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Civilisational Legacies

There can hardly be anything odd about raising the issue of modernity with regard to Islam. 
“In the sixteenth century of our era, a visitor from Mars might well have supposed that the 
human world was on the verge of becoming Muslim” (Hodgson, 1993 : 97). This quote from 
the historian Marshall G.S. Hodgson conveys the sense that at the dawn of the modern era 
Islam represented the most vital civilisation in the world. Bernard Lewis’s question “What went 
wrong ?” can’t be completely dismissed, but it should be re-phrased. More interesting might 
be to ask if there is something of the then hegemonic, Islamic proto-modernity enshrined 
in the power and culture of the three flourishing empires, the Ottoman, the Safavid, and 
the Mughal, which survived Western Europe’s turning of the balance and assumption of its 
hegemony ? Would it be then possible, in light of this early modern configuration of Muslim 
power, to reiterate the motive of a blockage of political and economic development brought 
about by an all-encompassing doctrine of divine authority that withheld a full legitimisation of 
political power and so prevented a truly modern state formation ?

To answer this question requires dealing with the issue of tangible aspects of modernity 
within the framework of multiple modernities. This endeavour might start by tackling a 
basic question that is at the origin of the trajectory that led many scholars (predominantly 
political/historical sociologists like Shmuel N. Eisenstadt and Johann P. Arnason) to rupture 
the idea, still popular in the early 1970s, of a unique grand trajectory of political modernisation 
and to envisage instead multiple alleys.1 They asked, “To what extent are the paths to and 
patterns of modernity dependent on civilisational legacies, how significant are, in this regard, 
the differences between major civilisational complexes, and what kinds of connection can 
we make between the internal pluralism of modernity and the civilisational pluralism of its 
prehistory” (Arnason, 2003 : 13).
 
In a field where the notion of civilisation has been mainly associated with the Huntingtonian 
“clash” (to which only later theoreticians of a “dialogue of civilisations” have tried to reply) this 
bid for “civilisations” might appear at first glance to lead away from an opening of the concept 
of modernity. Yet it marked the beginning of a long trajectory that would make modernity not 
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1 Curiously, the conceptual starting point of their theorising was not “modernity,” but “civilisation”.
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only more open and plural, but also more adherent to an increasingly complexifying world, 
and thus more “tangible.” Far from reiterating culturalist biases, this notion of civilisation was 
intended to spell out the interaction of cultural variables and material power structures.
 
This notion was dealt with in a series of conferences mainly sponsored by the U.S. 
interdisciplinary journal Daedalus, in Jerusalem and Italy in the 1970s and then in Germany in 
the 1980s. An effort was made to delineate a plurality of tangible aspects of the interaction of 
power and culture in correspondence with specific characteristics of the social and political 
history of various world regions. Civilisation was intended not as a marker of cultural monoliths 
determined by predominantly ideal constellations, sustained by Weberian-type cultural elites 
or Kulturträger, but as a framework articulating structures and institutions linking power to 
culture, based on a material and economic basis of prosperity and expansion (cf. the work of 
Johann Arnason : 2003). This complex, plural and dynamic understanding of civilisation was 
deemed necessary in order to reconstruct a conceptual framework which would then allow 
for the definition of the commonalities and differences that exist among the variety of paths 
to modernity world-wide. This approach also attempted to specify the shifting weight of 
cultural factors in the pluralisation of those paths vis-à-vis factors related to the accumulation, 
contestation and distribution of power and wealth.
 
In order to understand this approach one should spell out its basic conceptual investment. 
Social movement and institutional innovation are key dimensions of change that are neither 
structural nor cultural. They are facilitated by an initial differentiation in the body of society 
between the rulers and the formulators of the normative fundaments of the cosmological 
and the socio-political orders. In several “axial civilisations” crystallising from the middle of the 
1st century BCE onwards there emerged across Eurasia rulers devoid of fundamental sacral 
legitimation, and therefore bound to respect the normative and ethical codes formulated 
by clerics. Moreover, the order itself of society itself was subject to ongoing contestation by 
whatever faction or counter-elite could effectively contest the dominant interpretation of the 
normative fundaments of the socio-political order. Movement and innovation originated from 
this perpetual challenge, launched by “heterodox” groups towards the correct norm, the 
orthe doxa constructed by the cultural elites who were in control of the largely autonomous 
institutions which were deputed as producers of valid knowledge. In the Western part of 
Eurasia both biblical prophets and Greek philosophers played the role of challengers and 
innovators. How many discourses do we hear about the twin heritage of the “West”, namely 
Greek philosophy and Hebrew prophecy ? And yet this is the civilisational legacy of the West 
at large and therefore also of the Islamic civilisation.
 
Of foremost interest here is not merely the hermeneutical construction of civilisations as 
specific cultural traditions and the civilisational polemics that go with that construction, but the 
tangible, even structural, dimensions of the transformation of civilisations into the cradles of a 
plural morphology of modernity. While it cannot be denied that a differentiation of state power 
and religious authority was integral to the development of Islamic civilisation, traditions, and 
centres of power, it is important to take note of both the capacity for amalgamation and the 
continuity of Islam as a “community of discourse” (John Voll) or a “discursive tradition” (Talal 

2008_Shelter_FINAL.indd   20 04/02/2009   16:48:48



21

Asad). Islamic civilisation retained this capacity from a glorious epoch of political expansion 
and cultural florescence through to an era of subordination and resistance to the encroaching 
West. In particular, the synthesis of Hebrew prophecy and Greek science-cum-philosophy 
brought about by Islamic civilisation demonstrated both its outlook and the possibilities for 
further development, differentiation, and hybridisation with other civilising traditions.
 
The starting point for comparison and evaluation should be the dynamics of movement 
and innovation and the limits intrinsic to those dynamics, in particular the tension between 
the autonomy of the self-transformative, largely autonomous, elites and the autonomy of 
the power structures generated through heterodox challenges. Who remembers the much 
criticised, neo-Khaldunian cycle of rise and collapse of political formations by Ernest Gellner ? 
No doubt the formation of the three big Islamic empires of early modernity, Ottoman, 
Safavid and Mughal, signaled the crossing of a threshold in the perpetuation of this cycle, 
where the ruling elites (largely drawn, in all three cases, from heterodox or semi-heterodox 
movements) were capable, if only to a certain degree, of strengthening their autonomy, to 
the detriment of the autonomy of the “ulama”.
 
A different story unfolded in Central and Western Europe. In those regions, the previous 
unstable balance between spiritual and temporal powers were to be upset, not so much by 
the ideological elements of the Protestant Reformation per se, but rather by the enhancement 
of the elements of conflictuality triggered by thus far marginal, heterodox groups into a 
systematic attempt to colonise and alter the centres of the political power. The result was a 
long period of Wars of Religion, culminating in the Peace of Westphalia in the middle of the 
17th century, which sanctioned the power of the ruler to control the public articulation of 
religion in his political domain (cuius regio eius religio) and so suffocate religious unrest.
 
Western uniqueness was neither the result of specific civilisational components, which were 
largely shared with the Islamic world, nor of distinctive institutional configurations.2 It was 
the product of the acceleration, and mutation, of the “axial” dynamics of challenge to the 
socio-political order through heterodox elites to alter the balance for ever. The solution was 
a tabula rasa of the previous sources of legitimacy and the legitimisation of a new source of 
power, the modern state, which in due time would be characterised as a nation-state.

Religious radicalism
 
One key dimension of the analysis of multiple modernities is therefore the tendency of a 
society to form organised movements that challenge the normative orders. The first big 
antinomian movement in modern Western history was a radical religious movement, the 
Puritan revolution led by Oliver Cromwell. Therefore the most tangible trigger of modernity’s 
explosion was, in its English prototype, a type of religious radicalism explicitly aimed at taking 

2 Such as the feudal system, urban municipal autonomies, and the heightened competition between the pope 
and the emperor that corroded both institutions’ long term viability as autonomous powers.
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over the political centre. This seems to contradict the present discourse concerning moderate 
vs. radical Islam, but it is a firm point in the comparative analysis of multiple modernities.
 
A counterpart to this apparent contradiction, that the main agent of political modernisation 
(the first “great revolution” in Western history) was carried out by a radical religious 
movement, is the basic limit of the secularity models incorporated in Western nation-states 
as a result of a complex and even contradictory historical process. Such secular states were 
everywhere (including in France) based on a dynamic control of the religious field through 
the state, but not on a renunciation by the state to use religious values, in direct or indirect 
form, as cohesive elements of the majority cultures and as legitimisation formulae of the 
constitutional frameworks. This is the case of the frequent invocation of the sacred “dignity 
of the person” by Western secular politicians as a value well-rooted in Christianity.
 
We see then how Western modernity appears to be built on a double civilisational foundation, 
one that allows for particularly vehement antinomian tendencies requiring the autonomy and 
innovative capacity of protest movements and their capacity to penetrate the political centres, 
often at a price of awful violence and destruction, and another that configures modernity 
itself, issued of the Western hegemony over the global system yet without adjectives, i.e. 
modernity per se, as a progressive civilisation sui generis. The strength of Western modernity 
lies in its capacity to merge civilisation in the plural, rooted in the world of religious and 
cultural traditions, and in the singular, coinciding with a now global modernity, yet originally 
rooted in the power and the autonomy of the modern state.
 
Non-Western modernities, including Islamic ones, can only be articulated through folding their 
identities back on their own civilisational legacies, a movement that at first glance may appears 
regressive, but in fact has much progressive potential. Take, for example, the Arab intellectual 
discourse on turath that erupted in the late 1960s which coped with the hegemonic force 
and the singular meaning of modernity as such a civilisation sui generis, Western in origin yet 
universal in scope. It is this type of modernity that can articulate a universal civilising process in 
the sense elucidated by Norbert Elias, which aspires to build impersonal and efficient institutions 
(bureaucracies) and representative systems (democracies). The innovative capacity of non-
Western modernities seems to be particularly impaired at this highly formalised institutional 
level. They seem to be left on the receiving side of civilisation.
 
At the level of less formalised structures of cooperation, regulation, and solidarity the case 
is different. Within civil societies and public spheres the degree of originality and innovation 
allowed within non-Western modernities is substantially higher. The cultural programmes of 
distinctive civilisational origin can still operate with some degree of autonomy and nurture 
specific configurations of civil society, social movements and the public sphere even where, 
such as several cases in the contemporary Islamic world, the issue of state reform in the name 
of participation, efficiency and transparence seems to be stalemated, caught between the 
danger of foreign (read Western) intrusion and the perpetuation of endogenous autocracies. 
To the extent that the regulative capacities of territorial nation-states is starting to lose the 
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power, or the aura of power, it once possessed, the alternative modernities found at this 
sub-institutional level deserve attention.
 
Yet this step can only be performed by avoiding viewing such alternative modernities, and 
their tangible factors, through the exclusive lenses of civilisation in the singular, Western 
modernity, and via the social science discourse that goes with it. Nurtured by radicalism, 
including religious radicalism, first exalted and then sedated, made invisible or latent in the 
progressive constitutional designs and sharp distinctions between the private and the public 
spheres of Western societies, this type of modernity cannot nowadays furnish categories of 
analysis and comparison that deal fairly with radical and / or religious challenges to established 
authority at the level of civil society, social movements, and the public sphere.
 
The concept of the public sphere shares with the idea of “communicative action” the notion 
of acting, arguing, and deliberating in ways that are legitimated through a rational pursuit 
of collective interest. The difference between the functionalism of capitalism and state 
bureaucracy and the function of the public sphere as a “third sphere” of society (Somers, 
1995) is put in relief by a critical perspective supported by protest movements. Accordingly, 
the quintessential character of modernity as a self-propelling system is at its highest at the 
“movement” level, which is the least feasible to be reduced to a bounded sphere. In the 
present world political conjuncture, movement has not only a transnational radius but also a 
transnational legitimacy. Its political efficacy is nonetheless fragile.
 
While the “public sphere” as the final product of a series of developments (as an arena or 
“sphere”) is largely modern, European, Western, and “Westphalian”, the normative character 
of its communicative function, the underlying idea of social connectivity and the public use of 
reason and argument are not necessarily so.

The transnational Islamic public

A transnational Islamic public is perhaps the most visible and powerful instantiation of an exit 
strategy from the Westphalian frame into a simultaneously sub-nationally and trans-nationally 
based type of “sphere” that satisfies some key presuppositions of Habermas’ communicative 
action, without fitting into the bounded character of a national citizenry. The paradox dissolves 
if we analyse the reasons for this development on three levels : the existence of a strong 
tradition within Islam defining the what of this public sphere, i.e. a conception of the common 
good to be made public ; the post-postcolonial collapse of confidence in the emancipatory 
potential of Third World approximations of Westphalian, national developmental states, 
along with a  recrudescence of themes of anti-imperialist struggles for justice and dignity ; the 
world economic dimension of globalisation that on the one hand elicits Islamic responses, and 
on the other favours an exit from the exclusivity of the Westphalian frame.
 
These three levels are quite tightly intertwined in the actual world political constellations. An 
Islamic public sphere or “public Islam” is based on the traditional notion of maslaha (of the 
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common good or public interest), both a jurisprudential and theological concept (Masud, 
1995 (1977), Hoexter / Eisenstadt / Levtzion, 2002, Salvatore, 2007). The notion of maslaha is 
increasingly invoked for supporting a critique of delegitimised postcolonial regimes, operating 
under the aegis of international agencies overseeing programmes of “structural adjustment.” 
Such a critical discourse reflects Muslim reformist views of traditional notions denoting justice 
and a participative commitment to community welfare like maslaha. This discourse calls for 
the implementation of standards of justice and participation both beyond and beneath the 
national level. It therefore fits a diluted Westphalian framework of postcolonial nationalism 
and the transnational, at times aggressively universal, idea of a global Islamic community, or 
ummah, which can be made sense of in the framework of plural civilisational legacies.
 
There is no “fiscal” basis to this discourse of maslaha outside of the national frameworks of 
taxation and redistribution, but one should not underestimate the efficacy of networks of 
solidarity and mutual financial help on specific issues, ranging from catastrophe relief through 
education to support for national liberation movements or boycotted governments committed 
to those Islamic tenets (see Salvatore / LeVine, 2005). Islamic socio-political movements and 
networks provide at the same time the intelligentsia and infrastructure for a transnational 
Islamic public. Their reference to a multi-levelled community (local, national, and transnational) 
is frequently supported by claims to justice, participation and, increasingly, democracy. Legal 
implementation does not coincide in this sphere with the administrative apparatus of a 
territorial state, yet the proliferation of meta-legal orientation and advice through the vehicle 
of advisory legal opinions (fatwas), or even more informal methods, in the press, electronic 
media and especially on the internet, provide a normative climate for the Islamic sphere. 
The model does not exclude the capture of residually contestable territorial, administrative 
spaces. At stake is the redefinition of Islamic normativity, or shari’a, the understanding of 
which has become more contested than ever. Some of the transnational Islamic public, 
such as European Muslims, build the vanguard of this contestation and redefinition. This 
process remains focused on the what, while it avoids an open determination of the who, i.e. 
of how membership is defined, how membership rights are accessed, and how authority over 
members is determined. It is a transnational public that exalts the movement dimension to 
the detriment of institutional crystallisation.
 
One should not forget that the Westphalian momentum has been in the Islamic civilisational 
world substantially weaker than in Europe, because it manifested itself most acutely only 
at the colonial and post-colonial stages. The three great early modern, pre-colonial Islamic 
empires never crossed a Westphalian threshold of autonomisation of political power and 
sovereignty, since they were never shaken by such an intensive wave of religious unrest 
and radicalism as was Europe. The political and cultural elites that took over after the end 
of colonialism were often incapable of incorporating wider masses in their blueprints of 
development, social justice, national dignity, and especially of democratic participation. At the 
same time, the development of a “public Islam,” even when stemming from battles at the 
state-national level, was always nurtured by transnational solidarity and local activism. Both 
streams of engagement gained part of their strength from subsequent waves of Western-led 
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economic globalisation, which enfeebled the states and thereby favoured the transnational 
flow of communication and finance.
 
The transnational congeniality of the Islamic sphere precedes West-centred globalisation. Since 
the Middle Ages Islamic civilisation has been the closest to a global transcivilisational ecumene 
with a political economy based as much on commerce as on a wide non-profit sector. The 
growing sense of a global Islamic, markedly post-Westphalian, public sphere builds on those 
historical experiences, yet transforms them profoundly. Neither is this sphere restricted to 
the influence of elites. Traditionally, transnational fluxes were not limited to big traders and 
elite scholars, but also open to lesser scholars, Sufis, and pilgrims. Nowadays socio-political 
movements with a strong Islamic orientation benefit from transnational publicity even if their 
chief goal is to gain power at a central state level. Yet as long as they are not capable or not 
allowed to do that (not least, for lack of a functioning central state to take over), they can 
resort to sub-national communes and transnational networks, no doubt with mixed results, 
dependent as they are on wider conflicts involving those global powers that govern the exit 
from a Westphalian framework. Yet affectedness and publicity, identity and communication, 
tend to overlap in this transnational Islamic public, both in the dimensions of cohesion and 
unity and on the fault lines, like that between Sunni and Shia.
 
“Public Islam” draws on a premodern, precolonial, pre-Westphalian civilisational background 
and is nurtured by post-Westphalian transformations marked by the singular Eliasian civilising 
process. The fact that the functioning of this transnational public sphere cannot completely 
bypass a national framework reflects both its potential strength and its structural vulnerability, 
not least vis-à-vis inimical global powers holding both the political weapons and the financial 
instruments to circumscribe its influence. Structurally, such a transnational public with a high 
level of affectedness faces global financial and political-military powers with a low level of 
transnational accountability. While the normative legitimacy of a transnational Islamic public 
can be measured at a level comparable to the politically expansive radius of Habermas’s 
“communicative action” (through solidarity, publicity and mobilisation), an assessment of its 
tangible dimensions and political efficacy remains issue-dependent due to the multiplicity, 
informality and vulnerability of funding patterns, legal supervision and political mobilisation.
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