günther affirms that

exhaustive tradition is an approach that views Islam as a holistic and comprehen-

sive religion, marginalizing and suppressing parts that are labeled heterodox. The

255 Arkoun 2003: 21 .

256 Arkoun 1998b: 209 .

257 Arkoun 1994: 47–48.

258 Arkoun, “Islamic Studies”: in The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Islamic World: 2009.
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exhaustive tradition is another example of Arkoun’s ability to create space beyond

orthodox definitions.The exhaustive tradition accounts for internal discontinuities

within Islamic thought, such as cosmopolitanism and plurality of doctrines.The ex-

haustive tradition recognizes external discontinuities in the simultaneous connec-

tion with Europe and/or the Western world and intellectual modernity.259 In other

words, Arkoun’s exhaustive tradition serves as a critique of orthodox thought that

seeks to manipulate Islam. An exhaustive tradition advocates heterodoxy in Islam

by supporting its pluralistic traditions.Thus, the exhaustive tradition is at oddswith

amonolithic reconstruction of Islam. It offers a transcultural study of Islam beyond

the hierarchical manipulation of the most powerful Islamic tradition of the Arab

Muslim Sunna and the Persian Muslim Shi’i. Exhaustive tradition means claiming

the right of Muslim minorities to stand up for their rights. Exhaustive tradition as

an intellectual, ethical and political project ensures themulticulturalism of Islam in

terms of cultural diversity, without excluding different Islamic schools or Islamic

religious sects and traditions.

Arkoun’s approach to an exhaustive tradition is rooted in and resonates with his

biography as a Kabyle-Berber AlgerianMuslim intellectual belonging to amarginal-

ized ethnic group in the Maghreb. Thus, exhaustive tradition makes marginalized

popular traditions in ArabMuslim countries emerge in the face of dominant social,

political, and cultural repressions. The Berber community in Algeria recognized

marginalization after and before independence. In most Maghrebian countries,

Berber are still struggling to secure their economic, social, and political rights.260

Indeed, Berber militants fought the government in the early 2000s, demanding

their economic, political, and cultural rights. This conflict is not new, but it has

found firm and persistent expression since 2001. This has included occasional

clashes with security forces, in which more than eighty Berber demonstrators have

died and several people have been arrested.261

Themilitant repressionandresistanceof theBerber ethnicgroup in theMaghreb

during these years challenged the realization of one of their cultural rights. In 2016,

the Tamazight language – the Berber language, which is the second largest spoken

language after Moroccan and Algerian dialects – was declared an official language

in Algeria andMorocco.

Yet Arkoun was not a political activist, nor was he directly involved in politics.

When Arkoun was asked in an interview, “Why is the political aspect absent from

259 Günther 2004 a: 155, fn. 14.

260 In this context See: Chaker Salem (1992): “La question Berbère dans l’Algérie indépendante:

La fracture inévitable ?”. In L’Algérie incertaine (No 65, pp. 97–105). Revue dumondemusulman

et de la Méditerranée.

261 Layachi 2005: 196.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839465516-014 https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839465516-014 
https://www.inlibra.com/de/page/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


3. Background and methods in the thought of Mohammed Arkoun 221

your works?” he answered, “No, the political exists on every single page, and in ev-

ery single concept I use, it is evident in the scientific content.” 262 One can under-

stand that Arkoun’s critical analysis of Islamic thought has a political and ethical

basis that leads to liberating most Muslim people from the injustice and alienation

they experience because of their different ethnicities, as stated above.Arkoun’swrit-

ings on the exhaustive tradition can reflect the struggles that marginalized Muslim

ethnic groups face on the ground to defend their rights. The emancipation of the

Berber populationwas, thus, accompanied by the intellectual engagement of several

Berber intellectuals, such as Arkoun,whose critical concepts implicitly championed

the Berber cause in the Maghreb.

To summarize what this chapter explored: Arkoun offers transdisciplinary,

transcultural, and rational approaches of thinking about the study of Islam, taken

from Al-Amiri’s Islamic philosophy. Arkoun’s methods of thinking further com-

bine concepts from poststructuralist Western philosophies.This chapter presented

Arkoun’s method of applied Islamology, which is a critical, modern analysis of

Orientalist/classical Islamic studies and aims to develop a new discourse for the

study of Islam. His concept of exhaustive tradition, which is a post-structuralist

approach, also serves to deconstruct/reconstruct Islamic legacy. Applied Islamology

and exhaustive tradition contribute to creating an implicit ethical norm through

the emancipation of most Muslim women from patriarchal rules, the liberation

of Islamic thought from logosphere, and finally the emancipation of the popular

tradition from the hegemonic religious and political systems.The following chapter

examines Arkoun’s critique of the various levels of hegemonic discoursemanifested

in the spheres of religion and politics and expressed in postcolonial discourse and

Western Eurocentrism.

262 Arkoun’s interview by Turki al-Dakhıl̄ on the Alarabiya satellite channel: “Iḍa’āt: Mohammed

Arkoun;” Abu- Uksa 2011: 172).
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