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This article begins to fill a gap in recent discussions of the future of Islamic studies with an 

account of the nature and significance of Anthropological and Ethnographic contributions to 

the study of Islam and Muslims. Drawing attention to both the problem of essence in 

Orientalism and the dissolution ﾗa Iゲﾉ;ﾏげゲ ゲｷｪﾐｷaｷI;ﾐIW aﾗヴ M┌ゲﾉｷﾏゲ ｷﾐ “;ｷSげゲ ふヱΓΑΒぶ ;ﾐデｷ-
Orientalism, the article examines how shifts between essence and silence have been played 

out in the short history of Anthropology, from colonial ethnography through functionalism 

to the relationship between so-called Great and Little Traditions, the fresh impetus of 

GWWヴデ┣げゲ ふヱΓヶΒぶ Islam Observed and subsequent debates about Islam and plural islams. My 

account culminates with discussion of an increasingly specialised and interdisciplinary body 

of work on the reproduction and transmission of Islamic discursive traditions published 

mainly in American Anthropology since the 1970s and 1980s. I contend that such literature 

ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデゲ ; デｴWﾗヴWデｷI;ﾉ ゲデ;ヴデｷﾐｪ ヮﾗｷﾐデ aﾗヴ けM┌ゲﾉｷﾏ ゲデ┌SｷWゲげ ┘ｴｷIｴ ;ﾉﾉﾗ┘ゲ for the configuring 

power of social structure and the efficacy of history/tradition as Muslim habitus, as well as 

the contextual improvisations of human agents with diverse social positions and cultural 

capitals. Ultimately, my argument is that although this concern for structure, tradition and 

agency can be combined and emphasised in different ways, attentiveness to both similarity 

and difference, continuity and change, suggests one way forward beyond the 

essence/silence impasse in Orientalist/anti-Orientalist thinking about Muslim cultures and 

societies. 

*** 

Iﾐ ; ヮﾗゲデ けΑっΑげ IﾗﾐデW┝デが ┘ｴWヴW デｴW UK ｪﾗ┗WヴﾐﾏWﾐデ ﾐﾗ┘ appears to view the university as a 

site of potential threat to security as well as presenting opportunities for engineering good 

citizenship, I was interviewed recently as part of a state-sponsored review of Islam at 

Universities in England (Siddiqui, 2007).1 Published in June this year, the review covers a 

wide range of matters including M┌ゲﾉｷﾏ ゲデ┌SWﾐデゲげ W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIWゲ ﾗa courses in Islamic studies, 

Muslim chaplaincy and uﾐｷ┗WヴゲｷデｷWゲげ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲｴｷヮゲ ┘ｷデｴ Muslim communities. However, the 

principal investigator, a respected scholar from a Muslim institution of higher education, 

asked me mainly about how I approached Islamic studies. During the twentieth century 

comparable government reviews have sought to develop the subject and related areas in 
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ways that could serve colonial and postcolonial foreign policy abroad (Hourani, 1991, pp. 

65に70).2 So, perhaps because the UK government is now so concerned with the politics of 

Muslim identities at home, I was invited to reflect, too, on how Islamic studies might 

illuminate the practice and interpretation of Islam in contemporary contexts, including 

those of multicultural Britain. My interviewer knew already that, from a multidisciplinary 

base in a department of Theology and Religious studies, I take a broadly anthropological and 

ethnographic approach to research and teaching on the living realities of Muslim cultures 

and societies. However, like many in the dominant textual tradition of studying Islam, he 

had only a general sense of what that might mean. In this article, then, I begin to fill a 

significant but understandable gap in recent discussions of the future of Islamic studies. 

 

Anthropology is at once concerned with documenting the organisation of social relations 

and patterns of cultural practice in particular places, and in developing more or less 

ambitious theories accounting for similarities and differences in the lives of human beings. 

In terms of the study of Islam and Muslims, the ethnographies that anthropologists typically 

write show how Islam has become indigenised (Eickelman, 1981, p. 201), how dominant and 

more demotic traditions are practised, institutionalised, transmitted, coexist and are 

contested in various regions as well as rural and increasingly urban locations. Religion and 

ritual are situated in relation to other categories such as kinship and ethnicity, economics 

and technology, politics and ideology. In more theoretical terms, then, anthropologists have 

sought to assess to what extent it is possible to generalise about Muslim societies and 

cultures across space (and, to some extent, through time). What is the relationship between 

the one and the many, the universal and the particular, Islam and the empirical diversity of 

plural islams (El-Zein, 1977)?  

 

Of course, all scholarly methods have their limits and ambiguities as well as possibilities and, 

while most anthropologists today draw upon other disciplines and sources, participant 

observation in the field over many months, and sometimes years, remains at the heart of 

デｴW SｷゲIｷヮﾉｷﾐWげゲ IﾗﾐIWヴﾐゲく Aデ ｷデゲ Hest, ethnography can give voice to less reductive, more 

bottom-up, accounts of how, for example, Islam and being Muslim is situated and creatively 

negotiated in the complex and often contradictory Iﾗ┌ヴゲW ﾗa ┗Wヴ┞ SｷaaWヴWﾐデ ゲﾗヴデゲ ﾗa ヮWﾗヮﾉWげゲ 
lives. Even as the identities of Muslims in globalised (post)modernity are being shaped by 

the hegemonic and homogenising discourses of nation-states, their educational institutions, 

as well as transnational electronic media, processes of international migration and 

deterritorialised movements of ヴWﾉｷｪｷﾗ┌ゲ ヴW┗ｷ┗;ﾉが ｴｷｪｴﾉ┞ IﾗﾐデW┝デ┌;ﾉｷゲWS けデｴｷIﾆ SWゲIヴｷヮデｷﾗﾐゲげ 
can open up the possibility aﾗヴ ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐデ け;IIWゲゲ デﾗ デｴW ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐｷゲﾏ ﾗa ﾗデｴWヴゲげ ふFｷゲIｴWヴ わ 
Abedi, 1990, p. xix).3 Indeed, while postcolonial critics remain wary of the pathologies of 

bounded cultural essences that became associated with Anthropology in the colonial period, 

since the 1980s especially, a postmodernist turn within the discipline has promoted more 

cosmopolitan agendas for writing culture. Advocating thW ヮヴﾗS┌Iデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa けデヴ┌W aｷIデｷﾗﾐゲげ more 

provisional and dialogical than previous scientific and positivistic approaches would have 

allowed (Clifford & Marcus, 1986, p. 6), the new ethnography also urges Anthropology as a 



3 

 

reflexive critique of the simplistic representations of exotic others in hegemonic Western 

discourse (Marcus & Fischer, 1986, p. x). 

 

In the present moment of localにglobal conflicts and crises, Islamophobia and hotly 

contested Muslim claims to speak in the name of Islam, I want to argue that anthropological 

and ethnographic agendas have an invaluable contribution to make to Islamic studies 

broadly conceived. Indeed, in the final report on Islam at Universities in England, けTｴW 
definition of Islamic Studies and the place and role of ethnographic and sociological studies 

ﾗa M┌ゲﾉｷﾏゲげ ｷゲ ﾉｷゲデWS ;ゲ ;ﾐ ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐデ デｴeme discussed with interviewees (Siddiqui, 2007, p. 

4). However, while Siddiqui follows another recent review of Islamic studies in the UK (El-

Awaisi & Nye, 2006) in I;ﾉﾉｷﾐｪ aﾗヴ ; ﾐW┘ aｷWﾉS ﾗa けデｴW “デ┌S┞ ﾗa Iゲﾉ;ﾏ ;ﾐS M┌ゲﾉｷﾏゲげが ﾐWｷデｴWヴ 
maps the study of Muslims ethnographically and sociologically as they do the text-based 

IﾗヴW ﾗa Iゲﾉ;ﾏｷI ゲデ┌SｷWゲ けヮヴﾗヮWヴげく Fﾗヴ example, Siddiqui concludes that the appropriateness of 

social-scientific techniques to the study ﾗa Iゲﾉ;ﾏ ﾐWWSゲ デﾗ HW けﾏﾗヴW ┗ｷｪﾗヴﾗ┌ゲﾉ┞ ケ┌WゲデｷﾗﾐWS 
than ｷデ ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐげ ふヲヰヰΑが ヮく Αぶく TｴW implication that few have previously thought about such 

matters clearly locates the ;┌デｴﾗヴ けｷﾐゲｷSWげ ; Iﾗﾐ┗Wﾐデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ ┗ｷW┘ ﾗa Iゲﾉ;ﾏｷI ゲデ┌SｷWゲく Pヴovision 

for the study of Muslim cultures and societies in English universities is described as 

ｷﾐ;SWケ┌;デWぎ けTｴｷゲ ﾆｷﾐS ﾗa subject matter, if dealt with at all, is taught under sociology or 

anthropology, history or politics, but the teachers fail to make much of the underlying and 

unifying faith SｷﾏWﾐゲｷﾗﾐゲげ ふヲヰヰΑが ヮく ンヶぶく 

 

Siddiqui is correct to highlight the significant gap between a) the established and coherent 

project of studying the key sources of Islamic salvation history as well as the various genres 

of a classical intellectual tradition and b) the less established, more dispersed, broadly 

social-scientific interest in what miｪｴデ HW I;ﾉﾉWS けM┌ゲﾉｷﾏ ゲデ┌SｷWゲげく The main problem, 

perhaps especially in the UK where periods of postgraduate training are relatively short, is 

that few have had the opportunity to develop expertise in both the highly specialised 

textual scholarship usually associated with Islamic studies and the study of contemporary 

Muslim societies and cultures. It is also true that the secular ideology of social science has 

often failed to take the study of religion seriously, although there are many dangers too in a 

theologically inspired essentialism as recent critiques of Phenomenology in Religious studies 

make clear (Flood, 1999; Fｷデ┣ｪWヴ;ﾉSが ヲヰヰヰぶく Hﾗ┘W┗Wヴが ｷﾐ Wﾏヮｴ;ゲｷゲｷﾐｪ け┌ﾐSWヴﾉ┞ｷﾐｪ and 

┌ﾐｷa┞ｷﾐｪ a;ｷデｴ SｷﾏWﾐゲｷﾗﾐゲげ (2007, p. 36) Siddiqui reinforces the hegemony of normative 

Islam, eliding its inevitable entanglement with particular social relations and cultural 

patterns. As suggested already, the study of contemporary Islam and Muslims must examine 

relationships between the universal and the particular, rather than emphasising one at the 

expense of the other. 

 

Writing back to the textual centre of Islamic studies from its ethnographic and sociological 

periphery, then, this article focuses mainly on the changing ways that the study of Islam and 

Muslims has been conceived in Anthropology, from colonial ethnography through 
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functionalism to the relationship between so-called Great and Little Traditions, the fresh 

ｷﾏヮWデ┌ゲ ﾗa CﾉｷaaﾗヴS GWWヴデ┣げゲ ふヱΓヶΒぶ Islam Observed and subsequent debates about Islam and 

plural islams. My account culminates with discussion of an increasingly specialised and 

interdisciplinary body of work on the reproduction and transmission of Islamic discursive 

traditions published mainly in American Anthropology since the 1970s and 1980s.4 Perhaps 

inevitably, however, I HWｪｷﾐ ┘ｷデｴ ES┘;ヴS “;ｷSげゲ ふヱΓΑΒぶ SWIﾗﾐゲデヴ┌Iデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa the discourse of 

the dominant paradigm of Islamic studies in the modern West, a critique which has been 

hugely influential in reinforcing the significance of postcolonial and poststructuralist 

perspectives in Anthropology and ethnography, as well as Middle Eastern studies. 

 

(Mis)representing Islam? Orientalism, Said and his critics 

As Bryan S. Turner (1991) argues, at the root of Orientalism is the more general problem of 

ゲデ┌S┞ｷﾐｪ けﾗデｴWヴ I┌ﾉデ┌ヴWゲげく He sees Orientalism as the accounting system デｴ;デ けデｴW WWゲデげ 
produced in modern times in its attempt to make sense of its relationship ┘ｷデｴ けデｴW E;ゲデげが 
and especially Islam.5 Of couヴゲWが T┌ヴﾐWヴげゲ ┘ﾗヴﾆ ﾗﾐ Iﾉ;ゲゲｷI;ﾉ “ﾗIｷﾗﾉﾗｪ┞げゲ Iﾗﾐゲデヴ┌Iデｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa デｴW 
Muslim East has much in common with the better known study by Said (1978) whose 

research focused on representations of the Orient in modern French and British scholarship 

since the eighteenth century.6 It was at デｴｷゲ ヮﾗｷﾐデ デｴ;デ E┌ヴﾗヮWげゲ ｷﾐデWヴWゲデゲ ｷﾐ デｴW MｷSSﾉW E;st 

and Asia were beginning to take the form of political and cultural as well as economic 

domination. Crucially for Said, the quest for an ever more systematic knowledge of the 

Eastねfrom Philology to Ethnographyねwas bound up with the extension of Western 

iﾏヮWヴｷ;ﾉ ヮﾗ┘Wヴぎ けOrientalism can be discussed and analysed as the corporate institution for 

dealing with the Orientねdealing with it by making statements about it, authorising views of 

it, describing it, teaching it, settling it, ruling over itげ. (1978, p. 3) 

 

Said argues that, for all their careful scholarship and individual creativity (1978, pp. 14に15), 

Orientalists still habitually reproduced a self-referencing, coherent discourse about Islam 

and Muslim societies, one that could not remain objective or neutral in the face of broader 

ideological currents:7 けNo one has ever devised a method for detaching the scholar from the 

circumstances of life, from the fact of his [sic] involvement (conscious or unconscious) with 

a class, a set of beliefs, a social position or from the mere activity of being a member of a 

society. These continue to bear on what he [sic] does professionallyげ. (Said, 1978, p. 10) 

 

IﾐSWWSが “;ｷS ﾏ;ｷﾐデ;ｷﾐゲ OヴｷWﾐデ;ﾉｷゲデ SｷゲIﾗ┌ヴゲW ﾏ;ｷﾐデ;ｷﾐWS ;ﾐ けontological and epistemological 

SｷゲデｷﾐIデｷﾗﾐげ ふヱΓΑΒが p. 1) between a traditional, unchanging and irrational Orient and a 

modern, progressive and rationalising Occident. The East became something of an invented 

alter-Wｪﾗ ゲﾗ デｴ;デぎ けE┌ヴﾗヮean culture gained strength and identity by setting itself off against 

the Orient as a sort of surrogate and even underground ゲWﾉaげ ふヱΓΑΒが ヮく ンぶく Iﾐ ゲ┌ﾏﾏ;ヴ┞が “;ｷSげゲ 
argument is that Orientalist stereotypes ﾗa ;ﾐ E;ゲデWヴﾐ けOデｴWヴげ ;Iデ┌;ﾉﾉ┞ デWﾉﾉ ┌ゲ ﾏﾗヴW ;Hﾗ┌デ デｴW 
ideﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ けSWゲｷヴWゲが ヴWヮヴWゲゲｷﾗﾐゲが ｷﾐ┗WゲデﾏWﾐデゲ ;ﾐS ヮヴﾗﾃWIデｷﾗﾐゲげ ふヱΓΑΒが p. 8) of the West itself. 
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O┗Wヴ デｴW ┞W;ヴゲが “;ｷSげゲ ふヱΓΑΒぶ ヮﾗﾉWﾏｷI ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ Iヴiticised by scholars of various disciplines 

aﾗヴぎ HWｷﾐｪ けヮ;ゲゲｷﾗﾐ;デWﾉ┞ ;ヴｪ┌WS ┞Wデ I┌ヴｷﾗ┌ゲﾉ┞ ;ｴｷゲデﾗヴｷI;ﾉげ ふEｷIﾆWﾉﾏ;ﾐが ヱΓΒヱが p. 24); tarring all 

Orientalists with the same brush (Clarke, 1997); perpetuating a pernicious Occidentalism 

(Carrier, 1995) and encouraging the anti-Westernism of Islamic fundamentalists; ignoring 

the way in which the West has historically drawn upon Eastern (including Islamic) ideas as a 

self-critical mirror to itself (Turner, 1991; Clarke, 1997); and treating Islam and Christianity 

by markedly different standards (Mellor, 2004). For all its errors and inconsistencies, such 

criticisms do not always reflect the many qualifications in Orientalism or take into account 

“;ｷSげゲ ふヱΓΓンが ヱΓΓヵぶ later work.8 Neither should they distract from the broad truth of its 

overall thesis. Nevertheless, a key difficulty remains. Having deconstructed Orientalist 

discourse, Said does not advance an alternative model for representing Islam or Muslims. 

Ironically, he fails, as Orientalists did, to give sufficient agency to the insider accounts that 

concern anthropologists and others (Marcus & Fischer, 1986), revealing himself as a secular 

critic who addresses himself principally to a Western readership, while at the same time 

divesting Islam of much social and cultural significance (Mellor, 2004). The problem is that, 

;ゲ BｷﾐSWヴ ヴｷｪｴデﾉ┞ ;ヴｪ┌Wゲが けデｴW ﾐWｪation of Orientalism is not the ;aaｷヴﾏ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa Iゲﾉ;ﾏげ ふIｷデWS 
by Sayyid, 1997, p. 35). 

 

To be fair to Said, he has since underlined that he did not set out to provide an alternative 

to OヴｷWﾐデ;ﾉｷゲﾏぎ けI ｴ;┗W ﾐﾗ ｷﾐデWヴWゲデ ｷﾐが ﾏ┌Iｴ less capacity for, showing what the true Orient 

ﾗヴ Iゲﾉ;ﾏ ヴW;ﾉﾉ┞ ;ヴWげ ふヱΓΓヵが ヮく ンンヱぶく Orientalist accounts of the East ;ヴW けﾐﾗデ デヴ┌デｴ H┌デ 
ヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデ;デｷﾗﾐゲ ぐ ぷﾐﾗデへ ﾐ;デ┌ヴ;ﾉ SWヮｷIデｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa デｴW OヴｷWﾐデげ ふヱΓΑΒが pp. 20に21). Moreover, Said 

ｷﾐゲｷゲデゲ デｴ;デ けﾐW┗Wヴ ｴ;ゲ デｴere been such a thing as a pure ﾗヴ ┌ﾐIﾗﾐSｷデｷﾗﾐWS OヴｷWﾐデげ ふヱΓΑΒが ヮヮく 
22にヲンぶく Tｴｷゲ ヴWaﾉWIデゲ “;ｷSげゲ ;ﾐデｷ-essentialism, his poststructuralist commitment to the idea 

that the Orient, the East and Islam are ;ﾉﾉ ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ Iﾗﾐゲデヴ┌Iデｷﾗﾐゲ ;ﾐS Sﾗ ﾐﾗデ ｴ;┗W ; けゲデ;HﾉW 
realｷデ┞げ ふヱΓΓヵが ヮく ンンヱぶく Oa Iﾗ┌ヴゲWが one of the influences on Said (1978, p. 3) in this respect 

was the Marxist-influenced French philosopher and historian, Michel Foucault, whose work 

has illuminated the subtle and diffuse operation of power relations in society.9 However, 

given his understanding that every representation reveals only a representer, Foucault 

implied that a false representation cannot simply be replaced with a true one (King, 1999). 

The best one can hope for is an archaeology of competing regimes of truth. In following 

Foucault, Said would seem to have fallen into the most extreme of postmodernist trapsね
deconstructing himself (as well as Islam and Muslims) into almost complete silence. 

 

Turner (1991) insists that one of the main problems wｷデｴ “;ｷSげゲ ┘ﾗヴﾆが デｴWﾐが ｷゲ デｴ;デが like 

Foucault, he can be read as suggesting that our knowledge of the world can only ever be 

ethnocentric. While there seems little doubt that we all, inevitably, approach けﾗデｴWヴゲげ 
initially in terms of our own historically located categories, and moreover that perfect 

cultural translations are virtually impossible (Asad, 1993), the idea that we can only ever 

really know or understand ourselves would seem unreasonably pessimistic. As Mellor 
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maintains, it also ignores huﾏ;ﾐ HWｷﾐｪゲげ けIﾗﾏﾏﾗﾐ WﾏHﾗSｷﾏWﾐデげ (2004, p. 110). Indeed, on 

closer inspection, Said is rather inconsistent about the extent to which he supports 

Fﾗ┌I;┌ﾉデげゲ ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ Iﾗﾐゲデヴ┌Iデｷﾗﾐｷゲﾏ ;ﾐS ;Hゲﾗﾉ┌デW ヴWﾉ;デｷ┗ｷゲﾏく So, while he seems to follow the 

French philosopher in denying the existence of ;ﾐ┞ けヴW;ﾉげ OヴｷWﾐデが ｴW ;ﾉゲﾗ ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデゲ デｴ;デ 
けOヴｷWﾐデ;ﾉｷゲデ さ┗ｷゲｷﾗﾐゲざ ;ﾐS さデW┝デ┌;ﾉｷ┣;デｷﾗﾐゲざ ぐ suppress ;ﾐ ;┌デｴWﾐデｷI さｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐざ ヴW;ﾉｷデ┞げ 
although, for CﾉｷaaﾗヴSが デｴｷゲ ゲデｷﾉﾉ HWﾉｷWゲ けデｴW ;HゲWﾐIW ぐ ﾗa ;ﾐ┞ SW┗WﾉﾗヮWS デｴWﾗヴ┞ ﾗa I┌ﾉデ┌ヴW ;ゲ ; 

differentiating and expressive ensemble rather than as simply hegemonic and discｷヮﾉｷﾐ;ヴ┞げ 
(1988, pp. 258, 263). Reflecting on the limits of his work, Said himself acknowledges that: 

けPerhaps the most important task of all would be to undertake studies in contemporary 

alternatives to Orientalism, to ask how one can study other cultures and people from a 

libertarian or a non-repressive and non-manipulative perspective. But then one would have 

to rethink the whole complex of knowledge and power. These are all tasks left 

embarrassingly incomplete in this studyげ. (1978, p. 24) 

 

Said has evidently illuminated something of the limits of Western representations of Islam 

for scholars across a number of disciplines. However, in general, contemporary 

anthropologists have not been as reticent as he was concerning the discussion of 

alternatives to Orientalist forms of thinking. While responses to a crisis of representation 

have advocated a nativist Anthropology at one extreme and Anthropology as autobiography 

at the other (Bennett, 1996, pp. 172ff.), more cosmopolitan approaches such as those 

mentioned in the introduction stress that cultural similarity and difference is intelligible but 

should be explored in the context of reflexive and dialogical engagement, as well as more 

negotiated outcomes.10 Of course, such interventions can only begin to ameliorate rather 

デｴ;ﾐ けヴWデｴｷﾐﾆ デｴW ┘ｴﾗﾉW IﾗﾏヮﾉW┝ of kﾐﾗ┘ﾉWSｪW ;ﾐS ヮﾗ┘Wヴげ ふ“;ｷSが ヱΓΑΒが ヮく ヲヴぶが making it 

more explicit and transparent. Indeed, while few anthropological studies of Islam and 

Muslims today can reasonably be accused of the sort of imperialist ethnocentrism 

highlighted by Said (Tapper, 1995, p. 187), and some anthropologists have made key 

contributions to such debates, the number of ethnographic studies that have embraced 

postmodernist methodologies remains relatively small.11 What follows tracks the 

relationship between Orientalism and the ethnography of the Muslim world, first of all in 

terms of the framing of the postcolonial crisis of representation in Anthropology and then in 

terms of reflections upon the historical separation of textual and ethnographic scholarship, 

as well as their more recent re-acquaintance. 

 

Orientalism, Anthropology and the ethnography of Muslim societies to the 1960s 

There are few specific references to Anthropology in Orientalism apart from brief praise for 

デｴW ┘ﾗヴﾆ ﾗa CﾉｷaaﾗヴS GWWヴデ┣ け┘ｴﾗゲW ｷﾐデWヴWゲデ ｷﾐ Iゲﾉam is [said to be] discrete and concrete 

enough to be animated by the specific societies and pヴﾗHﾉWﾏゲ ｴW ゲデ┌SｷWゲげ (Said, 1978, p. 

326). Nevertheless, Said was clearly concerned with the Othering of the Orient in 

ethnographic as well as literary texts. Indeed, he did eventually address himself more 

directly to Anthropology (Said, 1989), acknowledging Marxist and feminist developments in 
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the discipline, as well as the postmodernist turn in writing ethnography mentioned earlier. 

However, Said admitted that, in general, he still found ;ﾐデｴヴﾗヮﾗﾉﾗｪｷゲデゲ け;ﾏﾗﾐｪ デｴW ﾏﾗゲデ 
┌ﾐ┘ｷﾉﾉｷﾐｪ デﾗ ;IIWヮデげ デｴW ﾉｷﾏｷデ;デｷﾗﾐゲ that social, economic and political circumstances of 

domination place upon research (1989, p. 211). As Thomas argues in a review of the impact 

of Orientalism on Anthropology, “;ｷS Sヴ;┘ゲ ;デデWﾐデｷﾗﾐ デﾗ デｴW ┘;┞ デｴ;デぎ け;ﾐデｴヴﾗヮﾗﾉﾗｪｷゲデゲ デWﾐS 
to see their portraits of peoples studied as the outcomes of a singular and personal 

experience, while neglecting the importance of genre constraints and enduring rhetorical 

aﾗヴﾏゲげ ふヱ991, p. 7). 

 

Of course, as Clifford (1988) remarks, the crisis of representation in Anthropology pre-dates 

Said. By the 1960s and early 1970s, the discipline was being challenged by critiques from 

within, some of which drew direct comparisons between Orientalism and Anthropology 

(Asad, 1973). A somewhat schematic descriヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa Aﾐデｴヴﾗヮﾗﾉﾗｪ┞げゲ colonial origins might 

trace the early appropriation of nineteenth-century evolutionist ideas to legitimate the 

Iﾗﾐデヴﾗﾉ ﾗa けヮヴｷﾏｷデｷ┗Wげ ヮWﾗヮﾉWゲが ┘ｴｷﾉW a┌ﾐIデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷゲﾏげゲ ﾉater documentation of the workings of 

societies supported their management by more established European regimes (Stocking, 

1991, p. 4). However, the role of anthropologists (rather like Orientalists) in colonial 

governance was actually relatively trivial and did not reflect imperial ideology in any simple 

sense. The anthropologist and postcolonial critic, Talal Asad, is perhaps more clear than Said 

th;デ デｴW けHﾗ┌ヴｪWﾗｷゲ IﾗﾐゲIｷﾗ┌ゲﾐWゲゲ of which social anthropology is merely one fragment, has 

always contained within itself profound contradictions and ambiguitiesねand therefore the 

potential for transcending ｷデゲWﾉaげ ふヱΓΑンが ヮく ヱΒぶく NW┗WヴデｴWﾉWゲゲが WﾉゲW┘ｴWヴW ｴW デﾗﾗ ｷﾐゲists that 

けデｴW a;Iデ ﾗa E┌ヴﾗヮW;ﾐ power, as a discourse and practice, was always part of the reality 

anthropologists sought デﾗ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSが ;ﾐS ﾗa デｴW ┘;┞ デｴW┞ ゲﾗ┌ｪｴデ デﾗ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐS ｷデげ ふAゲ;Sが 
1991, p. 315). 

 

Iﾐ デｴW MｷSSﾉW E;ゲデが N;ヮﾗﾉWﾗﾐげゲ ゲｴﾗヴデ-lived invasion of Egypt (1798に1801) and his survey of 

the country (DWゲIヴｷヮデｷﾗﾐ SW ﾉげÉｪ┞ヮデW, published 1820) had foreshadowed a new drive for 

ethnographic knowledge under colonial powers (Said, 1978, p. 87; Eickelman, 1981, pp. 25に
27). From the mid-nineteenth century especially, European control also made travel to the 

great cities of the Muslim world and beyond secure for individual Western travellers, writers 

and scholars. Fluent in Arabic and other Islamic languages, and often adopting native dress 

and names, trained Orientalists, including some discussed by Said such as the Britons 

Edward Lane (d. 1876) and Richard Burton (d. 1890), took up extended periods of residence 

in the Middle East, producing descriptions consumed by a voracious Western reading 

public.12 However, notably, some commentators such as Eickelman (1981, p. 24) do not read 

colonial ethnography through Foucauldian spectacles, at once acknowledging arrogance and 

prejudice in the attitudes of many Europeans, yet praising their linguistic skills and 

ethnographic legacy.13 For example, the Scottish biblical scholar and historian of religion, 

William Robertson Smith (d. 1894), travelled to Egypt and North Africa several times during 

デｴW ﾐｷﾐWデWWﾐデｴ IWﾐデ┌ヴ┞く EｷIﾆWﾉﾏ;ﾐげゲ ;ゲゲWゲゲﾏWﾐデ ｷﾐIﾉ┌SWゲ ; ヴWIﾗｪﾐｷデｷﾗﾐ that he (for example, 
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Robertson Smith, 1889) combined a novel interest in theorising Arab society with a serious 

respect for Muslim traditions of scholarship (1981, p. 37; cf. Said, 1978, pp. 234に237). 

 

Whatever their contested history, these proto-anthropological accounts of the nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries knew no necessary distinction between Philology and 

Ethnography, the study of text and cultural context respectively. However, few Orientalists 

followed in the footsteps of these early scholars, and while the Finn Edward Westermarck 

(d. 1939) described aspects of Moroccan folklore and customs including the cult of saints 

(1968), as the discipline became more professionalised and concerned with theory, 

anthropological studies of Muslim societies were rare again until the 1960s. A division of 

labour became instｷデ┌デｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷゲWS ┘ｴｷIｴ けﾏW;ﾐデ デｴ;デ Orientalists were uninterested in tribal 

studies or even in living people, while anthropologists ;┗ﾗｷSWS IｷデｷWゲ ;ﾐS ヴ;ヴWﾉ┞ ヴW;S デW┝デゲげ 
(Lindholm, 2002, p. 118). For the latter デｴｷゲ けｴ;S デｴW ヮヴ;IデｷI;ﾉ IﾗﾐゲWケ┌WﾐIW ﾗa ﾏ;ﾆｷﾐｪ 
textual ｷｪﾐﾗヴ;ﾐIW ｷﾐデﾗ ; ┗ｷヴデ┌Wげ ふヲヰヰヲが p. 120). Orientalists studied elite and privileged 

traditions, while anthropologists studied the oral culture of the illiterate masses. 

 

As a discipline that assumed its modern form in the later colonial period just short of a 

century ago, the history of Anthrﾗヮﾗﾉﾗｪ┞げゲ SｷゲIourse on Islam and Muslims is a relatively 

brief one. The holistic approach of functionalism dominated Anthropology from the 1920sに
1950s and it was during this period that there was a turn-away from interest in the Middle 

East and Muslim world as a complex, larger-scale, historically known civilisation with various 

literary traditions. After the founding fathers, Franz Boas (d. 1942) and Bronislaw 

Malinowski (d. 1942), who both emphasised stringent fieldworking methodology as well as 

cultural relativism/historical particularism and the functionality of social institutions 

respectively, anthropologists preferred to conduct their research in smaller-scale, relatively 

isolated and socially closed villages or tribes. There was also a relative lack of interest in 

social change and transformation, for example in terms of the connection of human 

communities to the world economy or to movements for political independence (Eickelman, 

1981, p. 50). When anthropologists did turn to the Middle East or North Africa they tended 

to conduct their observation amongst nomads or pastoralists. Indeed, perhaps the first 

ethnography of an Islamic context in the modern era was E. E. Evans-PヴｷデIｴ;ヴSげゲ (1949) 

study of the Sanusi inter-tribal religious brotherhood of Cyrenaica. An account of the 

structure of tribes which downplays the impact of Italian colonial power in Libya, it 

demonstrate a serious interest in history nevertheless. 

 

From the 1940s and 1950s an opportunity to revisit the legacy of earlier work traversing 

literate world civilisations and popular folk traditions opened up in the writings of American 

anthropologist Robert Redfield (1941), and others. Working on peasants in Mexico rather 

than tribes in Africa, he was critical oa デｴW SｷゲIｷヮﾉｷﾐWげゲ ﾗ┗WヴWﾏヮｴ;ゲｷゲ on particular local 

cultures in the face of clear evidence of coexistence and cross-fertilisation with urban 

cultures. Thus he developed an interest in the social organisation of tradition, the linkages 
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and interchanges between so-I;ﾉﾉWS けGヴW;デげ ;ﾐS けLｷデデﾉWげ Tヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐゲ ｷﾐ IﾗﾏヮﾉW┝ ゲﾗIｷWデｷWゲく Iﾐ 
studies of India, these processes were later elaborated especially by Marriott (1955) in 

デWヴﾏゲ ﾗa けヮ;ヴﾗIｴｷ;ﾉｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐげ ふデｴW デヴ;ﾐゲﾏｷゲゲｷﾗﾐ of urban ideas to folk ideas) and 

け┌ﾐｷ┗Wヴゲ;ﾉｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐげ ふaﾗﾉﾆ ｷSW;ゲ デﾗ ┌ヴH;ﾐ ｷSW;ゲぶく However, while the general significance of 

‘WSaｷWﾉSげゲ ┘ﾗヴﾆ ﾗﾐ デヴ;Sｷtion remains suggestive for some, his model has been criticised for 

assuming an ahistorical evolution from the folk culture of unreflective peasants to that of 

normative urban textual culture (Antoun, 1989, pp. 42に43). 

 

Lacking the language skills to study the Islamic texts that Orientalists handled so 

authoritatively,14 if they mentioned Islam in any detail at all, Western anthropologists 

working in Muslim societies tended simply to note what a specific community had accepted 

from the Great Tradition, for example the requirements of the five pillars (arkan), and what 

had been assimilated through the Little Tradition, for example the veneration of saints and 

visitation (ziyarah) at their tombs (Eickelman, 1981, p. 203; Bowen, 1993, p. 5). Reflecting on 

this state of affairs in a rare overview of the literature, Lindholm suggests some further 

reasons why Islam ┘;ゲ けﾐWｷデｴWヴ ┗Wヴ┞ ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐデ ﾐﾗヴ ┗Wヴ┞ Iﾗﾐデヴﾗ┗Wヴゲｷ;ﾉげ ｷﾐ Aﾐデｴヴﾗヮﾗﾉﾗｪ┞ 
(2002, p. 111). He W┝ヮﾉ;ｷﾐゲ デｴｷゲ け┗;I;ﾐI┞げ ｷﾐ ヮ;ヴデ HWI;┌ゲW ﾗa デｴW け;┌ゲデWヴW ;ﾐS ゲWWﾏｷﾐｪﾉ┞ 
ゲｷﾏヮﾉW ぐ ゲﾗHWヴ ;ﾐS ヮヴ;ｪﾏ;デｷIげ ふヲヰヰヲが ヮヮく ヱヱヲに 113) character of Islam, for example the 

relative lack of theological speculation and elaborate ritual and myth in Sunni orthodoxy. 

Interestingﾉ┞が ｪｷ┗Wﾐ M┌ゲﾉｷﾏゲげ ﾉﾗﾐｪゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ Otherness in Western culture, Lindholm also 

IﾗﾐデWﾐSゲ デｴ;デ Iゲﾉ;ﾏげゲ ﾆｷﾐゲｴｷヮ with the Judaeo-Christian traditions has rendered much of its 

HWﾉｷWa ;ﾐS ヮヴ;IデｷIW けデﾗﾗ a;ﾏｷﾉｷ;ヴげ デﾗ HW ﾗa ｷﾐデWヴWゲデく15 In terms of his own fieldwork, he reflects 

on the pervasiveness of Islam amongst the illiterate Pukhtuns of Swat, northern Pakistan. 

However, ヮWヴｴ;ヮゲ ヴWI;ﾉﾉｷﾐｪ ‘WSaｷWﾉSげゲ ゲWﾐゲW ﾗa ;ﾐ ┌ﾐヴWaﾉWIデｷ┗W Lｷデデle Tradition, he argues 

that it was un-contentious and relatively unchanging, something that sat rather lightly on his 

respondents compared especially to the importance of kin-based honour alliances. Indeed, 

Lindholm contends that his own experience was much the norm amongst ethnographers of 

his generation and earlier during the 1950s, 1960s and into the 1970s. Certainly, many of 

those established anthropologists who do now write about Islam report that when they first 

set out on their fieldwork they had no intention of doing so (see, for example, Launay, 1992, 

p. xix; Bowen, 1993, p. 3; Varisco, 2005, p. 19). 

 

Between essence and dissolution: from Islam to islams? 

V;ヴｷゲIﾗげゲ ふヲヰヰヵが ヮく ヱΑぶ ;ﾐ;ﾉ┞ゲｷゲ ﾗa ゲWﾉWIデWS ;ﾐデｴヴﾗヮﾗﾉﾗｪｷゲデゲげ ヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデ;デｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa Iゲﾉ;ﾏ 
suggests that until recently those who did study the category of religion tended to focus on 

the exoticism of Sufism. Sufi saints and their cults were seen as interesting Little Traditions 

mainly because they seemed to act as external mediating forces able to cross-cut ties of 

kinship in segmented societies (see, for example, Barth, 1965; Gellner, 1969). Ernest Gellner, 

who built on the British tradition of structural functionalism associated with A. R. Radcliffe-

Brown (d. 1955) and Evans-Pritchard, began by detailing the sorts of arbitration between 

rival Berber tribes enabled by Sufis in the Atlas Mountains of Morocco (Gellner, 1969). 
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However, he also elaborated an influential theory of Muslim society (1968, 1981, 1992) 

which made much of the SｷゲデｷﾐIデｷﾗﾐ HWデ┘WWﾐ けGヴW;デげ ;ﾐS けLｷデデﾉWげが ﾗヴ ｷﾐ GWﾉﾉﾐWヴげゲ デWヴﾏゲ けHｷｪｴげ 
;ﾐS けLﾗ┘げが Traditions. Gellner draws on a range of thinkers from Ibn Khaldun (d. 1406) to 

David Hume (d. 1776) in order to develop the noデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ; けヮWﾐS┌ﾉ┌ﾏ ゲ┘ｷﾐｪげ H;Iﾆ and forth 

HWデ┘WWﾐ デｴW けｴｷｪｴ Iゲﾉ;ﾏ ﾗa デｴW ゲIｴﾗﾉ;ヴゲ ;ﾐS デｴW ﾉﾗ┘ Iゲﾉ;ﾏ ﾗa デｴW ヮWﾗヮﾉWげ (1992, p. 9), the 

urban political centre and the autonomous tribal periphery.16 This process of flux and reflux, 

argues Gellner, has come to a halt in modern times. Whereas the purifications of 

scripturalist reformers would traditionally have given way to a return of the magic, 

consolation, therapy, mediation and ecstasy associated with the cults of saints, the new 

centralising power of the Iｷデ┞ ;ﾐS デｴW ゲデ;デW ｴ;ゲ ゲWWﾐ ;ぎ けSWaｷﾐｷデｷ┗W ;ﾐS ぐ ｷヴヴW┗WヴゲｷHﾉW 
reformation. There has been an enormous shift in the balance from Folk to High Islam. The 

social bases of Folk Islam have been in large part eroded, whilst those of High Islam were 

ｪヴW;デﾉ┞ ゲデヴWﾐｪデｴWﾐWS ぐ ISWntification with Reformed Islam has played a role very similar to 

that played by nationalism elsW┘ｴWヴW ぐ ｷﾐSWWS ｷデ ｷゲ SｷaaｷI┌ﾉデ to distinguish the two. The tribe 

has fallen apart, the shrine is abandoned. Islam provides a national identity, notably in the 

IﾗﾐデW┝デ ﾗa デｴW ゲデヴ┌ｪｪﾉW ┘ｷデｴ Iﾗﾉﾗﾐｷ;ﾉｷゲﾏ ぐ Iデ ;ﾉゲﾗ ヮヴﾗ┗ｷSWゲ a kind of ratification of the social 

ascension of many contemporary Muslims, from rustic status to becoming better informed 

town-dwellersげ. (1992, pp. 15に16, italics in original)  

 

GWﾉﾉﾐWヴげゲ ┘ﾗヴﾆ ｷゲ ┌ﾐSﾗ┌HデWSﾉ┞ ｷﾐゲｷｪｴデa┌ﾉ ;ﾐS ;┌デｴﾗヴｷデatively written but it tends to divide 

contemporary opinion quite violently. For Lindholm, a fan from the same tradition 

committed to Anthropology as a generalising science, けｴｷゲ ﾏﾗSWﾉ ヴWﾏ;ｷﾐゲ the most 

ヮﾗ┘Wヴa┌ﾉげ ふヲヰヰヲが ヮく ヱヱΑぶく UﾐSWヴﾉｷﾐｷﾐｪ that Anthropology is not simply concerned with 

ethnography, Gellner himself reve;ﾉｷﾐｪﾉ┞ IﾗﾐIﾉ┌SWS け;ﾐ┞ ﾏﾗdel is HWデデWヴ デｴ;ﾐ ﾐﾗﾐWげ ふヱΓΒヱが 
p. 85). However, even Lindholm acknowledges that Gellner, like other key theorists to 

conduct fieldwork in Muslim societies such as Geertz and Pierre Bourdieu, explored little of 

key Islamic doctrines or practices. Gellner was ﾏﾗヴW IﾗﾐIWヴﾐWS ┘ｷデｴ けデｴW ┘;┞ ｷﾐ ┘ｴｷIｴ 
ecology, social organisation, and ideology ｷﾐデWヴﾉﾗIﾆ ｷﾐ ﾗﾐW ｴｷｪｴﾉ┞ SｷゲデｷﾐIデｷ┗W Iｷ┗ｷﾉｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐ ぐ ｷデ 
explains how their distinctive fusion ヮヴﾗS┌IWS ｷデゲ ゲデ;HｷﾉｷデｷWゲ ;ﾐS デWﾐゲｷﾗﾐゲげ ふGWﾉﾉﾐWヴが ヱΓΒヱが ヮ. 

85, italics in original). Not surprisingly, those in the postmodernist tradition are extremely 

critical of GWﾉﾉﾐWヴげゲ epistemology (as he was of theirs).17 Asad (1986), for example, 

challenges him for reproducing the essentialism at the heart of Orientalism, where the 

conceptual basis aﾗヴ ; ｪWﾐWヴ;ﾉ デｴWﾗヴ┞ ﾗa Iゲﾉ;ﾏ ｷゲ H;ゲWS ゲｷﾏヮﾉ┞ ┌ヮﾗﾐ デｴW ヴW┗Wヴゲ;ﾉ ﾗa デｴW けHｷｪｴげ 
Catholic/ けLﾗ┘げ PヴﾗデWゲデ;ﾐデ Hｷﾐ;ヴ┞ ｷﾐ Cｴヴｷゲデｷ;ﾐｷデ┞ ふヱΓΒヶが ヮく ヵぶく18 For Varisco, with no church 

;ﾐS ﾐﾗ ヮヴｷWゲデｴﾗﾗS けIゲﾉ;ﾏ ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ Cｴヴｷゲデｷ;ﾐｷデ┞ ぐ Iゲﾉ;ﾏ ｷゲ ｷデゲ ﾗ┘ﾐ CW;ゲ;ヴ ぐ Iゲﾉ;m is all ゲデ;デWげ 
(2005, pp. 72に73). The way in which the Great and Little Traditions each map onto a specific 

ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴW ｷﾐ GWﾉﾉﾐWヴげゲ ┘ﾗヴﾆ ｷゲ seen now as too neat and highly schematised. As an 

advocate of poststructuralism Asad insists that it is impossible to generalise explanations, as 

Gellner does, in terms of the essence of tribes, the Middle East or Islam. It is the divergent 

material conditions of different times and placesねthe contexts of reproduction rather than 

textual or other originsねthat are significant. GWﾉﾉﾐWヴ ;ゲゲWヴデゲ デｴW ;┌デｴﾗヴｷデ┞ ﾗa けHWｷﾐｪ デｴWヴWげが 
of having done fieldwork, but, accused by some of a cavalier Eurocentrism, he fails to 
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engage the plurality of Muslim voices け;ゲ ｷa Iゲﾉ;ﾏ ｷデゲWﾉaが ;ゲ M┌ゲﾉｷﾏゲ SWaｷﾐW ｷデが SﾗWゲ ﾐﾗデ 
ﾏ;デデWヴげ ふV;ヴｷゲIﾗ, 2005, p. 72).  

 

Like Gellner, Clifford Geertz was another who employed work on Morocco as part of a 

grander project of anthropological generalisation about Islam.19 However, in Islam Observed 

(1968) he compared North African material in novel ways with his earlier work on Java and 

Indonesia (Geertz, 1960). Indeed, Launay contends that it was only with the publication of 

Islam Observed けデｴ;デ Islam in and of itself became an explicit object of anthropological 

ゲデ┌S┞げ ふヱΓΓヲが p. 3). Echoing Lindholm, Launay suggests that, hitherto, anthropologists saw 

religion simply as a component of local culture. Indeed, delivered initially as a series of 

lectures to scholars of religion, Islam Observed is in many ways primarily an exercise in 

Comparative Religion. Influenced by Max Weber, Geertz illuminates generalised themes 

including the significance of historical course, social change, institutions, modernity and 

identity in one tribal and one peasant society.20 Whereas Gellner was associated with the 

longstanding objectivist British tradition of structural functionalism, in the American 

tradition of cultural relativism, Geertz was a key figure in newer, more humanities-oriented, 

interpretative ;ﾐS ゲ┞ﾏHﾗﾉｷI ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗Wゲ ┘ｴｷIｴ ヴW;S I┌ﾉデ┌ヴ;ﾉ ゲ┞ゲデWﾏゲ ;ゲ けデW┝デゲげく 

 

However, as the idea of an Anthropology of Islam has matured, others have raised issues 

┘ｷデｴ GWWヴデ┣げゲ ゲWﾏｷﾐ;ﾉ デW┝デく LｷﾐSｴﾗﾉﾏ ふヲヰヰヲが p. 122) suggests that it leaves behind a 

a┌ﾐIデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉｷゲデ ｷﾐデWヴWゲデ ｷﾐ ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴW aﾗヴ ; けIｴ;ﾗデｷI ヮｷIデ┌ヴWげが21 while Bowen (1993, p. 5) 

remarks that it still says very little indeed about the shared beliefs and practices of Muslims. 

Despite the fact that, as we have seen, even Said (1978, p. 326) ヮヴ;ｷゲWS GWWヴデ┣げゲ 
particularism, and despite his contribution to rethinking ethnographic writing, later 

postmodernists have argued that Islam Observed also tends to reproduce the silences and 

lack of agency evident in both neo-Orientalists like Gellner and anti-Orientalists like Said. In 

this regard Varisco is especially blunt, complaining th;デぎ けFﾉWゲｴ ;ﾐS HﾉﾗﾗS M┌ゲﾉｷﾏゲ ;ヴW 
obscured, visible only through cleverly contrived ヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデ;デｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS WゲゲWﾐデｷ;ﾉｷ┣WS デ┞ヮWゲげ 
(2005, p. ヲΓぶく GWWヴデ┣げゲ ヴWゲﾗヴデ デﾗ けﾏ┞ヴｷ;S Iﾗﾐデヴ;ゲデｷﾐｪ ヮ;ｷヴゲげ ふヲヰヰヵが ヮく ンヰぶねMoroccan nerve, 

formalism and rigour; Indonesian diligence, intellectualism and syncretismねproduces an all-

too-ｪWﾐWヴ;ﾉｷゲWS けヴWS┌Iデｷﾗﾐ of complex social and political conditions tﾗ ｷゲﾏゲ ;ﾐS ｷゲデゲげ ふヲヰヰヵが 
ヮく ンヲぶぎ けGeertz waltzed in with Islam Obscured [sic], but he knew better than to bring any 

real villagers with hｷﾏ ぐ Hﾗ┘ W┝;Iデﾉ┞ SﾗWゲ デｴW Iﾗﾏヮ;ヴ;デｷ┗W ゲデ┌S┞ ﾗa religion suffer when the 

people who live the religion on a day-by-day basis are consulted? By leaving the 

ethnography out, these questions are not even raised, let alone resolvedげ. (2005, p. 51) 

 

In 1977, the American-based Egyptian anthropologist Abdul Hamid El-Zein published an 

early and much-cited review of the nascent Anthropology of Islam which set itself against 

デｴW ｷSW; ﾗa けIゲﾉ;ﾏげ ;ゲ ; ┌ﾐｷ┗Wヴゲ;ﾉﾉ┞ ﾏW;ﾐｷﾐｪa┌ﾉ I;デWｪﾗヴ┞く22 Taking a stand against the easy 

reinforcement of Orientalist constructions of a universal Iゲﾉ;ﾏｷI けWゲゲWﾐIWげ ;ﾐS デｴW 
hegemonic evaluations of religious elites (and increasingly, fundamentalists) in the Great 
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Tradition, he argues that anthropologists must move beyond the dichotomies of elite and 

folk Islam that both they and theologians ｴ;┗W SWヮWﾐSWS ┌ヮﾗﾐ ｴｷデｴWヴデﾗく TｴW デWヴﾏ けｷゲﾉ;ﾏゲげが 
in the plural and without capitalisation, is forwarded instead. This emphasises the reality 

that there is no single way of HWｷﾐｪ M┌ゲﾉｷﾏ ;ﾐSが ﾏﾗヴWﾗ┗Wヴが デｴ;デ ﾐﾗ けﾐﾗヴﾏ;デｷ┗Wげ 
interpreデ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa けｷゲﾉ;ﾏげ ｷゲ ｷﾐｴWヴWﾐデﾉ┞ ﾏﾗヴW けﾗHﾃWIデｷ┗Wが ヴWaﾉWIデｷ┗Wが ﾗヴ ゲ┞ゲデWﾏ;デｷIげ デｴ;ﾐ ; aolk 

one (1977, p. 248). For El-)Wｷﾐが Iゲﾉ;ﾏ ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ けﾗ┌デ デｴWヴWげ ;ゲ ;ﾐ ﾗHﾃWIデｷ┗W ヴW;ﾉｷデ┞き ｷデ is a reality 

only as a part of socio-cultural systems, and so ;ﾉ┘;┞ゲ ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴぎ けwe have to start from the 

けﾐ;デｷ┗Wげゲげ ﾏﾗSWﾉ ﾗa けIゲﾉ;ﾏげ ;ﾐS ;ﾐ;ﾉ┞ゲW デｴW ヴWﾉ;デions which ヮヴﾗS┌IW ｷデゲ ﾏW;ﾐｷﾐｪ ぐ けIゲﾉ;ﾏげが 
without referring it to the facets of a system of which it is ; ヮ;ヴデが SﾗWゲ ﾐﾗデ W┝ｷゲデ ぐ Tｴｷゲ ﾉﾗｪｷI 
of relations implies that neither Islam nor the notion of religion exists as a fixed and 

autonomous form referring to positive content which can be reduced to universal and 

unchanging characteristics. Religion becomes an arbitrary category which as a unified and 

bounded form has no necessary exisデWﾐIWく けIゲﾉ;ﾏげ ;ゲ ;ﾐ ;ﾐ;ﾉ┞デｷI;ﾉ category dissolves as 

wellげ. (1977, pp. 251に252) 

 

Varisco is unusual today in providing an enthusiastic assessment of El-)Wｷﾐげゲ approach, 

arguing that commentators have too oaデWﾐ ﾏｷゲ┌ﾐSWヴゲデﾗﾗS デｴW ﾉ;デデWヴげs arguments. Others 

have of course affirmed the importance to Anthropology of ゲデ;ヴデｷﾐｪ aヴﾗﾏ デｴW ｷﾐゲｷSWヴげゲ 
account. However, as we shall see, most anthropologists interested in Muslim societies have 

pursued alternatives to El-)Wｷﾐげゲ ;ヮヮ;ヴWﾐデ Sｷゲゲﾗﾉ┌デｷﾗﾐ of Islam in moving beyond the 

essentialism of Orientalism. Launay (1992), for example, maintains that most Muslims 

would reject tｴW ｷSW; ﾗa ﾏ┌ﾉデｷヮﾉW けｷゲﾉ;ﾏゲげ ;ゲ theologically unacceptable. His respondents in 

Koko, a West African town, posited and struggled ovWヴ デｴW SWaｷﾐｷデｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS ﾏW;ﾐｷﾐｪ ﾗa けIゲﾉ;ﾏげが 
seeing differences in interpretationね vis-à-vis non-Muslims and other Muslimsねin terms of 

ignorance and incomplete knowledge. Thus while, there was no place on earth where one 

Iﾗ┌ﾉS ﾗHゲWヴ┗W けヮ┌ヴWげ Iゲﾉ;ﾏｷI ヮヴ;IデｷIW ぐ SWゲヮｷデW tremendous variability, Islam as practiced 

could not be reduced to a virtually infinite series of purely local idiosyncrasies. (Launay, 

1992, p. 7) 

 

The work of Michael Gilsenan represents another early, and perhaps more widely 

appreciated, attemヮデ デﾗ ｪﾉｷﾏヮゲW ﾏﾗヴW IﾉW;ヴﾉ┞ デｴW けa┌┣┣┞げ ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ヴW;ﾉｷデ┞ ﾗa Iゲﾉ;ﾏ ;ﾐS Muslim 

identities, set against the rapid social change of the late colonial and early postcolonial 

period. During fieldwork in the Middle East and North Africa during the 1960s and 1970s, 

Gilsenan lived among new urban groupings not much written about by anthropologists in 

the Muslim world hitherto: 1) poor, unskilled, often rural-to-urban migrants and 2) the 

petite bourgeoisieねstudents, teachers, shopkeepers, civil servants and the like. While his 

(1973) study of the Shadiliya Sufi order in Cairo is well known, it is his wide-ranging 

Recognizing Islam (1982) which most obviously exhibits these shifting paradigms. 

Incorporating reflexive autobiography and demonstrating awareness of the problems of 

image and stereotype, Gilsenan resists ﾐW;デ デ┞ヮﾗﾉﾗｪｷWゲ ヮﾉ;Iｷﾐｪ Wﾏヮｴ;ゲｷゲ ｷﾐゲデW;S ﾗﾐ け┘;┞ゲ ﾗa 
┘;ﾉﾆｷﾐｪげが ﾗa Sﾗｷﾐｪ Aﾐデｴヴﾗヮﾗﾉﾗｪ┞ ;ゲ ; ヮヴﾗIWゲゲ ﾗa けSｷゲIﾗ┗Wヴ┞げ ヴ;デｴWヴ デｴ;ﾐ aｷﾐSｷﾐｪ けゲデヴ;ｷｪｴデ ﾉｷﾐWゲ 
デﾗ ; ヮﾉ;IWげ ふヱΓΒヲが ヮく ヲΑヱぶく 
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Gilsenan is interested principally in the ways in which, at ; デｷﾏW ﾗa けｷﾐゲデ;Hｷﾉｷデ┞が ┌ﾐW;ゲWが 
ｷﾏﾏﾗHｷﾉｷデ┞げ aﾗヴ デｴW ﾉﾗ┘Wヴ ;ﾐS ﾉﾗ┘Wヴ-middle social classes, けデｴW ｷSW; ﾗa ; ヮ┌ヴW デヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐげ takes 

on renewed vitality as a vehicle for public contest with the state and other Muslims. It 

becomes a vision for both resistance and rWﾏ;ﾆｷﾐｪ ゲﾗIｷWデ┞ぎ け; ﾉ;ﾐｪ┌;ｪWが ; weapon against 

internal and external enemies, a refuge, an evasion, or part of the entitlement to 

Sﾗﾏｷﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS ;┌デｴﾗヴｷデ┞ ﾗ┗Wヴ ﾗデｴWヴゲげ ふヱΓΒ2, p. 15). Even as he describes けa┌ﾐS;ﾏWﾐデ;ﾉｷゲﾏげ 
Gilsenan is careful to see this phenomenon as highly variable and shifting, constituted by 

various movements and groups with multiple interpretations and Islam speaking of social 

divisions along lines of class as much as rhetorical unity (1982, p. 265). Indeed, exemplifying 

the approach sketched by Lindholm (2002), he reminds the reader that sometimes religion 

ｷゲ けﾗﾐﾉ┞ ; ┗Wヴ┞ ﾏｷﾐﾗヴ ｷﾐaﾉ┌WﾐIWげ ふヱΓΒヲが ヮく ヲヱぶぎ けW┗Wヴ┞デｴｷﾐｪ ｷゲ ｷﾐ ケ┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐが ｷﾐIﾉ┌Sｷﾐｪ Iゲﾉ;ﾏ ｷデゲWﾉaげ 
(1982, p. 264).  

 

Iﾐ ; IﾗﾐデW┝デ ┘ｴWヴW Iゲﾉ;ﾏ ;ゲ け; ┘ﾗヴld ideological sysデWﾏげ ふヱΓΒヲが ヮく ヱΒぶ け;ヮヮW;ヴゲげ デﾗ be centre 

ゲデ;ｪWが GｷﾉゲWﾐ;ﾐ ┘;ヴﾐゲ デｴ;デ けCﾗﾐデWﾏヮﾗヴ;ヴ┞ events are dangerous guides to デｴﾗ┌ｪｴデげく LｷﾆW Eﾉ-
)Wｷﾐが ｴW ヴWﾃWIデゲ ;ﾐ┞ ゲWﾐゲW ﾗa Iゲﾉ;ﾏ ;ゲ け; ゲｷﾐｪﾉWが ┌ﾐｷデ;ヴ┞が ;ﾐS ;ﾉﾉ determining ﾗHﾃWIデが ; さデｴｷﾐｪざ 
out there with a will of ｷデゲ ﾗ┘ﾐげが ; ﾆW┞ デﾗ デｴW けM┌ゲﾉｷﾏ ﾏｷﾐSげ ﾗヴ デｴW けﾐ;デ┌ヴW ;ﾐS WゲゲWﾐIW ﾗa 
デｴWゲW ヮWﾗヮﾉWげ ふヱΓΒヲが p. 19). Gilsenan actively seeks デﾗ けSｷゲゲﾗﾉ┗Wげ ;ﾐS けSWﾏ┞ゲデｷa┞げ ゲ┌Iｴ ﾐﾗデｷﾗﾐゲ 
and advaﾐIW ｷﾐゲデW;S ;ﾐ ;ﾉデﾗｪWデｴWヴ けﾏﾗヴW I;┌デｷﾗ┌ゲげ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ デﾗ ┘ｴ;デ けIゲﾉ;ﾏ Iﾗﾏes to mean 

in quite different economic, political, ;ﾐS ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴWゲ ;ﾐS ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲげ ふヱΓΒヲが ヮヮく ヱΓに20). 

In thｷゲ ┗ｷW┘が ｷデ けｷSWﾐデｷaｷWゲ ┗;ヴ┞ｷﾐｪ relations of practice, representation, symbol, concept, and 

┘ﾗヴﾉS┗ｷW┘げ ふヱΓΒヲが ヮく ヱΓぶく At one point he acknowledgWゲ デｴ;デ デｴｷゲ ｴ;ゲ ｷデゲ けヮ;デデWヴﾐゲげ ふヱΓΒヲが ヮく 
19) but he does not pursue the interesting question of how this migｴデ SｷaaWヴ aヴﾗﾏ けWゲゲWﾐIWげく 
While no postmodernist, as a Marxist-influenced social scientist, Gilsenan, like other anti-

essentialists and anti-Orientalists, emphasises social and political change, division and 

difference, but without much concern for the continuity of tradition. To study Islam 

;ﾐデｴヴﾗヮﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉﾉ┞ ｷゲ デﾗ ゲデ┌S┞ ｷデゲ けヴW;ﾉ ;ﾐIｴﾗヴｷﾐｪ ｷﾐ ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐゲげ ふヱΓΒヲが ヮく ヲヶヰぶく 

 

Towards an Anthropology of Islam: the discursive tradition in socio-cultural context 

けIf one wants to write an anthropology of Islam one should begin as Muslims do from the 

concept of a discursive tradition that includes and relates itself to the founding texts of the 

Q┌ヴげ;ﾐ and the Hadith. Islam is neither a distinctive social structure nor a heterogeneous 

collection of beliefs, artefacts, customs and morals. It is a traditionげ. (Asad, 1986, p. 14)  

 

Writing in a key text on the Middle East now in its fourth edition, Eickelman was one of the 

first anthropologists to call attention to the necessity of a clear conceptualisation ﾗa け┘ｴ;デ ｷゲ 
meant by Islam and the Islamic traSｷデｷﾗﾐげ ふヱΓΒヱが ヮヮく ヲヰヲに203). He highlights a shift amongst 

some of his colleagues towards a more deliberately interdisciplinary and specialised study of 

religious actors, institutions and imaginaries in Muslim cultures and societies, pairing 
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accounts of textualised traditions of Islam with ethnography in diverse socio-cultural and 

historical contexts. Eickelman drew inspiration aヴﾗﾏ ‘WSaｷWﾉSげゲ SｷゲデｷﾐIデｷﾗﾐ HWデ┘WWﾐ デｴW 
Great and Little Traditions, which Antoun insists remains of importance so long as it does 

ﾐﾗデ HWIﾗﾏW け;ﾐ ┌ﾐHヴｷSｪW;HﾉW Sｷ┗ｷSWげ ﾗヴ けゲ┌ヮWヴｷﾗヴｷデ┞ HW ;ゲゲｷｪﾐWS ぐ デﾗ デｴW WﾉｷデW デヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐ ぐ 
and inferiority to the デヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW aﾗﾉﾆげ ふヱΓΒΓが ヮく ヴンぶく IﾐSWWSが ヴ;デｴWヴ than any dichotomy 

between the two, Eickelman emphasises that at each level and segment of Muslim societies, 

and shaped by changing material conditions, more or less universalistic and particularistic 

constructions of Islam have coexisted with one other, often with a significant degree of 

ambiguity concerning any boundaries between theﾏく YWデが ;ゲ EｷIﾆWﾉﾏ;ﾐげゲ Iヴｷデｷケ┌W of El-Zein 

underlines, it is also clear that while the けｷゲﾉ;ﾏゲげ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ ;ヮヮヴﾗヮヴｷ;デely calls for greater 

understanding of deﾏﾗデｷI M┌ゲﾉｷﾏ ┗ﾗｷIWゲが ｷデ Wヴ;ゲWゲぎ けimportant dimensions of authority and 

domination in the transmission and reproduction of ideas and organizations, favoring the 

emergence of particular institutional arrangements or beliefs over alternative, coexisting 

onesげ. (2002, p. 245) 

 

IﾐSWWSが ゲｷﾐIW デｴW ヱΓΑヰゲ ;ﾐS ヱΓΒヰゲが EｷIﾆWﾉﾏ;ﾐげゲ ﾗ┘ﾐ ┘ork has exemplified an interest in 

;┌デｴﾗヴｷデ;デｷ┗W けI;ヴヴｷWヴゲげ ﾗa デヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS デｴWｷヴ ;ゲゲﾗciated institutions. A study of a Moroccan 

pilgrimage centre (Eickelman, 1976) was followed with an account of the education of a 

twentieth-century Moroccan qadi (judge) (Eickelman, 1985), while various edited collections 

have taken as their focus travel and the religious imagination (Eickelman & Piscatori, 1990) 

and, most recently, the role of communications technology in the creation of new public 

spheres (Eickelman & Anderson, 1999; Salvatore & Eickelman, 2006). 

 

While Eickelman has perhaps been the most prolific contributor to the Anthropology of 

Islam in ethnographic terms, the most influential theoretical intervention in the discussion 

thus far is still probably the lecture given by Talal Asad at Georgetown University in 1986. 

Tellingly, for a small and dispersed interdisciplinary sub-field with limited institutional 

expression, the paper has never been published in a journal or book and is only available as 

an occasional paper デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ GWﾗヴｪWデﾗ┘ﾐげゲ CWﾐデヴW aﾗヴ Contemporary Arab Studies. Asad 

(1986, p. 2) begins by quickly dismissing the utility ﾗa けﾐﾗﾏｷﾐ;ﾉｷゲデげ ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデｷﾗﾐゲ デｴ;デ デｴWヴW ;ヴW 
simply diverse islams (El-Zein) or that Islam is what Muslims in different contexts say it is 

(Gilsenan). Having set out the critique ﾗa GWﾉﾉﾐWヴげゲ WゲゲWﾐデｷ;ﾉｷゲﾏ SｷゲI┌ゲゲWS ;Hﾗ┗Wが ｷﾐ デｴW ﾏ;ｷﾐ 
body of his text Asad insists that generalisation about Islam is possibleねit simply requires 

the right sort of conceptualisation (1986, p. 5). While most of the lecture concerns how an 

Anthropology of Islam should not be conceived, Asad does eventually elaborate on an early 

remark that デｴWヴW ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS HW ｪヴW;デWヴ ;デデWﾐデｷﾗﾐ デﾗ Iゲﾉ;ﾏ ;ゲ け; SｷゲI┌ヴゲｷ┗W デヴadition that 

connects variously with the formation of moral selves, the manipulation of populations (or 

resistance デﾗ ｷデぶが ;ﾐS デｴW ヮヴﾗS┌Iデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ;ヮヮヴﾗヮヴｷ;デW ﾆﾐﾗ┘ﾉWSｪWゲげ ふヱΓΒヶが ヮく Αぶく 

 

It is evident from this conception of tradition as a discourse, as well as from his later 

publications, that, like Said, Asad has been much influenced by Foucault. However, rather 



15 

 

than being concerned with Western accounts ﾗa Iゲﾉ;ﾏが ┘ｴ;デ ﾏ;ヴﾆゲ ﾗ┌デ Aゲ;Sげゲ work is a 

concern with the disciplinary power of Muslim knowledges. He conceives Islam principally in 

ideological terms (1986, p. 15), although he is quick to distinguish his approach from that of 

Gilsenan for whom modern appeals to Islamic tradition are ultimately reduced to invented 

fictions, the result of various social, economic and political crises (see, for example, 1982, p. 

226). Collapsing the binary opposition between tradition and modernity, Asad (1986, p. 14) 

instead affirms the significance of tradition as a meaningful and binding relationship and 

orientation of the present (and future) to the past. The key focus, he maintains, should be 

the way in which Muslims in specific social and historical contexts have been inducted into 

けｷﾐゲデｷデ┌デWS ヮヴ;IデｷIWゲげぎ けA ヮヴ;IデｷIW ｷゲ Iゲﾉ;ﾏｷI HWI;┌ゲW ｷデ ｷゲ ぐ taught to Muslimsねwhether by an 

け;ﾉｷﾏ, a khatib, a Sufi shaykhが ﾗヴ ;ﾐ ┌ﾐデ┌デﾗヴWS ヮ;ヴWﾐデげ ふヱΓΒヶが ヮく ヱヵぶく 

 

Asad therefore insists on the importance of orthodoxy in societies and cultures shaped by 

Iゲﾉ;ﾏぎ けWｴWヴW┗Wヴ M┌ゲﾉims have the power to regulate, uphold, require, or adjust correct 

practices, and to condemn, exclude, under-mine, or replace incorrect ones, there is the 

Sﾗﾏ;ｷﾐ ﾗa ﾗヴデｴﾗSﾗ┝┞げ ふヱΓΒヶが ヮく ヱヵが ｷデ;ﾉｷIゲ ｷﾐ ﾗヴｷｪｷﾐ;ﾉぶく23 A major concern for the 

Anthropology of Islam should thus be an examination of the disciplinary use and abuse of 

デｴW ;┌デｴﾗヴｷデ┞ ﾗa Iゲﾉ;ﾏｷI けヴW;ゲﾗﾐｷﾐｪゲげ H┞ SｷaaWヴWﾐデ Iﾗﾐゲデituencies, attempts to impose, resist 

and reshape them in relation to underlying conditions of possibility. Drawing inspiration 

from MacIntyre (1981)ねand departing from Foucault who leaves very little room for 

resistance as we have seenねAsad insists that, rather than systemic homogeneity, debate, 

disagreement and contestation are all key characteristics of the Islamic discursive tradition. 

Altho┌ｪｴ ;ﾉﾉ ゲ┌Iｴ デヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐゲ け;ゲヮｷヴW デﾗ IﾗｴWヴWﾐIWげが Wﾏヮｴ;ゲｷゲｷﾐｪ ﾏ;デWヴｷ;ﾉ IﾗﾐSｷデｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗﾐIW 
again, Asad maintains that in the IﾗﾐデWﾏヮﾗヴ;ヴ┞ ヮWヴｷﾗS け┘ｷSWゲヮヴW;S ｴﾗﾏﾗｪWﾐWｷデ┞ ｷゲ ; 
function not of tradition, but of the development and control of communication techniques 

that is part of modern ｷﾐS┌ゲデヴｷ;ﾉ ゲﾗIｷWデｷWゲげ ふヱΓΒヶが ヮヮく ヱヶに17). Modern secular nation-states 

can regulate the lives of their citizens in ways unknown in the history of Muslim societies. 

 

Unfortunately, Asad (1993, 2003) has elaborated such agendas in only a limited fashion in 

his work of postmodernist and postcolonial criticism.24 It has been for others to explore in 

more depth the content, production, authority, interpretation and contestation of tradition 

in ethnography. Adding to earlier contributions to debates about writing culture (Marcus & 

Fischer, 1986), Fischer has perhaps been most experimental in responding to the new 

challenges of studying Islam and Muslims anthropologically in globalised postmodernity 

(Fischer & Abedi, 1990). This collaborative work built on Fischer (1980), a study of the 

changｷﾐｪ a;IW ﾗa デヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ “ｴｷげｷデW Iranian education in the madrasahs (Islamic colleges) of 

Qum. Elsewhere, while Rosen (1984) observed the operation of Islamic law courts in 

Morocco, Antoun (1989), mentioned earlier, explored the Friday sermons of a preacher and 

ｴｷゲ ヴﾗﾉW ;ゲ けI┌ﾉデ┌ヴW HヴﾗﾆWヴげ ｷﾐ ヴ┌ヴ;ﾉ JﾗヴS;ﾐく G;aaﾐW┞ ふヱΓΓヴぶ ｴ;ゲ SﾗﾐW ゲｷﾏilar on Egypt, 

illuminating the different orientations of a scholarly, Sufi and militant preacher respectively 

while Starrett (1998) has examined the transformation of Islamic education in the context of 

the postcolonial nation-state, religious resurgence and the globalised media. 
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An ethnography of particular theoretical significancW ｷゲ BヴｷﾐﾆﾉW┞ MWゲゲｷIﾆげゲ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデ of the 

けIｴ;ﾐｪｷﾐｪ ヴWﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ HWデ┘WWﾐ ┘ヴｷデｷﾐｪ ;ﾐS ;┌デｴﾗヴｷデ┞げ (1993, p. 1) in the manuscript culture of 

nineteenth and twentieth century Yemen. Respected by textual scholars and 

anthropologists alike, he examines this transformation as the printing press, new forms of 

education and the drive to bureaucracy, standardisation and homogeneity associated with 

the nation-state all began to be imposed even in a society relatively free from external 

domination. The tradiデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ けI;ﾉﾉｷｪヴ;ヮｴｷI ゲデ;デWげが ｴW ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデゲが け┘;ゲ Hﾗデｴ ; ヮﾗﾉｷデｷI;ﾉ Wﾐデｷデ┞ ;ﾐS ; 
discursive tr;Sｷデｷﾗﾐげが ┘ｴｷIｴ ｪ;┗W W┝ヮヴWゲゲｷﾗﾐ デﾗ デｴW ｴWｪWﾏﾗﾐｷWゲ ;ﾐS ｴｷWヴ;ヴIｴｷWゲ ﾗa け; デW┝デ┌;ﾉ 
ｴ;Hｷデ┌ゲげ ふヱΓΓンが ヮく ヲヵヱぶく Tｴｷゲ けゲWデ ﾗa acquired dispositions concerning writing and the spoken 

word, and the authoritative Iﾗﾐ┗W┞;ﾐIW ﾗa ﾏW;ﾐｷﾐｪ ｷﾐ デW┝デゲげ ふヱΓΓンが ヮく ヲヵヱぶ had socialised 

Muslims from the cradle to the grave through the structures and practices of law, ritual, 

education and ゲﾗ ﾗﾐく HWヴWが MWゲゲｷIﾆげゲ ;ﾐ;ﾉ┞ゲｷゲ Sヴ;┘ゲ ┌ゲWa┌ﾉﾉ┞ ﾗﾐ Bﾗ┌ヴdieu (1977), where the 

ﾉ;デデWヴげゲ notion of habitus calls important attention to the way that the structured coherence 

and basic dispositions of a dominant discursive formation are coupled with 

acknowledgement of the possibility of diverse expressions and improvisation. Thus, the 

sociocultural complex that is Islam can neither be reduced to a once-and-for-all blue-print 

following Gellner, nor the absolute particularities of local contexts after El-Zein. There is 

room for coherence and continuity, diversity and transformation, though Messick 

emphasises the latter more than Bourdieu:25 けWhile it is possible to speak generally of the 

Iゲﾉ;ﾏｷI けSｷゲI┌ヴゲｷ┗W デヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐげが ﾉﾗﾗﾆWS ;デ ｷﾐ local-level detail even regional versions fragment 

into multiple histories. While they exhibit important shared structural regularities, the 

phenomena that compose a tradition also put its cohesiveness in question. For diverse 

structural and political reasons, the constituent genres and institutional domains changed in 

different ways and at SｷaaWヴWﾐデ ヴ;デWゲ ぐ J┌ゲデ ;ゲ there was no original society of stationary 

traditional institutions, there is no terminus reached, no modern society completely 

achievedげ. (1993, pp. 254に255) 

 

While something of a consensus in the literature can be discerned in terms of the balance 

between patterns of the Islamic discursive tradition and contextual improvisations by 

Muslims with divergent cultural capitals living under conditions of specific social relations, 

not surprisingly, there is still plenty of room for contrasting emphases. Returning to the 

relationship between the universal and the particular, but moving beyond the Middle East 

and North Africa, John Bowen stresses how the Gayo ヮWﾗヮﾉW ﾗa IﾐSﾗﾐWゲｷ; けSW┗WﾉﾗヮWS ﾏ┌Iｴ 
of their local knowledge about the world by elaborating, transforming, and adapting 

elements fヴﾗﾏ Hヴﾗ;SWヴ M┌ゲﾉｷﾏ デヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐゲ ぐ Iﾗ┌Iｴぷｷﾐｪへ ; ┘ｷSW ┗;ヴｷWデ┞ ﾗa ヮヴ;IデｷIWゲ ぐ ｷﾐ 
Iゲﾉ;ﾏｷI デWヴﾏゲげ ふヱΓΓンが ヮく ンぶく26 However, Bowen emphasises that South East Asia is not the 

Middle East and challenges the notion of any underlying Arab-Persian pattern of social 

organisation in Muslim societies, something argued for by historians such as Hodgson (1974) 

and Lapidus ふヱΓΒΒぶく Fﾗヴ Bﾗ┘Wﾐが デｴｷゲ ｷゲ け; ﾐﾗデｷﾗﾐ デｴ;デ HWIﾗﾏWゲ Wxceedingly shopworn by the 

time the author [Lapidus] ヴW;IｴWゲ デｴW ゲﾗIｷWデｷWゲ ﾗa ﾏﾗSWヴﾐ “ﾗ┌デｴW;ゲデ Aゲｷ;げ ふヱΓΓンが ヮく ヶぶく27 

B;ゲWS ﾗﾐ ;ﾐ Wデｴﾐﾗｪヴ;ヮｴ┞ ┘ｴｷIｴ ゲデヴWゲゲWゲ けSｷ┗WヴｪWﾐデ ┘;┞ゲ ﾗa デ;ﾉﾆｷﾐｪ ぐ ゲヮWIｷaｷI ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ histories 
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ぐ ｴWデWヴﾗｪWﾐWｷデ┞ ;ﾐS SｷゲゲWﾐゲｷﾗﾐげ ふヱΓΓンが ヮヮく ヱ0に11), like Messick he is clear デｴ;デぎ けデｴWヴW ｷゲ ﾐﾗ 
unifying schema or field that synoptically captures divergent SｷゲIﾗ┌ヴゲWゲ ぐ ﾐﾗ WﾐIﾗﾏヮ;ゲゲｷﾐｪ 
division into great and liデデﾉW デヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐゲげ ふヱΓΓンが ヮく ヱヱぶく  

 

However, writing out of a context where anthropologists since the 1960s have 

characteristically claimed the uniqueness of sub-continental Islam, the emphasis of Pnina 

Werbner and Helene Basu (1998) is somewhat different. In an original contribution to the 

Iゲﾉ;ﾏっｷゲﾉ;ﾏゲ SWH;デWが デｴW┞ ;ヴｪ┌W aﾗヴ デｴW ｪヴ;S┌;ﾉ けIゲﾉ;ﾏｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW ｷﾐSｷｪWﾐﾗ┌ゲげ in South 

Asia over a number of centuries, suggesting that while Sufi cults, for example, have given 

voice to genuine local diversity, they also share latent Islamic structures and themes which 

eventually re-imagine the new locations they come to inhabit. In her own most recent 

study, Werbner summarｷゲWゲ デｴｷゲ ｷﾐ デｴW aﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ ┘;┞ぎ けThe underlying logic of the fables 

constituting this religious imagination is the same logic, whether in Morocco, Iraq, Pakistan 

ﾗヴ IﾐSﾗﾐWゲｷ; ぐ The legends about powerful Sufis from Indonesia and Morocco which Geertz 

reproduces to exemplify the contrastive localism of Islam tell in essence the same 

processual narrativeげ. (2003, pp. 289に290) 

 

So, while Messick and especially Bowen might want to draw Werbner back to the historical 

and ecological detail of local contexts, like Eickelman and Asad, all acknowledge, though to 

differing degrees, the authority and continuity of Islamic imaginaries in the shaping of 

Muslim cultures. At the same time, such scholars posit no essential dichotomy between so-

I;ﾉﾉWS けﾗヴデｴﾗSﾗ┝げ ;ﾐS けヮﾗヮ┌ﾉ;ヴげ デraditions of Islam, though this is something that much neo-

orthodox discourse and the scholarly literature has hitherto けｷﾏヮﾗゲWS ┌ヮﾗﾐ ぐ ; ゲｷﾐｪﾉWが デﾗデ;ﾉが 
ゲ┞ﾏHﾗﾉｷI ヴW;ﾉｷデ┞げ ふWWヴHﾐWヴ わ B;ゲ┌が ヱΓΓΒが ヮヮく ンに4). 

 

Conclusion 

けThere are times, increasingly, when we need touchstones, reminders and access to the 

ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐｷゲﾏ ﾗa ﾗデｴWヴゲ ぐ ﾉｷ┗Wゲ デｴ;デ I;ﾐ ヴW;Iｴ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ the numbing opaqueness of news 

accounts of confrontation, ideological war, and endless killing; through the reifying 

opaqueness of histories of political regimes, kings, dictators, coups, and revolutionary 

masses; through the idealizing opaqueness of theologies of Islam or symbolic analyses of 

ritual. Lives that make narrative sense, that are not just sentimental soap operas, that do 

not tell us that people everywhere are the sameげ. (Fischer & Abedi, 1990, p. xix) 

  

I began this review article by showing that while Said (1978) established the problematic 

relationship between knowledge and power in Western scholarship on Islam, he did not 

seek to address how Muslims might be represented after Orientalism. Indeed, I have argued 

that Said and other anti-essentialists often dissolve the significance of Islam for Muslims, 

producing a significant residual problem for contemporary Islamic studies. The main body of 
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the article then proceeded to examine how shifts between essence and silence have been 

played out in representations of Islam and Muslims at different moments in the short 

history of Anthropology. Until the early twentieth century Orientalists with expertise in 

Islamic texts also produced ethnography of the Middle East and beyond, the conditions of 

possibility for such work being enabled by colonial power. However, this tradition did not 

continue and, as Anthropology became formally established into the new century, 

functionalist ethnography showed limited interest in Muslims as Muslims from the 1920s to 

the 1960s. 

 

Despite attempts elsewhere in the discipline to explore the relationship between the so-

called Great and Little Traditions, for the most part a boundary was maintained between 

those interested in the textual legacy of medieval Islam and anthropologists concerned with 

local contexts that happened to be Muslim. However, since the late 1960s especially, there 

has been a reawakening of interest in theorising the relationship between the universality of 

Islam and the particularities of Muslim societies and cultures, not least in the work of key 

figures such as Geertz and Gellner. Yet, for all their fieldwork and divergent theoretical 

orientations, contemporary commentators influenced by postcolonial and postmodernist 

critiques have challenged both authors for producing generalising and dichotomised 

accounts which too often replay the essentialism of Orientalists and exhibit little interest in 

the everyday beliefs and practices of ordinary Muslims. At the other extreme, in their 

concern to acknowledge the plurality of social conditions in which Muslims live their lives, 

anthropologists such as Gilsenan and El-Zein would appear to have reduced Islam to an 

open signifier, dissolving its content and significance in ways similar to other anti-

Orientalists such as Said. 

 

However, since the 1970s and 1980s, more obviously interdisciplinary work, especially in 

American Anthropology, has begun to explore the ways in which the dominant textual 

tradition of Islam has been reproduced in regional contexts, shaping and authorising the 

construction of diverse yet recognisably Muslim identities, as well as being a resource for 

their contestation. More deservinｪ ﾗa デｴW ﾉ;HWﾉ けAﾐデｴヴﾗヮﾗﾉﾗｪ┞ ﾗa Iゲﾉ;ﾏげ デｴ;ﾐ ﾏ┌Iｴ ヮヴW┗ｷﾗ┌ゲ 
scholarship, I contend that such literature suggests a theoretical ゲデ;ヴデｷﾐｪ ヮﾗｷﾐデ aﾗヴ けM┌ゲﾉｷﾏ 
ゲデ┌SｷWゲげ ┘ｴｷIｴ ;ﾉﾉﾗ┘ゲ aﾗヴ デｴW Iﾗﾐaｷｪ┌ヴｷﾐｪ power of social structure and the efficacy of 

history/tradition as Muslim habitus, as well as the contextual improvisations of human 

agents with diverse social positions and cultural capitals. Ultimately, my argument is that 

although this concern for structure, tradition and agency can be combined in different ways, 

attentiveness to both similarity and difference, continuity and change, suggests one way 

forward beyond the essence/ silence impasse in Orientalist/anti-Orientalist thinking about 

Muslim societies. 

 

Of course, as Lindholm (2002, p. 124) maintains, けデﾗﾗ aWヴ┗Wﾐデ WﾏHヴ;IW ﾗa デｴW ﾐW┘ 
デW┝デ┌;ﾉｷゲﾏげ ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS ヮWヴｴ;ヮゲ HW ヴWゲｷゲデWSく Aﾐデｴヴﾗヮﾗﾉﾗｪ┞げゲ デヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐ;ﾉ IﾗﾐIWヴﾐ aﾗヴ holism, the 
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examination of aspects of social and cultural life only in relation to others remains an 

important corrective to decontextualised and normative paradigms that have dominated 

Islamic and Religious studies until recently.28 Attention to demotic as well as dominant 

discourses on Islam that do justice to relations of power in terms of gender, race and class is 

also key.29 Moreover, locating the study of Islam in this way is of particular significance 

when, post-9/11, Muslims in Britain and beyond are routinely associated with 

fundamentalism and terrorism.30 Reiterating the citation from Fischer and Abedi (1990) at 

the beginning of this conclusion, Varisco envisages a role for bottom-up, thick description in 

けHヴW;ﾆｷﾐｪ デｴW ゲヮWﾉﾉゲ ﾗa ヴWヮヴWゲWﾐデ;デｷﾗﾐげ ｷﾐ dominant Western discourses about Islam and 

uﾐSWヴゲIﾗヴｷﾐｪ ; けIﾗﾏﾏﾗﾐ ｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐｷデ┞げ shared between Muslims and non-Muslims (2005, p. 

20). However, he acknowledges デｴ;デ けEデｴﾐﾗｪヴ;ヮｴ┞ ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ ; ヮ;ﾐ;IW; aﾗヴ WゲゲWﾐデｷ;ﾉｷ┣ｷﾐｪげ ふ2005, 

p. 141). Indeed, there is still a need for scholars to evaluate more clearly what sorts of 

research processes and outcomes really do begin to make a difference in the face of 

powerful and competing state and media knowledges concerning Islam. 

 

Finally, anthropologists of Islam would increasingly tend to agree with one of their number 

デｴ;デ けｷデ ｷゲ ;ﾉﾏﾗゲデ ﾐﾗﾐゲWﾐゲｷI;ﾉ デｴ;デ ;ﾐ Wデｴﾐﾗｪヴ;ヮher would attempt to study Muslims without 

knowing [or, perhaps more realistically, knowing of] seminal texts like the Quran, hadith 

collections and relevant legal デW┝デゲげ ふV;ヴｷゲIﾗが ヲヰヰヵが ヮく ヱヵヱぶく Nevertheless, few 

anthropologists are truly at home with the texts that Islamic studies scholars spend so long 

being trained to decipher. Moreover, it must be acknowledged that the overall significance 

of developments in the Anthropology of Islam is rarely explored among Islamicists or 

Religionists in Britain or Europe, something evidenced by the silence of Siddiqui (2007) and 

El-Awaisi and Nye (2006) in this regard. Nevertheless, should the traditional centre of 

Islamic studies intend taking the study of the contemporary Muslim world seriously, the 

approaches and issues surveyed here should be of vital interest and concern. The twentieth 

century which saw Aﾐデｴヴﾗヮﾗﾉﾗｪ┞ WﾏWヴｪW ;ゲ ; ┌ﾐｷ┗Wヴゲｷデ┞ SｷゲIｷヮﾉｷﾐW ┘;ゲ ;ﾉゲﾗ デｴW ヮWﾗヮﾉWげゲ 
century with mass politics, education, the media and new public spaces transforming and 

fragmenting religious authority amongst ordinary Muslims like never before. Whether for its 

concern to describe the lived realities of this in richly textured ethnography or theorise the 

linkages between its global and local processes, the anthropological study of Islam and 

Muslims ought to find a place alongside more established approaches in any Islamic studies 

programme. 

 

Notes 

1. The review was commissioned by the Minister for Lifelong Learning, Further and Higher 

Education, Bill Rammell MP, who had expressed fears about けW┝デヴWﾏｷゲﾏげ ﾗﾐ I;ﾏヮ┌ゲ 
including exposure to radical ideas in the lecture hall. Responding to such suggestions, 

leading scholars in Arabic and Middle Eastern studies released a statement affirming the 

importance of full and free scholarly debate for intellectual development, thus resisting any 
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attempt at government interference or censorship of the curriculum (Times Higher 

Education Supplement, 2007). 

2. See, for example, his discussion of the Reay Committee Report of 1909, the Scarborough 

Committee Report of 1948 and the Hayter Committtee Report of 1961. 

3. The utility of literature, film, drama and other forms of cultural production for the study of 

Muslim cultures and societies should not be underestimatWSく “WWが aﾗヴ W┝;ﾏヮﾉWが M;ｴaﾗ┌┣げゲ 
(1990) accounts of modern Egyptian life. 

4. LｷﾆW EｷIﾆWﾉﾏ;ﾐげゲ The Middle East and Central Asia: an anthropological approach, which is 

the best and perhaps only truly introductory account for the last quarter of a century and 

now in its fourth edition (1981; 1989; 1998; 2002), two fairly recent reviewers are also 

American (Starrett, 1997; Lindholm, 2002). So too is the author of a new text critical of the 

rhetoric of anthropological representations of Islam (Varisco, 2005). Starrett notes that 

during the 1980s the US Social Science Research Council established an interdisciplinary 

Committee for the Comparative Study of Muslim Societies (1997, p. 283). Many of the best 

studies have been published in a University of California Press series, Comparative Studies 

on Muslim Societies. 

5. Until the early modern period the study of Islamic languages and texts in Western Europe 

was motivated mainly by Christian apology and polemic in the context of an expanding 

Muslim military threat (Daniel, 1993). However, as Maxime Rodinson (1988) explains, by the 

sixteenth century, the desire for knowledge about the East was growing, driven by the 

changing economic and political interests of Western states as navigation, trade and 

diplomacy increasingly extended beyond the Mediterranean. Once it became possible to 

print works in Arabic, ゲIｴﾗﾉ;ヴゲ ┘ｷデｴ ;IIWゲゲ デﾗ ﾗﾐW ;ﾐﾗデｴWヴげゲ ┘ﾗヴﾆ ┘WヴW ﾗaaWヴWS ヮﾗゲデゲ ;デ 
Paris, Leiden, Cambridge and Oxford where the grammars and dictionaries essential to 

philological scholarship were developed. Moreover, as the rationalist and secular philosophy 

of Enlightenment universalism eventually took hold, Western scholars of the Orient were no 

longer bound to defend Christian theology (Rodinson, 1988, pp. 45ff.), though the linkages 

between scholarship and mission continued. 

6. By the 1820s, the institutional foundations of a coherent academic project for the study of 

the Orient were being established as scholarly societies, many with their own journals, were 

established across Europe and in the United States (Rodinson, 1988, p. 56). 

7. While the idea of Orientalism emphasised a commitment to scholarly specialisation, the 

huge task of translating and producing critical editions of manuscripts left Orientalists 

isolated from developments in other fields (Rodinson, 1988, p. 62). Yet, it was widely 

accepted that civilisations were unique cultural wholes whose underlying characteristics 

could properly be revealed only through the textual study of their origins. Moreover, a 

romanticised bourgeois fascination with literary and artistic representations of the exotic 

non-West had emerged in parallel with scholarly developments (Rodinson, 1988, p. 85). 

8. For example, Said (1993, pp. xiにxiv, xxviiにxxxii) accounts for the success of resistance to 

colonialism, offers a critique of the chauvinism of some liberation movements, 
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;Iﾆﾐﾗ┘ﾉWSｪWゲ け; ﾐW┘ ヮﾗﾉｷデｷI;ﾉ IﾗﾐゲIｷWﾐIW ;ﾐS ｷﾐデWﾉﾉWIデ┌;ﾉ IﾗﾐゲIｷWﾐIWげ ｷﾐ aWﾏｷﾐｷゲデ studies of 

Islam and the Middle East, as well as identifying the intertwined histories of East and West. 

9. The other main influence that Said cites is Antonio Gramsci (d. 1937), the Italian 

intellectual and activist. His notion of hegemony emphasises the way in which cultural 

domination operates through the ideological apparatus of consent rather than coercion, 

especially when the institutions of civil society, including the academy, are highly developed. 

According to Said, this accounts for the saturating durability and persistence of Orientalism 

(1978, pp. 11, 14). However, Gramsci is also clear that hegemonic relations are never final 

but always open to contestation, something that Said does not stress consistently. 

10. Elsewhere, Asad (1993, p. 188) argues that the contestability of ethnographic texts by 

their subjects should be an important ethical and political consideration. For a review of 

nativist Islamic Anthropology, see Tapper (1995). 

11. Werbner (2003, p. 301) maintains that such assertions are naive because fieldwork is 

inevitably a combination of positive and more conflictual experiences. Books are driven and 

judged by scholarly cヴｷデWヴｷ; ┘ｴｷIｴ ;ヴW ;デ ﾗSSゲ ┘ｷデｴ ﾏﾗゲデ ﾗヴSｷﾐ;ヴ┞ ヮWﾗヮﾉWげゲ IﾗﾐIWヴﾐゲく 

12. Lane (d. 1876) wrote his famous (1836) account of urban Cairo as an accessory to his 

translation of A Thousand and One Nightsが ┘ｴｷﾉW ;ﾏﾗﾐｪ B┌ヴデﾗﾐげゲ ┘ﾗヴﾆゲ is his account of 

pilgrimage to the Holy Places (1893). 

13. Gｷ┗Wﾐ Aﾐデｴヴﾗヮﾗﾉﾗｪ┞げゲ ヴWﾉ;デｷ┗W ﾉ;Iﾆ ﾗa ｷﾐデWヴWゲデ ｷﾐ Iゲﾉ;ﾏ ;ﾐS M┌slim societies until the 

1960s, this legacy has proven especially significant. 

14. Of course a number of native-speaking anthropologists have contributed to the 

Anthropology of Muslim societies. For example, Asad (1970), Abu Lughod (1986), Antoun 

(1989) and El Guindi (1999). 

15. Notably, as one alternative to the Orientalist emphasis on difference, Turner (1991, p. 37) 

suggests an exploration of sameness, a common Jewish-Christian-Muslim history of shared 

frameworks and mutual colonisation. 

16. Writing at the time of the collapse of Muslim Spain, Ibn Khaldun tracked the growth, 

maturity and decay of Maghrebian dynasties. See Dawood (2004) for a recent translation. 

17. Gellner was notoriously outspoken and publicly and personally attacked Said in a review 

of Culture and Imperialism (1993) in the Times Literary Supplement (19 February 1993). 

18. Aゲ;S ;ヴｪ┌Wゲぎ けI aｷﾐS ｷデ ｷﾏヮﾗゲゲｷHﾉW デﾗ ;IIWヮデ デｴ;デ Cｴヴｷゲデｷ;ﾐ ヮヴactice and discourse 

throughout history have been less intimately concerned with the uses of political power for 

religious ヮ┌ヴヮﾗゲWゲ デｴ;ﾐ デｴW ヮヴ;IデｷIW ;ﾐS SｷゲIﾗ┌ヴゲW ﾗa M┌ゲﾉｷﾏゲげ ふヱΓΒヶが ヮく ンぶく 

19. Nﾗデ;Hﾉ┞が Hﾗデｴ GWﾉﾉﾐWヴ ;ﾐS GWWヴデ┣ ┘ﾗヴﾆWS ﾗﾐ MﾗヴﾗIIﾗが ;ゲ ｴ;┗W GWWヴデ┣げゲ ゲデ┌SWnts (for 

example, Eickelman and Rosen) and others since. This may be because of the tradition of 

detailed work going back to French colonial ethnography. 

20. TｴW aﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ Iｷデ;デｷﾗﾐ ｪｷ┗Wゲ ; ｪﾗﾗS ゲWﾐゲW ﾗa GWWヴデ┣げゲ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ ;ﾐS ゲデ┞ﾉWぎ けTｴW┞ ;ヴW ;ﾐ ﾗSS 
ヮ;ｷヴぐB┌デぐデｴW┞ ;ヴW ｷﾐ ゲﾗﾏW Wﾐﾉ;ヴｪWS ゲWﾐゲW ﾗa デｴW ┘ﾗヴS Islamicねthey make an instructive 
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comparison. At once very alike and very different, they form a kind of commentary on one 

;ﾐﾗデｴWヴげゲ Iｴ;ヴ;IデWヴく TｴWｷヴ ﾏﾗゲデ ﾗH┗ｷﾗ┌ゲ ﾉｷﾆWﾐWゲゲ ｷゲが ;ゲ I ゲ;┞が デｴWｷヴ ヴeligious affiliation; but it is 

also, culturally speaking at least, their most obvious unlikeness. They stand at the eastern 

and western extremities of the narrow bend of classical Islamic civiﾉｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐぐデｴW┞ ｴ;┗W 
participated in the history of that civilisation in quite different ways, to quite different 

degrees, and with quite different results. They both incline toward Mecca, but, the 

antipodes of the Muslim ┘ﾗヴﾉSが デｴW┞ Hﾗ┘ ｷﾐ ﾗヮヮﾗゲｷデW SｷヴWIデｷﾗﾐゲげ ふGWWヴデ┣が ヱΓヶΒが ヮく ヴぶく 

21. Elsewhere Asad challenges Geertz for imagining that symbols possess a religious truth of 

their ﾗ┘ﾐ ｷﾐSWヮWﾐSWﾐデ ﾗa ゲﾗIｷ;ﾉ IﾗﾐSｷデｷﾗﾐゲぎ けHﾗ┘ SﾗWゲ ふヴWﾉｷｪｷﾗ┌ゲぶ ヮﾗ┘Wヴ IヴW;デW ふヴWﾉｷｪｷﾗ┌ゲぶ 
trutｴいげ (1993, p. 33). Geertz also emphasises the significance of meaﾐｷﾐｪ ;ﾐS ヴWﾉｷｪｷﾗﾐ ;ゲ け; 
general ﾗヴSWヴ ﾗa W┝ｷゲデWﾐIWげ ┘ｴｷIｴ Asad sees as an especially modern, marginalised and 

privatised, Christian prioritising of individual belief as the only space allowed to Christianity 

by post- Enlightenment society. 

22. El-Zein reviews the work of Geertz including (Geertz, 1968) as well as Gilsenan (1973), 

Eickelman (1976) and others. 

23. In so doing, Asad challenges Eickelman (1981, p. 204) who approves the idea that Islam is 

perhaps best understood in terms of orthopraxy, an idea with roots in Smith (1957). For a 

defence, see Antoun (1989, p. 10). 

24. Chapter 6 of Genealogies of Religion (Asad, 1993) on the orthodox tradition as an (albeit 

waning) basis for religious reasoning and criticism in contemporary Saudi Arabia is a rare 

example of such a contribution since 1986. 

25. Bﾗ┌ヴSｷW┌げゲ ふヱΓ77) work represents a Marxist concern for the determining effects of the 

social structure but also the situationality of cultural practices. It offers a corrective to the 

idea that social agents routinely make maximising choices regardless of the situation. 

However, while Bourdieu is insightful regarding why things stay the same, he does not 

account sufficiently for how things change. 

26. On South East Asia, see also the work of Hefner (2000) on democratisation, pluralism and 

civil society. 

27. Tﾗ HW a;ｷヴ デﾗ L;ヮｷS┌ゲ ふヱΓΒΒが ヮく ヲンΑぶ ｴW SﾗWゲ ゲデヴWゲゲ けWﾐSﾉWゲゲﾉ┞ ヴｷIｴ ぐ ヮﾗゲゲｷHｷﾉｷデｷWゲげ ;ﾐS け;ﾐ 
abiding ;ﾏHｷｪ┌ｷデ┞ ;ゲ デﾗ ┘ｴ;デ Iﾗﾐゲデｷデ┌デWS ;ﾐ Iゲﾉ;ﾏｷI ゲﾗIｷWデ┞げ ;ゲ ┘Wﾉl as underlining the 

imprint of Middle Eastern origins. For an historical anthropology, see Lindholm (1996). 

28. WｴｷﾉW M;ヴデｷﾐげゲ ふヲヰヰヱぶ ┗ﾗﾉ┌ﾏW ﾗﾐ Iゲﾉ;ﾏ ;ﾐS ‘Wﾉｷｪｷﾗ┌ゲ ゲデudies evidences scholars moving 

beyond their traditional boundaries, even in their interest in Muslim lives, they remain 

focused on normative aspects of Islam. 

29. For anthropological accounts of gender in Muslim societies see, for example, Abu Lughod 

(1986), Boddy (1989), Delaney (1991) and El Guindi (1999). 

30. Anthropologists were amongst the first to study South Asian Muslim migrants in Britain 

though early studies, concerned mainly with Pakistani ethnicity, rarely discussed Islam at 

any ﾉWﾐｪデｴく “ﾗﾏW ゲデ┌SｷWS ┘ﾗﾏWﾐげゲ SﾗﾏWゲデｷI ヴWﾉｷｪｷﾗ┌ゲ ヴｷデ┌;ﾉゲ ;ﾐS デｴW sectarianism of 
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mosque politics (e.g. Shaw, 1988), but multidisciplinary interest in Muslims as Muslims 

mushroomed after the Rushdie Affair of 1989. Nevertheless, anthropologists remain 

amongst the most sophisticated commentators (see Werbner, 2002). 
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