2. Thinking Islamism,
(re-)thinking Islam

One way of describing the discoursc on ‘Islamic fundamentalism’ is
to call it ‘orientalism’. Until Edward Said’s pioneering critique,
orientalism was simply an academic label describing disciplines that
studied ‘Eastern’ societies, historics and languages.' Since then, it
has come to denote an excreisc in power/knowledge by which the
‘non-western’ world is domesticated. The debate generated by Said’s
critique raiscs several important theoretical points regarding the
possibility or desirability of an epistemoltogy that is aware of its sitc
of enunciation. For example, Said argues that the construction of
fundamentalism as a key term to analyse political conflicts is derived
from the concerns of ‘intellectual factorics in metropolitan ccntres
like Washington and London’.? This allows the ‘abnormality and
extremism’ of fundamentalism to be contrasted with the moderation
and reasonableness of western hegemony.” As we saw in Chapter 1,
attempts to articulate fundamentalism are exercises in normalizing
and perpctuating the hegemony of a particular cultural formation.
At the heart of this debate about self-reflexive epistemology (that is,
gy that does not start by assuming its uncontested

an epistemology

universalism) is the question of the status of Islam. Is orientalism
able to provide adequate descriptions of Islam?

Said, by combining Foucault’s idcas on discursive formations® with
Gramsci’s thoughts on hegemony, built up a powerful critique which
questioned the validity of orientalism.” Said rcjected orientalism’s
claims to be a neutral scholarly activity that studied the East. He
contended that orientalism was made possible by the imperialist
expansion into the Muslim world, and, simultaneously, it made such
an expansion possible. Thus, the practice of orientalism was in-
exorably bound up with imperialist domination over large parts of
the Muslim world.”

31



A fundamental fear 32

Specifically, Said argued that orientalism provides accounts of
Islam (and the Orient) which are organized around four main themes:
first, there is an ‘absolute and systemiic difference’ between the West
and the Orient.” Sccondly, the representations of the Orient are
based on textual excgesis rather than ‘modern Oriental realities’.”
Thirdly, the Orient is unchanging, uniform and incapable of des-
cribing itself.” Fourthly, the Orient is to be feared or to be mastered.!
Orientalism operates within scveral theoretical narratives: it is a
theory of despotic power, of social change, of exoticism and of
rationality.'" All these narratives rest upon the assumption that Islam
is ontologically distinct from the West. The orientalist approach to
Islam can be summarized as ‘essentialist, empiricist and historicist’;'"
it impoverishes the rich diversity of Islam by producing an essential-
izing caricature.,

Said’s critique flirts with two different forms. In one form it secs
the orientalist cnterprise from the perspective of a sociology of
knowledge: that is, the eritique tries to show how western moro_a\mr:u
was subverted by its complicity with western imperialisni, and how
the reality of the Orient was distorted by orientalism. This is what [
call ‘weak orientalism’. The best example of this is provided by Said
in Covering Islam (1981), the telling subtitle of which is How the Media
and the Experts Determine How We See the Rest of the World.

In its ‘weak’ version, orientalism remains a discourse of power/
knowledge informed by the historically specific conditions of Euro-
pean global expansion. Though Said is aware that there arc older
precedents which characterized Europe’s relations with the ‘other’
(e.g. Ancient Greeks, the Crusades), he is able nevertheless to datc
the beginning of oricntalism as coinciding with the Napoleonic
invasion of Egypt. Although he is equally aware that the question of
oricntalism raises more general issues about the representation of
the other, he is unable theoretically to ground this. As a result, Said’s
reading of orientalism as an act of violence is limited. For him, the
violence of orientalism comes from the power it exercises over ‘Islam’
— that is, violence is political and not ‘philosophical’. In this version,
orientalism remains a discursive possibility of imperialism.

The other form Said’s critique takes is that of theorizing the
orientalist enterprise, not in terms of its validity but with ao,mm,a to
how orientalism actually constitutes the Orient. This is what I call
‘strong orientalism’. In this discourse—theoretical approach, the
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problem with orientalism is not just that it distorts the ‘real’ Orient
but that the Orient itself becomes a creation of oriencalism. ‘Strong
orientalism’ is not as developed as ‘weak orientalism’. Largely because
Said’s relative scepticism about Derrida’s cnterprise prevents him
from locating the violence of orientalism - not just in the relations
of power, but in the logic of western metaphysics. Said interprets the
confrontation between Foucault and Derrida as a struggle about what
the text is. According to Said, Derrida sces the text ‘as a praxis on
whose surfaces and in whose interstices a universal grammatological
problematic is enacted’; whereas for Foucault, the text’s existence is
due to a ‘highly rareficd and differentiated historical power associated
not with the univocal authority of the author, but with a discourse
constituting author, text and subject which gives them a very precise
intelligibility and effectiveness’.!® It is easy to understand why Said
should side with Foucault, since his critique of orientalism rests on
trying to historicize and implicate orientalists, colonial institutions
and the Orient in relations of power/knowledge. However, his hasty
(but qualified) dismissal means that he is unable to usc the tools
devcloped by Derrida to theorize more rigorously the possibility of
‘strong orientalism’.

An indication of some possibilities of ‘strong orientalism’ is pro-
vided by Bryan Turner’s reading of orientalism. While Turner agrces
with Said that orientalism constructs itsell by a number of binary
opposttions, he is keen to emphasize the way in which Islam is
deployed as a counterfactual possibility. That is, the study of Islam
emerges as a contrast to Christendom/the West/modernity. Thus, it
is a means of cstablishing and reinforcing the identity of the West.
Orientalism 1s au attempt to write the history of the West through
the history of the ‘other’. Orientalist narratives about the ‘Orient’
function as a supplcment to the origin of the West."

For Turner, orientalist narratives hinge upon a bifurcation between
the West and Islam. The practice of orientalism established a set of
binary oppositions in which the plentitude of the West was contrasted
with the lack of the Oricnt: so that the West had rationality, the
Orient was irrational; the West had tolerance, the Orient was fan-
atical; the West was progressive, the Orient was traditional; and so
on. Islam is consistently identified with the ncgative and antithetical
terms. The similarities between Turner’s description of orientalist
discourses and Derrida’s description of western metaphysics are
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striking. Derrida characterizes western metaphysics as consisting of a
‘violent hierarchy’ of binary opposition in which one term is privi-
leged over the other (the pure over the impure; the rational over the
irrational; presence over absence, etc.). The subordinate terms are
guarantees of the existence of hierarchy; they are outside the system
but, none the less, the condition of its very possibility,. What is
involved in orientalist discourse is the spatial fixing of the metaphysics
of presence. The power of ‘strong orientalism’ does not just come
from its attachment to imperial networks of control, it also comes
from the organization and sedimentation of particular grand nar-
ratives which tell the history of the West.

‘Strong orientalism’ is the reason why attempts to read Said’s
Orientalism as simply a sociology of knowledge flounder.'? Attempts to
reduce the critique of orientalism to the problems of scholarship
and other textual problems is completely inadequate. What is at
stake is not whether particular scholars are bad or dishonest, it is not
a question of bias; the problem of orientalism is the problem of
what space exists for the ‘other’. Said’s attempt to account for
orientalism outside the context of imperialism becomes strained
because, by treating orientalism as power over the production of
texts, Said has difficulty in explaining how orientalism continues to
function outside those particular historical power structures which
he examines in Orientalism — he has difficulties in coming to terms
with the full implications of the constitutive role of orientalism.

Many of Said’s critics find it difficult to understand his insistence
that there is an equation between power and knowledge. They prefer
instead to discuss Said’s arguments (regarding how knowledge about
the Orient is produced and distributed) without considering what
kinds of power structures enable such production and distribution.'®
Thus, the Middle Eastern scholars who have responded to Said’s
critique have tended to focus on its ‘weak orientalism’ form. This, as
Mani and Frankenberg point out, has the effect of transforming
political questions into textual problems.'” For example, it is alleged
that Said seems to confuse the generic boundaries by including
political and administrative text, diaries and travelogues within his
category of orientalist writing. This lack of respect for genres pro-
duces a critique which is undifferentiated.'® There are also attempts
to assert that the descriptions of orientalism are empirically valid,
that there is a ‘real Orient’ which corresponds, to some degree, to the
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annlmaocm of the orientalists.!” There are attempts to show that the
‘bias’ that Said finds in orientalism is also found in the representation
of the ‘other’ in all societies® — that his critique is itself reductionist,
historicist and ultimately based on an essential dichotomy between
the Occident and the Orient which characterizes orientalism.?

These clusters of criticisms are not external to Said’s text, or
merely the product of antagonistic readings; they emerge from the
blank spaces and ambiguities within Said’s text. In particular, Said
himself is not sure how to respond to the challenge of ‘strong
orientalism’. This explains the curious reticence about the fate of
Islam after Orientalism. If Islam is constituted by orientalism, what
happens when orientalism dissolves? What, if any, kind of Islam will
remain? Said’s main concerns are with the struggle against western
intellectual and cultural imperialism. He ‘illustrates the hostility of
orientalism to Islam, his ‘counter-writing’ is directed towards negating
orientalism, but ‘the negation of Orientalism is not the affirmation
of Islam’.* This has the effect of turning Said’s negation of oriental-
ism into a negation of Islam itself.?®* There is nothing to suggest that
he believes that Islam can exist outside the discourse of orientalism.
As Binder notes, this is the aporia which emerges from Said’s critique,
beyond which it cannot go.?* This paradox, by which the dissolution
of orientalism leads not to a ‘liberating interpretation of Islam’ but
to its dissolution, calls into question the limit of Said’s text. Is it
really possible for Orientalism to go beyond orientalism? For Said, to
deny Islam as a meaningful entity would be to threaten his project:
how can there be a ‘counter-writing’ when that which you counter
does not exist?

Said seems to sense the ambiguity of his position; he cannot really
speak for the subjects of orientalism, since orientalism reduces its
subjects to a silence. For Said to speak he has to de-orientalize
himself, but this means that Said has to find another place from
which to speak. Said seems to understand that orientalism totally
constitutes Islam, thus if he starts to speak about Islam, he will be
reincorporated into orientalism. Therefore he remains silent regard-
ing the possibility of an Islam outside the field of orientalism.? It is
my intention to show that it is this impasse which has produced anti-

orientalism.
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Anti-orientalism and Islam

The implication of Said’s argument for the study of Islamism is that
there is no correspondence between the orientalist articulation of
Islam and the diversity of the world of Islam.? Said’s contention is
that Islamism is neither homogenous nor monolithic in the way that
it is represented by academic and popular mediums. Said argues,
then, that there are different tendencies and varieties of Islam and
Islamism. He writes:

Thus far from being a coherent movement, the ‘return to Islam’
embodies a number of political actualities. For the United States it
represents an image of disruption to be resisted at some times, en-
couraged at others. We speak of the anticommunist Saudi Muslims,
of the valiant Muslim rebels of Afghanistan, of ‘reasonable’ Muslims
like Sadat, the Saudi royal family and Zia al-Haqq. Yet we also rail at
Khomeini’s Islamic militants and Qaddafi’s Islamic “Third Way’, and
by our morbid fascination with ‘Islamic punishment’ (as administered
by Khalkali) we paradoxically strengthen its power as an authority-
maintaining device. In Egypt the Muslim brotherhood, in Saudi
Arabia the Muslim militants who took the Medina mosque, in Syria
the Islamic Brotherhoods and Vanguards who oppose the Baath
regime, in Iran the Islamic Mujahideen, as well as the Fedayeen and
the liberals: these make up a small part of what is an adversal current
though we know very little about it. In addition, the various Muslim
nationalities whose identities have been blocked in various post-
colonial states clamour for their Islam. And beneath all this — in
madrasas, mosques, clubs, brotherhoods, guilds, parties, universities,
movements, villages and urban centres all through the Islamic world
— surge still more varieties of Islam, many of them claiming to guide
their members back to the ‘true’ Islam.?

Thus, Said argues that the term ‘Islam’ has been overused and is an
‘unreliable index’ of the phenomena that we are trying to compre-
hend.” According to Said the polysemic nature of Islam demonstrates
the inadequacy of orientalist descriptions and raises serious questions
as to the usefulness of Islam for accounting for recent developments
in the Muslim world.?

Said’s critique has gained some influence in the study of Islamic
phenomena, and has been instrumental in weakening the grip of
classical orientalism on the study of Islam and the Orient.® His
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reticence about an alternative to orientalism has led a number of
writers to formulate an alternative. There has been an attempt to
use other theoretical matrices to analyse Islamic societies and cultures
which focus mainly on the ‘material’, socioeconomic forces at work.'
These theoretical interventions have, on the whole, tended to de-
emphasize the concerns of the traditional orientalists on the signifi-
cance of Islam. As a result, the role of Islam has been dismissed as
simple nominalism.

The anti-orientalists, noting that Islam is empirically diverse and
noting that Said’s critique concentrates on castigating orientalism for
its monolithic caricature of Islamic phenomena, have produced a
theorization of Islam which seemingly rejects essentialism. That is,
they have produced an account in which Islam is not reducible to
eternal fixed substantive properties which define its ‘whatness’.*? This
turn towards an anti-essentialist and anti-orientalist understanding
of Islam finds its most radical statement in Hamid El-Zien.* El-Zien
proceeds with a review of various anthropological studies which aim
to uncover the ‘real Islam’. He focuses on five studies which he uses
to represent various positions within anthropology.* However, El-
Zein concludes that the diversity of practices relating to Islam, as
revealed in these studies, challenges the assumption that there is a
unity of religious meaning. If Islam is constructed by so many
different discourses, can it still be Islam? This ability of Islam to be
used in a variety of contexts leads El-Zien to the conclusion that
there is no such thing as Islam, but that there are only Islams.
Therefore, it is not possible to argue that ‘a single true Islam’ exists.
Thus, El-Zein claims that ‘Islam’, as a concept, is not sustainable,
since the idea of ‘Islam’ presumes a positive content immune to
local articulations.®® As he declares:

neither Islam nor the notion of religion exist as a fixed and autonom-
ous form referring to a positive content which can be reduced to
universal and unchanging characteristics. Religion becomes an arbi-
trary category which as a unified and bounded form has no necessary
existence. ‘Islam’ as an analytical category dissolves as well.*

This dissolution of Islam as an analytical category is the hallmark
of the anti-orientalist approach. The problem with El-Zien’s account
is that he believes by demonstrating the multiplicity of the uses of
Islam he can refute the orientalist idea that Islam is one entity, and
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that. by showing the great variety of Islamic practices he is making
an argument against essentialism. Pluralization is not a safeguard
against essentialism.” El-Zein rejects the totality of Islam in favour
of its local articulations. Consequently, anti-orientalists mark not so
much a break from orientalism, as its reversal — a reversal centred
around the role of Islam. Whereas Islam occupies the core of the
orientalist explanations of Muslim societies, in anti-orientalist nar-
ratives Islam is decentred and dispersed. In orientalism we encounter
a reduction of the parts to the whole (local phenomena are explained
by reference to the essence of Islam), while in anti-orientalism there
is reduction of the whole to its constituent parts (Islam is disseminated
in local events). The space left vacant by the dissolution of Islam as
a serious concept is occupied by a series of ‘little Islams’ (that is,
local articulations of Islamic practices). The problem of identifying
these ‘little Islams’ is conveniently displaced to other categories and
it is possible to identify two main categories to which the role of
Islam is displaced in anti-orientalist discourse.

islam as ethnicity ‘Islamic’ identity is located in ethnic solid-
arities and conflicts. Islam is seen as an ethnic marker — a mark on
an already pre-existing ethnic identity.®® There are two problems
here. First, Islam is not a marker of all ethnic identities but only
those found in certain contexts. If Islam is not a marker of all ethnic
identities, then it is an addition to ethnicity. The nature of the link
between the ethnic identities and their Islamic mark is unclear and it
is not explained why such an addition is necessary — unless, of course,
the ethnic identities are themselves not fully complete. But if this is
the case, how can Islam be a mere addition if its presence is necessary
to complete an ethnic identity?® Second, beyond discourses of
biological determinism or nationalist absolutism, it is difficult to
understand a priori the primacy of ethnic identities. Ethnic identities
are as socially constructed as other forms of identification.®® The
idea that Muslim identity is more artificial than an ethnic identity
cannot simply be assumed by examining the nature of these identifi-
cations. For example, in the Bosnian conflict Muslim came to denote
a community equivalent to Serbs and Croats.* In other words, being
a Muslim meant being part of a distinct community; what was
. distinctive about the community was not its ethnicity but its Muslim-
ness. In this sense, the ethnic dimension was secondary.
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Islam as ideology Islam is defined as a system of beliefs which,
like any system of belief, in the final analysis is a reflection of
socioeconomic processes and struggles. For example, Fischer is con-
vinced that ideologies are covers for deeper structural interests.”
Here the role of Islam is inserted into a theoretical framework
dominated by the opposition between idealism and materialism, in
which the material sphere is primary* By regarding ideology and
society as two distinct spheres whose relationship is one of mere
exteriority (a reflective link between two self constituted unities), this
narrative seeks to displace Islam to the field of representation of real
subjects (for example classes). The role of Islam is strictly secondary
and mystifying. Islam is seen as a mere vocabulary through which
legitimacy and representation are mediated. However, even if we
consider Islam as a vocabulary, it cannot be simply a vehicle through
which a set of secular demands are expressed,; it is also the condition
of possibility by which a set of demands can be constructed. Vocabu-
laries are not only expressive but also constitutive. The ‘material’
realm is not just ‘expressed’ by a certain vocabulary, rather, the
representation itself is constitutive of the identity of that object.
‘Reality’ (‘real’ subjects or objects) is external to the representation,
and the use of a particular vocabulary has a direct bearing on the
identities of that ‘reality’.** This means that Islam is not just the way
in which deep structural interests are masked, it is also the means by
which interests and identities are formed.

These attempts to account for Islam rest upon the displacement
of what is to be explained. What unites these two approaches is their
attempt to locate Islam in the contemporary world but, at the same
time, displace it to the terrain of surface effects, where various
signifieds (ethnicity, culture, class, etc.) bear the burden of explana-
tion. What anti-orientalism produces is a series of ‘little Islams’
reflecting the various economic, ethnic and social factors of the
variety of Muslim communities. What remains to be devised is an
account of Islam not reducible to these ‘little Islams’.

Said’s critique apparently leaves only two options open for the
study of Islamic phenomena: either one ignores Said’s critique and
reasserts the orientalist orthodoxy, or one replaces it with anti-
orientalism. Either we follow classical orientalism and assume there
is an entity called Islam, so there is no need to worry about the
object of our analysis and we can consider Islamism to be simply a
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manifestation of Islam. Or we can follow the anti-orientalists and
assume that the category of Islam is largely irrelevant for the under-
standing of Islamism.”

Anti-orientalists present an approach to the study of ‘Islamic
phenomena’ which emphasizes the role of the political economy. In
their framework Islam plays a variety of roles, depending on what
soclocconomic context it is inserted into. Their structuralist (eco-
nomistic) perspective did not allow them to elaborate on the
significance of nominal entities, other than as a form of ideologism.
Anti-orientalists, by treating Islam as a nominal entity, tended to
dismiss its importance. For them, Islam is nothing more than a label
and has no importance in itself; any significance it may have comes
from the contents that are attached to that label.* As such, an anti-
orientalist framework is unable to provide a viable alternative for
conceptualizing Islam. Islam, however, matters. Even anti-orientalist
accounts, which are openly dismissive of its importance, and point
to its instrumental use as means of supporting or opposing certain
cultural and political positions, spend considerable energies de-
lineating its functions.” The question arises, however, if Islam is
purely a secondary element, why does it play the role of articulating
social/political projects. Enumerating the variety of functions of
Islam does not answer the question of why it is that its name is
evoked. For anti-orientalists its importance is due merely to its use as
a source of symbolic authority and validation — in other words its
nstrumentality. They, for the most part, do not enquire why it is that
Islam is being used in this way.

Islam matters. Therefore, it needs to be theorized. It matters, but
not because of the reasons the orientalists give. The anti-orientalists
are right to point out the problems of the orientalist construction of
Islam and are right to point to the polysemy of Islam. However,
despite its polysemy, it retains its singularity. The question remains:
why is it that it is the name of Islam, rather than another name, that
has become so central in Muslim politics? It is only by theorizing the
signifier ‘Islam’ that one can hope to understand current attempts at
Islamization. The possibility of an alternative to the anti-orientalist
view is provided by the work of Slavoj Zizek.*
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The matter of Islam

An anti-foundationalist approach to the relationship between Islam
and Islamism would focus on the way in which Islam is deployed in
the discourse of Islamism. We have seen that within orientalist dis-
course Islam is considered to denote a cluster of attributes. For anti-
orientalists there is no such thing as Islam, but only the contextual
application of the term to denote an ever-changing list of practices.
What I want to do is to start with the anti-orientalist description of
Islam as a nominal element, and extend that analysis as a way of
refining the concepts by which we could identify a discursive object
like Islam.

The starting point of an analysis of the political role of Islam
must be Saussurean linguistics. The distinction that Saussure made
between a signifier and a signified suggests the idea that a sign 1s a
pure metaphor — that is, a sign without a concept is a theoretical
impossibility. In Saussurean linguistics the distinction between the
acoustic image (signifier) and concept (signified) 1s based on the idea
that a pattern of sound refers to something else (that is, it has
meaning because a signifier signifies — is related to a signified). If we
say that a signifier has no fixed content (that is, it does not have a
signified), we are actually saying that it is an acoustic image without
meaning (that is, an acoustic image without any concept). A pattern
of sound without a concept {without meaning) would be merely
noise.* Islam is not noise; it may have many signifieds but it is never
without a signified.

The possibilities of Saussurean linguistics were extended by
Roland Barthes. In his earlier work, when he was dreaming the
dream of semiology, Barthes examined the equivocal nature of the
signifier. Semiology was to be the all-embracing science of signs,
which would include all kinds of structural systems: fashion, highway
code, myths, food systems, etc.’® He stressed the ambiguous character
of the sign and the possibility of polysemy. The issue of polysemy
rests on the principle that one signifier has no single signified but can
refer to a set of signifieds, depending on the context. Polysemy entails
the possibility that a signifier can be reattached in different contexts.’'
Barthes also maintained that, at the bases of all sign systems, there is
a ‘natural’ language: an authentic and transparent medium. At the
core of this natural language is the closed relation between a signified



A fundamental fear 42

and a signifier, on which a second order language is built. The first
order language is the domain of denotation, against which con-
notation leans. The closed relation between signifier and signified,
however, is abandoned in Barthes’s later work, when he criticizes the
Saussurean sign and discards the possibility of a first order language.

Jacques Lacan extends the later Barthes’s theory of the sign and
abandons the idea of the pre-existence — or even the existence — of
a signified outside its relation with the signifier. For Lacan (and later
for Barthes), the signified is produced by the signifier. The latter is
no longer representative of a signified because Lacan abandoned the
very notion of representation in relation to the sign. Lacan would
then theorize the construction of meaning in discourse as halting the
sliding of the chain, or network of signifiers, by the use of a quilting
point.”? It is this quilting point which makes possible the illusion of a
referent.®

From the above we can argue that Islam is not a signifier without
a signified, but a signifier whose meaning is expressed by its
articulation. This, however, seems a rather unsatisfactory answer as
we are left with two problems. The first refers to the context of any
articulation. The second relates to the specific character of the
articulation of the signifier Islam: its particular function in the net-
work of signifiers (that is, its status as a nodal point). We should now
look at these problems in turn. Even if at the level of theory it is
possible to articulate any one signifier (or chain of signifiers) to any
signified, no articulation occurs in a vacuum; it always occurs in a
terrain where there are already relatively stable articulations (that is
sedimented meanings). In other words, signifiers are found in articu-
lated networks.*

Moreover, signifiers tend to preserve traces of previous articula-
tions and these traces are organized in chains by the mechanisms of
metaphor and metonymy. They refer ultimately to no referent or,
rather, they point at something beyond that field and from the field
itself. But, these traces can be articulated, and re-articulated in chains.
For example, in the case of Islam one can see that ‘Islam’ connotes
many things (Qur’an, Messengership of the Prophet, and so on),
which it carries along in any of its articulations within any single
Muslim community, and these cannot be disarticulated without dis-
solving the specificity of ‘Islam’.

The inter-discursivity of Islam cannot be erased by its inclusion
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within any particular discourse. By the same token, Islam cannot be
the product of any one discourse (except, of course, its founding
discourse). The inter-discursive character of Islam raises the question
of what prevents its dissolution: why does it have, not only a specific
relevance within a certain context, but also continues to carry some
distinctive qualities — for example, its relationship to the Qur’an, to
Muslims, etc. Theoretically, there is nothing to prevent Islam from
dissolving into its constituent discourses. Islam is saved from dis-
solution by political action. That is, in the absence of an intrinsic
link between signifier and signified, there is a need for that link to be
established by a political act and maintained by police actions.” The
various attempts to reinterpret and re-articulate Islam already carry
within them traces of previous articulations and interpretations, to
the extent that all attempts at re-articulation must begin where the
last articulation left off. This would suggest that, although Islam can
be used to suture a large number of discourses, and that in each act
of suturing, its identity will be transformed, it still retains traces of
its other articulations.

We can see that re-articulations of Islam have a tradition, that is
marks of its previous uses. This tradition is not only temporal. Islam
does not only bear the marks of its previous interpretations, it also
bears the marks of its' current articulations in different discourses.
Thus, the content of Islam is provided by the contestation between

- past and present reinterpretations. Behind these various articulatory

practices, there is the trace of Islam’s inauguration. This foundational
moment continues to act as a call to ‘return to the origins’. This
return is inscribed in the possibility of recovering the ‘original mean-
ing’ of Islam. This attempt to recover is never a recovery, for the
attempt modifies what was to be recovered and forces us to question
the status of this ‘return to origins’. How can this calling back to the
original Islam continue to operate despite its polysemy? Are we not
simply asserting an essence to Islam by imparting it with an original
content? I do not suggest that Islam has one true meaning outside
the political construction of that meaning, but what I do propose is
that the sign of Islam carries with it its history of articulations,
including the history of its founding. This moment of foundation,
however, has its own specificity.

What does Islam found? Tautologically, it founds a community of
those who subscribe to it: Islam founds the Muslim Ummah. In this
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act of founding Islam is the means by which a community is unified
and established: the unity of a ‘Muslim’ community comes from
retrospectively constructing its identity, through the use of Islam as a
nodal point. That is, Islam would not only function to unify a
particular community with respect to this signifier, but it is also the
name by which the Muslim community identifies and actualizes itself.
What unites the various ‘Islamic’ practices found throughout the
world is their invocation of the name of Islam. Islam’s relationship
with Muslims is unlike any other relationship between any clement
and Muslims, since, within the discourse of Muslims, Islam occupies
a privileged place.” The inter-discursivity of Islam is tied up, in a
large measure, by its significance for the construction of a Muslim
identity.

Does Islam have a different status among the signifiers to which it
is articulated? We know that Islam may be used as the mecans of
articulating a multiplicity of positions, but this does not necessarily
mean that there are multiple Islams. I would like to recall here the
question posed by Zizek: ‘What creates and sustains the identity of a
given ideological ficld beyond all possible variations of its positive
content?”” This is exactly the question we face: Islam has emerged
as the means of articulating a multiplicity of positions without losing
its specificity. That is why, when much of the literature nosgw_mm:,m
about the emptiness of Islamist programmes and the malleability of
Islamic symbols, it misses the point. What is extraordinary about
Hm_m.n.u is that, although it can be used to articulate so many divergent
positions, 1t maintains its specificity — it remains ‘Islam’. Zizek sets
wvocﬁ answering the question he posed by stating that a field of
discursivity is unified and bound by the intervention of the Lacanian
quilting points.”® The various elements which are constitutive of the
field of discursivity do not have positive identities, but their identities
come from their insertion into a relational ensemble. Their meaning
Is given, not by reference to their positive content, but in relation to
other signifiers. The quilting point performs the function of totalizing
the field of discursivity (unifying it and drawing its limits), and thus
produces a meaningful structure.” To put it succinctly, the social is
formed by the structuring of a number of ‘proto-ideological elements’
Amwwnmm significrs) into a unified field, by the arbitration of a nodal
point.” This knot of meaning fixes the other elements, arrests their
floating, and thus gives meaning to the whole ensemble.®' The floating
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signifiers acquirce their identity in the (never fully closed) ensemble of
meaning quilted by the nodal point. The significance of the quilting
point is that it gives a retroactive meaning to all the other elements
in the system. It is this point which organizes the discursive field by
retroactively fixing the meaning of the elements. (One should be
clear that a nodal point is a functional category not a substantial
one: any element may become a nodal point if it is used to quilt a
chain of signification.)

It seems that we can fine-tune our description of Islam by con-
sidering it as a crucial nodal point. Nodal points are discourse-
contextual but not all discourses have the same nodal points. We
could go further and argue that Islam is a nodal point in the discourse
of Islamism but, of course, one could easily say that Islam is a nodal
point in the discourse of figh (jurisprudence of Islamic law); that it is
a nodal point in the discourse of the various Sufi orders; and is also
the nodal point in the discourse of the various practising Muslims.
In all these cases Islam performs the function of a nodal point: it
retrospectively gives meaning to other elements included in the dis-
course. Of course, there are other discourses in which Islam is just
an element, for example the discourse of comparative world religions.

In a totalized universe of meaning we find a multiplicity of nodal
points operating to structurc the chains of signification, but among
them we find one specific signifier — the master signifier —~ which
functions at the level of the totality (that is, it retroactively constitutes
that universe of meaning as a unified totality). This master signifier
is a paradoxical signifier in so far as it is a particularity that functions
as a metonymy for the whole discursive universe. As such, it acquires
a universal dimension and functions as the place of inscription for
all other signifiers. It is the signifier of the totality that guarantees
and sanctions that unity: it designates the whole by its very presence.
It functions as the place of inscription of all other signifiers of that
totality.”® The master signifier is a signifier to which other signifiers
refer, and are unified by — and it fixes their identity. It is the unique
point of symbolic authority that guarantees and sustains the co-
herence of the whole ensemble.

But why ‘Islam’? Why has it operated as a master signifier in such
diverse and multiple discourses? It cannot be due to its substance,
since the master signifier does not have a substantive identity. Yet it
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has something ‘that makes people feel that there’s something in it’.
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That ‘something’ is its ‘itness’. This is what Zizek calls the real
kernel that escapes signification of any constructed object.®* In the
case of the master signifier it becomes the ‘thing’, the relationship
which holds a community together.®® As Zizek says, it is what is
accessible only to the members of the community; it is what gives
plenitude. It is not a set of features or practices, because there is
something ‘more’ in it — ‘something that is present in these features,
that appears through them’.* It occupies the place of master signifier
because it holds that community together for as long as the members
of that community believe in it, even though it marks the point
where signification is impossible (that is, where signification fails,
since the thing cannot find a referent and no signifier or set of
signifers can fully define it). As such, it is the paradoxical signifier
par excellence for, although it marks the failure of signification, its
very presence masks it.

It is in this sense that Islam has become the master &m:mmon, in
Muslim communities. It is analogous to the way in which the nation
occupies that place, in the same way, in many European societies.
Islam unifies the totality and is the place that holds the community
together. It unifies and totalizes and, at the same time, draws the
limits of the community. Yet these limits will become areas of con-
tention for any successive articulations of Islam and force us to
question whether these limits are marked by ethnic markers (non-
Arabs, Arabs), by the post-colonial borders, or solely by its distinction
to what it is not — that is, the West. :

Islamism: Islam as a master signifier

The relation between Islam and Islamism is not as direct as the
orientalists maintain, nor is it, as anti-orientalists would contend,
merely opportunistic. Rather, it is constitutive — that is, both Islam
and the identity of Islamism are transformed as Islamists attempt to
articulate Islam to their project. The ability of Islamists to articulate
Islam as a central political category is not due, as some maintain, to
the reputed indivisibility of politics and religion in Islam.®” Rather, it
is the function of how Islamists attempt to transform Islam from a
nodal point in a variety of discourses into a master signifier. Hence,
the often-heard Islamist slogan: ‘Islam is the solution’. This is an
attempt by Islamists to hegemonize the general field of discursivity
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by constructing Islam as a master signifier, the point to which all
other discourses must refer.

What makes Islam a candidate for a master signifier? Islamists
make use of the inter-discursive nature of Islam in three main ways:
they define Islam as din (faith), as dunya (complete way of life), and as
dawla (a state or political order).*®® Each of these attempts to construct
Islam also involves confronting and adapting to other interpretations
of Islam. It is not that Islamists simply articulate Islam, but that
their articulation already includes both other articulations and traces
of Islam’s presence in other discursive configurations. The Islamist
project revolves around gathering the ways Islam operates in different
discourses, and unifying them by using Islam as a master signifier.

The master signifier functions as the most abstract principle by
which any discursive space is totalized. In other words, it is not that
a discursive horizon is established by a coalition of nodal points, but
rather by the use of a signifier that represents the totality of that
structure. The more extensive a discourse is, the less specific each
element within it will be: it will become simply another instance of a
more general identity. The dissolution of the specificity and con-
creteness of the constituent elements clears the path for a master
signifier becoming more and more abstract, until it reaches a limit at
which it does not have any specific manifestation: it simply refers to
the community as a whole and it becomes the principle of reading
that community. It does this by becoming a manifestation of the
impossibility of fullness of any social complex. (This is because no
social complex is based on objectivity; the differential moments within
the social do not refer to a positivity but, rather, an attempt to
constitute a positivity.)”® The greater the number of elements a master
signifier is called upon to muster, however, the more fragile will be
the link it has to any particular element. In this case the limits of the
discourse will not be provided by an aggregation of antagonistic
others, but by an expression of the most general form of antagonism:
the incarnation of evil.”' This is part of the answer to William
Connolly’s question: why do identities close themselves by defining a
range of differences as evil, when there is no apparent threat from
the bearers of this difference?”? It is only through the incarnation of
evil that a muliplicity of differential elements are able to be con-
centrated in a single point. It is at this point that the political nature
of a master signifier cannot be separated from ethics.” The operation
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of a master signifer is an attempt to unify a way of being which is
lost and fragmented in its unspectacular mundane daily mani-
festations.

For Muslims, Islam is the most abstract signifier. This allows it to
operate in a most generalized way. It is not that Islam is equivocal or
ambiguous and can be articulated to a variety of political tendencies;
rather, to make use of the distinction that Rorty draws when des-
cribing his notion of a final vocabulary, Islam is the thinnest of
phrases in Muslim’s final vocabulary. It is this thinness which makes
it difficult to contest. Ultimately, for Muslims, Islam is another word
for ‘Goodness incarnate’. Thus, when Islamists claim that the best
government is an Islamic government, here ‘Islamic’ refers to the
incarnation of goodness, so that the claim becomes: the best govern-
ment is good government. This is a claim which is difficult to refute
directly, except by attacking the relation between Islam and the
incarnation of goodness. But it is precisely at this point where Islam
is strongest, because, for the majority of Muslims, Islam must be the
definition of good. 1t is for this reason that Muslim governments
which have been challenged by Islamists have often responded by
arguing that Islamists do not represent true Islam, rather than by
claiming Islam does not represent true goodness.

Theorizing Islam as a master signifier avoids the essentialism of
the orientalist approach, since Islam is not imposited with an historical
essence. At the same time this approach rejects the structuralism of
anti-orientalist accounts which, by treating Islam as a superstructural
moment, minimize its significance, and thus have to resort to
categories of ‘opportunism’ and ‘false consciousness’ to try and
account for the emergence of Islamism. Islamism, then, is a project
which attempts to transform Islam from a nodal point in discourses
of Muslim communities into a master signifier. In particular, the
Islamist project is an attempt to make Islam a master signifier of the
political order. It is the struggle to establish which signifiers will
constitute the unity and identity of a discursive universe which is
central, since the transformation of a signifier into a master signifier
is what makes possible the constitution of unity and the identity of
the whole and its parts. For Islamists the name of the master signifier
is Islam; for their opponents, Islam cannot be the master signifier.
The conflict being waged throughout Muslim communities ultimately
revolves around this issue.” To clarify the contours of this conflict
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between the Islamists and their opponents I need to outline the
identities of their opponents and their relationship to Islam. It is
puzzling that Islamist projects aim at Islamizing already existing Mus-
lim societies, since how can Islam not be a master signifier in Muslim

communities?
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