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Introduction



The central focus of this volume is to explore and highlight the nexus between the ideology of Islam and social and cultural milieus with the aim of reconceptualising the sacred as a socially constructed reality and not a transcendental supernatural phenomenon. From this perspective, human agency and society become the main focus for shaping, perpetuating and institutionalising religious beliefs, ideas and practices, opening up space for empirical and sociological analyses of religious phenomena. The seven essays in this volume seek to explore and examine some of the key debates in contemporary sociology of Islam. The topics explored are: social factors in the origins of Islam; social theory and Muslim society; Islam and politics in South Asia; Muslim piety; anti-Semitism; the social foundations of Muhammad’s prophetic mission, with a special reference to Arab historical memory and the role of his first wife Khadija bint Khuwaylid; and the barriers to social inclusion of Australian Muslims in Australian society.


The studies and debates about social, economic and cultural factors in the origins of Islam are the focus of chapter 1. It is argued that commercial, urban and demographic changes created a disjunction between the ideological basis of the social organisation of pre-Islamic Meccan society and its functional reality, creating conflict and disruption. Islam arose as a moderating religious and ethical movement under these conditions. Significantly, this movement contributed to the emergence of a divine being, the chief deity Allah, specifically linked to the regulation of non-kin relations. The chapter also provides an overview of the contributions made to the sociology of Islam from social theorists Henri Pirenne, Ibn Khaldun, Max Weber, Ernest Gellner, Fazlur Rahman and Clifford Geertz.


In his seminal work Muslim Society eminent British social anthropologist Ernest Gellner boldly asserted that, judged by various criteria, ‘of the three great monotheisms, [Islam is] the one closest to modernity’.1 He goes on say that, had the Arabs won at Poitiers and gone on to conquer and convert Europe, the modern rational spirit and its expression in business and bureaucracy could only have arisen from Islamic thought. A Muslim Europe would have saved Georg Hegel from indulging in a tortuous argument to explain how an earlier faith, Christianity, is more final and absolute than a chronologically later one, namely Islam. But there’s an acute deficit in development, knowledge and freedom in the contemporary Muslim world, evident from the United Nations and World Bank Development reports, giving rise to contentious debate about the causes. The chapter concludes with a discussion of debates on these deficits and their implications for the future political and developmental trajectories of Muslim countries.


Chapter 2 examines the political roles of Islam in South Asia. The two traditions of South Asian Islam are scripturalistic and popular, or Sufi. The scripturalistic tradition represented mainly by the ulema (Islamic scholars) is predominantly urban. Its key features and values include order, rule observance, sobriety, learning and aversion to superstitions and emotional excess. It prohibits mediation between God and the individual. The popular tradition is mainly rural and represented by the masses. It is superstitious and mediationist, stressing ecstasy more than learning and rule observance. Its leitmotiv is saint and saint worship. These two traditions are a product of historical evolution. Chapter 2 explores the evolution and development of these traditions and their role in the spreading of Islam in the socio-cultural milieus of the South Asian subcontinent. It shows that the Sufi tradition, popular among the Muslim masses in South Asia, has played a pivotal role in shaping the political structures of South Asian Muslim communities. The historical alliance between the elites of popular Sufi Islam and the rulers had far-reaching influence in shaping the state formation in South Asia, which now finds its most visible presence in Pakistan. Paradoxically, this alliance also created schism and galvanised sectarianism in South Asian Islam, both of which have become a source of religious strife and political instability, with international ramifications.


Religious piety is an integral part of Muslim identity. But it remains an under researched and under developed area of the sociology of Islam. Over the past two decades my work has made significant contributions through empirical studies in this area. Building on these contributions, chapter 3 offers a sociological conceptualisation of Muslim piety. There is much debate among Muslim scholars about the nature, as well as the content, of religious piety that a Muslim must display in order to be a Muslim. In other words, there must be evidence of religious piety at behavioural, ethical and cognitive levels. While there are great variations among how religious commitments are expressed throughout the world, there is also considerable agreement among major world religions as to how religiosity ought to be manifested.


As part of the Berkeley Research Program in Religion and Society, sociologists Rodney Stark and Charles Glock conceptualised piety as a multidimensional phenomenon that takes into account ways of religious expression, as well as their intensity. Building on Stark and Glock’s conceptualisations, my discussions and interviews with Muslims in several countries identified five dimensions. These were the ideological, the devotional, the ritualistic, the cognitive and the consequential. The ideological dimension refers to the fundamental beliefs a Muslim is expected, and indeed required, to hold and adhere to. The ritualistic dimension encompasses the specific acts of worship that religious people use to express their religious commitment, including public or communal, as well as private or personal, acts of worship. Believers in all religions have certain expectations that a religious person, at some stage, will achieve direct knowledge of the ultimate reality or will experience a religious emotion. This is the cognitive dimension of piety. Included in this dimension are all those feelings, perceptions and sensations that involve some type of communication with God or a transcendental being. The consequential dimension encompasses the secular effects of religious belief, practice, experience and knowledge on the individual. It includes religious prescriptions that specify what people ought to do and the attitude they ought to hold as a consequence of their religion.


Individual respondents were asked a set of questions purported to ascertain these dimensions, and empirical evidence from eight Muslim countries or communities are presented and discussed. The findings show that piety is socially constructed and that its intensity and nature varies across Muslim countries. These variations are related to social, political and religious factors. Chapter 3 also offers a typology of Muslim piety and discusses the main characteristics of two dominant types of piety, namely traditional and non-traditional. An emerging arena of conflict in Muslim countries is likely to revolve around the provision of equal political, social and cultural spaces for these two types of piety and the corresponding Muslim identities.


Many people in the West view the Arab–Israeli conflict as an expression of Arab and Muslim anti-Semitism. Chapter 4 offers a historically grounded analysis of this widely held belief and shows that anti-Semitism was an unfamiliar phenomenon through much of Islamic history. Most of the characteristic features of European anti-Semitism were absent from Jewish–Muslim relations. Furthermore, anti-Semitic rhetoric of many contemporary Islamic groups is qualitatively different from the reflective jurisprudence associated with the treatise of classical Islam. The chapter examines the growth of anti-Semitism in the Middle East and identifies the historical events that have contributed to this development, and in doing so makes a timely contribution to the sociology of the Middle East.


The prophetic history of Islam was profoundly shaped by Muhammad’s marriage to his first wife Khadija bint Khuwaylid. Muhammad was married to Khadija for twenty-five years out of a total of thirty-six years of his married life, but surprisingly, she has not been the subject of serious scholarly study. In most biographies of Muhammad she gets no more than two to five pages, in which she is idealised as a model wife and mother. But Ayesha, to whom Muhammad was married for eleven years, has been subject of many biographies. This book is not seeking to rectify this scholarly deficit, which must await another opportunity, but rather chapter 5 addresses three questions: Why did Khadija, a forty-year-old prominent, wealthy Meccan merchant, marry Muhammad? Why did Muhammad, who was in her employment and considerably younger, marry her? And, what accounts for their twenty-five-year monogamous marriage of punctilious fidelity, which ended only when she died?


After providing an overview of the prevailing marriage patterns of Meccan society of the time, the chapter argues that Khadija’s decision to marry Muhammad was influenced by what she regarded as the signs of his divinity, and in this she was supported by her learned cousin Warakah ibn Nawfal, who had become Christian. Muhammad’s decision to marry Khadija may have been influenced by the promise of security her wealth gave him, freeing him from the vagaries of economic insecurities which had been his fate until their marriage. What accounted for their twenty-five years of abiding fidelity? It is likely that it was not passion but rather respect, affection and gratitude that accounted for their long marriage. It is also possible that wealthy Khadija may have been in a position to demand a marriage contract that involved an obligation on Muhammad’s part not to take second wife.


Chapter 6 explores the role that social factors played in shaping Muhammad’s prophetic consciousness, and the nature of revelation as a sociological phenomenon. In particular, the chapter explores the role of Khadija’s wealth, intellectual mentoring, personality, companionship and family connections in Muhammad’s growth as seer. The traditions suggest that Muhammad’s reaction to the first revelation was one of fear and doubt. He lacked self-confidence and was afraid and uncertain about the significance and meaning of his encounter with Archangel Gabriel and the significance of the message he received. It was only Khadija’s support and the reassurance of his inner circle, notably Warakah ibn Nawfal, that assuaged his anguish and fear. Without this support, the prophetic history of Islam may have followed a very different trajectory. The chapter discusses the nature of prophetic consciousness and revelation (wahy) using autochthonous thought as an explanatory framework of Muhammad’s revelations and the Quran as an expression of his prophetic consciousness. It is argued that the Quran is an account of the Arab ‘historical memory’, incorporating the intellectual and spiritual outlook of Muhammad.


As a sociological study the premise of this discussion is that prophets are social creations. Their divinity inheres not in their persona but in the attitudes of the believers embedded in their relationship towards them. From this perspective, explanations of Muhammad’s prophethood and his prophetic consciousness were a product of his social and religious milieus. In other words, the key elements that shaped Muhammad’s prophethood and his prophetic consciousness embodied in the Quran were Arab religious traditions and, more specifically, those that prevailed in the Meccan society—social factors such as the mentoring and support of Khadija and Muhammad’s primordial ties.


The last chapter examines the demographic, social and economic position of Australian Muslims and their implications for social inclusion using Australian Bureau of Statistics data from the 2006 Census of Population. Although Australian Muslims come from more than thirty countries, the largest number—38 per cent—are Australian-born, and almost 40 per cent are younger than twenty years. Educationally, they are high-achievers. Twenty-one per cent of adult Muslim men have a university degree compared with 15 per cent of non-Muslim Australians, yet their age-specific unemployment rates are two to four times higher than those of non-Muslim Australians. Overall, 44 per cent of Australian Muslims had a job, whereas the corresponding figure for the Australian public was 57 per cent. On other indicators of socioeconomic well being, Australian Muslims fall into a very disadvantaged category. For example, their rate of home ownership is half the national average; 40 per cent of Muslim children are living in poverty, which is twice the Australian average; and only 25 per cent of Muslim households have above-average household income, while the corresponding figure for non-Muslim households is 34 per cent.


These indicators suggest that a significant proportion of Muslim Australians occupy, both socially and economically, a relatively marginal position in Australian society. This marginalisation is conducive to the intergenerational transfer of disadvantage. It may also contribute to their alienation from Australian society and its values and, in addition, make them vulnerable to religious and non-religious radicalism. These issues are discussed in some detail. It is argued that socioeconomic marginalisation and a sense of relative deprivation are often breeding grounds for religious and non-religious radicalisation. Theological and ideological impulses only further galvanise those who are socially and economically disadvantaged.


Notes


1 Gellner, Muslim Society, p. 7.
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Sociology of Islam and Muslim Societies


Islam is the second largest religion in the world, with an estimated 1.6 billion adherents, constituting about 23 per cent of the world’s population in 2010. According to recent demographic projections (see Table 1), if the current trends continue, seventy-nine countries will have a million or more Muslim inhabitants in 2030. A majority of the world’s Muslim population, or 60 per cent, will continue to live in the Asia Pacific region, while about 20 per cent will be in the Middle East and North Africa. Pakistan is expected to surpass Indonesia as the country with the largest Muslim population. The proportion of the world’s Muslims living in sub-Saharan Africa is projected to rise; in 2030 more Muslims are likely to live in Nigeria than in Egypt. Muslims will remain relatively small minorities in Europe and the Americas, but they are expected to constitute a growing share of the total population in these regions.1 The size of Muslim populations, the social pervasiveness of Islam in the modern world and the socio-political and religious trajectories of Muslim countries raise important questions that make the sociology of Islam and Muslim societies an important field of social inquiry. This chapter offers an outline of this perspective by focusing on social factors in the origins of Islam; Islam and social theory; and current debates about the nature of Muslim social formations.


Muslim Population by Region
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Population estimates are rounded to thousands. Percentages are calculated from unrounded numbers.


Figures may not add exactly due to rounding.


Pew Research Center’s Forum on Religion & Public Life • The Future of the Global Muslim Population, January 2011.


Social Factors in the Origins of Islam


Social science scholarship has been shaped by three dominant intellectual traditions: Marxist, Weberian and Functionalist. Their influence has shaped the analytic approach to historical events, resulting in an increasing focus on the relationship between social and economic factors. The study of Islam and Muslim societies often reflects these influences. One strand of scholarship has focused on the analysis of various factors in the origins and early development of Islam, and a discussion of the economic and social aspects of the origins of Islam provides a test case for a closer investigation of the wider issues raised by the dominant paradigms in sociology. A number of historical studies have dealt with this issue primarily in terms of the diffusion of Jewish and Christian teaching in pre-Islamic Arabia that laid the foundations for the rise of Islam.2 The aim of these and similar studies has been to identify and understand how certain ideas and cultural elements utilised by Islam derived from preexisting religions or to point to the existence of elements analogous to Islam in other religious traditions in the same general area.


Another scholarly tradition has approached the analysis of the early development of Islam in terms of sociological and anthropological concepts, and traces the origins of Islam primarily to the change in social organisation in pre-Islamic Meccan society caused by the spread of trade. Eric Wolf provides an overview of these studies, and shows that the tendencies the Prophet Muhammed brought to fruition were prominent in pre-Islamic Arabia. The spread of commerce and rapid urban development had caused the emergence of class-like groupings from the preceding network of kin relations. This also contributed to the emergence of a divine being specifically linked to the regulation of non-kin relations as the chief deity. These changes created a disjunction between the ideological basis of social organisation and the functional social reality, and thus spawned disruption and conflict. Islam arose as a moderating religious–ethical social movement under these social conditions. According to Wolf:


The religious revolution associated with the name of Mohammed permitted the establishment of an incipient state structure. It replaced allegiance to the kinship unit with allegiance to a state structure, an allegiance phrased in religious terms. It limited the disruptive exercise of kin-based mechanisms of blood feud. It put an end to the extension of ritual kin ties to serve as links between tribes. It based itself instead on the armed force of the faithful as the core of a social order which included both believers and unbelievers. It evolved a rudimentary judicial authority, patterned after the role of the pre-Islamic soothsayer, but possessed of new significance. The limitation of the blood feud permitted war to emerge as a special prerogative of the state power. The state taxed both Muslims and non-Muslims, in ways patterned after pre-Islamic models but to new ends. Finally, it located the center of the state in urban settlements, surrounding the town with a set of religious symbols that served functionally to increase its prestige and role.3


In his historical studies of early Islam, William Watt also analysed the economic, social and ideological aspects of the origins of Islam. His analysis of the economic situation in pre-Islamic Arabia shows that the economic transition from a nomadic to mercantile economy had resulted in social upheaval and general malaise. He found a close affinity between the ideology of Islam and the situation that prevailed in early seventh-century Mecca.4 However, his analysis questions the nature and direction of the relationship between Islamic doctrines and the social and economic conditions of pre-Islamic Meccan society. Are doctrines causally dependent on the social order in such a way that they can be deduced from it? Or is the ideology of Islam a creative factor that made a contribution to the course of events? Watt argues that there was nothing inevitable about the development of a world religion from the economic and social circumstance of early seventh-century Mecca. The malaise of the times might have been alleviated without achieving anything of more than transient and local importance.


Watt argues that the formulation of Islamic ideology was a creative response to the situation, not an automatic result of interacting factors. The creative response of Islamic ideology is reflected in key foundational Quranic ideas, such as Ummah and Rasul. Like other Quranic ideas, Ummah and Rasul can be connected to earlier Jewish and Christian conceptions, as well as to pre-Islamic Arabian ideas, but the Quranic conceptions had a unique new and creative dimension that made them especially relevant to the contemporary Arabian situation. Mere repetitions of current ideas in the Quran would have rendered those devoid of creative novelty, whereas sheer novelty would have made them unintelligible. What the Quran does is take the familiar conceptions and transmute them into something new and original.5


In this synthesis, the old images are to some extent transformed, but retain their power to release the energy of the human psyche. From this perspective, the Quranic conceptions and images of Ummah and Rasul took on new meanings that were a combination of the old conceptions and additional meanings conferred by the Quran, which was thus able to release the energies of the older images and inaugurate a vigorous new religion with a distinct ‘social project’. This energy was directed, among other things, toward the establishment of the Islamic state and unification of Arabia.6


In this respect a significant contribution has come from the work of Fazlur Rahman, who asserts that, ‘A central aim of the Quran is to establish a viable social order on earth that will be just and ethically based’.7 This aim was declared against the backdrop of an Arabian society characterised by polytheism; exploitation of the poor; general neglect of social responsibility; degradation of morals; injustice toward women and the less powerful; and tribalism. The Quran and the genesis of the Muslim community occurred in the light of history and against the social historical background. The Quranic response to specific conditions is the product of a ‘coherent philosophy’ and ‘attitude toward life’ that Rahman calls ‘the intellectual tradition’ of Islam. This tradition was subverted and undermined by an emphasis on literalist interpretations of the Quran by ulema (Islamic scholars). The Islamic scholarship moulded by ulema came to emphasise ‘minimal Islam’, focusing on the ‘five pillars’ and negative and punitive Islam. Islamic scholarship thus became rigid, ossified and largely removed from the intellectual tradition of the Quran. The intellectual tradition of the Quran requires that Quranic thought be dependent on a factual and proper study of social conditions in order to develop Islamic social norms for reforming society.8


It is evident that under the influence of dominant theoretical paradigms in sociology, this debate had provided new insights into the role of social, economic and cultural factors in shaping the ideology of Islam and the early development of Islamic social formations. Debate about the social factors in the origins of Islam continues.9


Beside the debates on these social structural changes, there were also individual factors which played a defining role in the emergence of Islam and, in this respect, the roles of the Prophet Muhammad and his first wife Khadija bint Khuwaylid were pivotal. There are a number of studies that have explored the role of the Prophet Muhammad as a seer and statesman10, but the role of Khadija has largely been ignored. In almost all biographies of Muhammad, Khadija is given two to five pages of content, which largely focuses on her role as wife and mother, but her role in shaping the prophetic history of Islam appears to be far more critical and needs serious consideration.


Khadija was a wealthy merchant from a prominent Meccan clan. When she proposed marriage to Muhammad, who was one of her employees, Khadija was a forty-year-old, twice married, widowed mother, and Muhammad was twenty-five years old. They had six children together in their twenty-five year monogamous marriage of punctilious fidelity until Khadija’s death. Even after her death, Muhammad displayed a devout reverence to Khadija’s memory. In Islamic history, Khadija is idealised as a model dutiful wife of the Prophet. But her contributions to her husband’s growth as a seer were far greater. Khadija’s intelligent companionship and financial support laid the foundation of Muhammad’s intellectual and spiritual journey, and eventually his prophethood. The main question that deserves examination and exploration is what role Khadija’s wealth, intellectual mentoring, personality, companionship and family connections, along with Muhammad’s primordial ties, may have played in the Prophet Muhammad’s growth as a seer and in the prophetic history of Islam. According to David Levering Lewis, ‘Khadija’s gift to her husband of financial security and intelligent companionship mattered to posterity far more than progeny. Her contributions to Muhammad’s growth as a seer would seem to merit considerably more speculation than has been hazarded so far. The Prophet of God is virtually inconceivable without the wealth, culture, affection, and connections of this exceptional wife.’11 Khadija’s role will be examined in more detail in chapter 5.


Islam, Muslim Society and Social Theory


Islam has been a subject of much interest in social and historical theory, which has explored its emergence in relation to the rise of the West, historical and religious change in societies, religious piety and modernity. This theorisation will be examined in the following section by focusing on the works of Henri Pirenne, Ibn Khaldun, Max Weber, Ernest Gellner and Clifford Geertz.


 


The Pirenne Hypothesis
In his influential and seminal book Mohammed and Charlemagne, Henri Pirenne explored the relationship between Islam and the rise of the modern West. According to Pirenne, for centuries after the political collapse of the Roman Empire, the economic and social life of Western Europe continued to move exclusively to the rhythm of the ancient world. The civilisation of Romania had long outlived the Roman Empire in the West. It survived because the economic life based on the Mediterranean had continued to thrive. It was only after the Arab-Muslim conquests of the eastern and southern Mediterranean in the seventh century AD that the Mediterranean-wide economy was disrupted by the Islamic conquest. The Arab-Muslim war fleets closed the Mediterranean to shipping in the late seventh century.12


Deprived of its Mediterranean-wide horizons, Western Europe closed in on itself, and the under-Romanised world of northern Gaul and Germany gained prominence. The Mediterranean Roman Empire in the West was replaced by a Western Europe dominated by a northern Frankish aristocracy that gave rise to a society in which wealth was restricted to land. Its rulers, deprived of the wealth generated by trade, had to reward their followers with grants of land, and thus feudalism was born. The empire of Charlemagne, a northern Germanic empire inconceivable in any previous century, marked the beginning of the Middle Ages. By breaking the unity of the Mediterranean, the conquest made by the Arab-Muslim war fleets ruptured Romano-Byzantine economic and cultural domination over Western Europe, which was forced to rely on its own material and cultural resources. From this analysis Pirenne draws his famous observation: ‘It is therefore strictly correct to say that without Mohammed, Charlemagne would have been inconceivable’.13


The Pirenne theory linked great historical events that have occupied the attention of historians for a long time: that the demise of the classical world centred on the Mediterranean and the rise of the empire of Charlemagne. It demonstrated that these two events, which are central to the rise of the modern West, are linked to the rise of Islam and its expansion to the Mediterranean. Pirenne’s well-documented generalisations have attracted praise as well as criticism from historians who are often wary of broad generalisations.14


Ibn Khaldun on Muslim Social Formations
In his magisterial work Muqaddimah, the Arab historian and sociologist Khaldun among other subjects included an insightful analysis of medieval Muslim social formations. He conceived and formulated the most comprehensive synthesis in the human sciences ever achieved by a Muslim thinker. In the prolegomena (introduction), he probably provided the first modern outline of sociological principles. He defined sociology as ‘the study of human society in its different forms, the nature and characteristics of each of these forms, and the laws governing its development’.15 The basic sociological principles he pronounced are as follows:


1. Social phenomena seem to obey laws that, while not absolute as those governing natural phenomena, are sufficiently constant to cause social events to follow regular, well-defined patterns and sequences.


2. These laws operate on masses and cannot be influenced significantly by isolated individuals.


3. Sociological laws can be discovered only by gathering many facts and observing circumstances and sequences through historical records and the observation of present events.


4. Societies are not static. Social forms change and evolve as a result of contact and interaction between different people and classes, population changes and economic inequality.


5. Sociological laws are not a reflection only of biological impulses or physical factors but also of social forces.


Khaldun then applied these principles to the analysis of Muslim societies.16 The core of Khaldun’s sociology is his concept of ‘Asabiyya’ (social solidarity). For Khaldun, society is natural and necessary, since isolated individuals can neither defend themselves against powerful enemies nor satisfy their economic wants. However, individual aggressiveness would make social life impossible unless it was curbed by some sanction. This sanction may be provided by a powerful individual imposing his will on the rest or by social solidarity. The need for a common authority generates the state, which is to society as form is to matter, and is inseparable from it. Khaldun traces the origin of social solidarity to blood and kinship ties. Nevertheless, social solidarity is shaped by the nature and character of social organisation. In this lies the genius of his theory of Muslim social formations and the circulation of the elite.


The nature of tribal life generates the strongest form of social solidarity and social cohesion, producing social, political and civic virtues that characterise tribal people. For Khaldun, leadership exists only through superiority, and superiority only through group feeling. Domination and authority are the rewards for social cohesion. Only those with superior social cohesion succeed in becoming rulers. Thus governance is the prerogative of the socially cohesive. Civilisation (state society) consists of tribes and cities. The division of labour is the essence of urban life. It is the key to cities’ capacity to supply economic and cultural services that tribal people are unable to provide for themselves because the tribal ethos spurns specialisation. Civilisation needs cities to provide economic wealth, which is achieved through specialisation and a complex division of labour. Specialisation, however, is inherently incompatible with social cohesion and the martial spirit. Khaldun noted the paradox that social cohesion produces civilisation, which in turn undermines it. There thus emerges a need to provide a new basis for social bonds, and religion becomes the most powerful force in holding together a sedentary people.


The dialectic between the tribe and the city forms the basis of the model of circulation of the elite in society. The Khaldunian model rests on the distinction and contrast between the tribe and the city. Sami Zubaida has provided a succinct summary of this model:


Dynasties which have conquered the city and its wealth do so with the militant vigor of their nomadic stock, and the solidarity (asabiyya) of their kinship bonds. In time, the rulers become settled and accustomed to the comforts and luxuries of the city, the branches of their kin develop fractional interests and competition over wealth and power which saps solidarity. The cost of their expanding retinue and luxury spending leads to an intensification of the taxation burden on the urban populations and their growing discontent. The growing weakness of the rulers encourages aspiring tribal dynasties, lusting for the city, to organize military campaigns which ultimately topple the rulers and replace them, only to repeat the cycle.17


Khaldun’s sociological generalisations about the Muslim social formations of his time can be summarised in the following statements:


1. Nomadic tribes conquer sedentary societies because of their greater cohesiveness.


2. The combination of tribal solidarity and a puritanical scripturalistic urban religion is overwhelming.


3. Conquest tends to be followed by luxury and softening, which leads to decay and annihilation of the ruling dynasty.


These three statements describe the rise and fall of many historical Muslim social formations in the Middle East and North Africa.


Max Weber, Islam and Capitalism
Weber’s theoretical interest in and interpretation of Islam is related to his exploration of the affinity of faith and modern socioeconomic organisations. Through a comparative study of world religions, Weber formulated The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. Weber demonstrated an elective affinity between certain types of religious ideas and particular types of economic activity. He hypothesised a nexus between Protestant religious beliefs and the development of modern capitalism, and used his study of comparative religions to show why modern capitalism could not have emerged in other societies, including Islamic society. Weber saw Islam as a prophetic, this-worldly, salvationist religion with strong connections to other Abrahamic religions, and regarded it a useful test case of his thesis.


Weber argued that rational formal law, autonomous cities, an independent bourgeois class and political stability were totally absent in Islamic society because of prebendal feudalism and the domination of patrimonial bureaucracy. He also argued that a hedonistic spirit and an accommodating Quranic ethic could not produce salvation anxiety, and that asceticism was blocked by two important social groups: the warrior group, which was the social carrier of Islam, and the Sufi brotherhoods, who developed mystical religiosity.


Weber’s characterisation of Islam has been criticised as ‘factually wrong’.18 Gellner describes Weber’s notion of the affinity between the bourgeoisie style of life and religious sobriety and asceticism as ‘a piece of Judaeo-Protestant ethnocentrism’.19 Gellner also challenges Weber’s contention that the institutional preconditions of modern capitalism were not restricted to the West but that it was the ideological element (i.e., the Protestant ethic) that provided the crucial differentia, the extra spark that, in conjunction with the required structural preconditions, explains the miracle. According to Gellner, ‘the differentiae of Islam seem institutional rather than ideological. Ideological parallels to Christianity can be found, but they operate in a contrasted institutional milieu’.20 This conclusion is supported by the findings of recent historical studies by Harvard economist Eric Chaney.21
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