Abstracts

Fikret Karčić and Ziba Mir-Hosseini: The “New Dimensions” Workshop Series—Aims, Achievements and Challenges

The two scholars who together with the Oslo Coalition launched the project “New Dimensions in Islamic Thought and Practice” and attended its previous workshops in Yogyakarta (2004) and Sarajevo (2005) outline the aims and challenges of the project and frame the context for the Istanbul workshop.

Mehmet Paçaci: Qur’anic Studies in Turkey

Over the last century, Qur’anic studies in Turkey have been under the influence of Modernity: The tendency of reconstructing Islam only on the basis of the Qur’an, forumulated  by Muhammad Abduh in Egypt in the last decades of 19th century. In the period, a couple of tafsirs in classical form were produced in Turkey. In the Republican era, in accordance with the concept of the nation-state, the Qur’an was translated into Turkish, and it was expected that the translation would be used in Muslim rituals. Even though the translation and tafsir produced by Elmalılı Hamdi Yazir was to meet a Modern need it can be taken, in a sense, as an expresson of resistance against the Modern project. The Modern approach has repeatedly expressed itself and had some limited developments. It affirmed itself at Ankara University Faculty of Ilahiyat in the second half of the 20th century. Hüseyin Atay can be regarded as a representative. Almost in the same period, Süleyman Ateş produced a whole commentary on the Qur’an. They endeavored to produce the rationalist, natural scientific, linguistic, and historical-critical demands of Modernity in the Qur’an, without having much concern for constructing a clear and coherent method. Yaşar Nuri Öztürk has repeated previously articulated ideas by different names. Towards the end of the century, Fazlur Rahman’s approach and so-called historicist opinions gave an impetus to the Modernist position in Turkey, particularly in certain circles in Ankara. This last appearance of the Modernist stand caused intense discussions on the concept of historicism. Although the Modernist stand created a basis for discussion in Muslim Turkey, it seems that it is still far from producing original comments of the Qur’an that stem from the real needs of the society.

Bülent Şenay: Text and Context—New Trends in Islamic Thought and Islamic Studies in Turkey

This paper presents a discussion on how the relationship between “text and context” is dealt with in making sense of Islam in the contemporary context through various hermeneutical standpoints and methodologies in Islamic studies disciplines from Fiqh to Qur’anic Studies, and from Kalâm to Tasawwuf. It also briefly touches upon the way History of Religion/ Târîkh al-Adyân as a discipline has developed in the midst of Islamic studies with its particular phenomenological position in-between confessional Islamic Studies and the Religious Studies tradition. The paper will give examples from the Turkish scholarship of Ilâhiyyât—Islamic Studies. Text and context is an old story. But it is still what we do when we do “humanities,” trying to read texts in contexts, whether these texts are written documents, or buildings or religious artifacts. How much of the text should I relate to the context?` has been the question. Relationship between “text” and “context” as well as “cotext” is where “understanding religion” emerges. It is therefore important that we have a coherent understanding of the task of “understanding religion.” The Islamic tradition of “humanities” had a discipline of “understanding” for centuries under the name of “usûl al-fiqh” and “usûl at-tafsîr,” long before Biblical Hermeneutics emerged in the West as a discipline. Hence, the different kinds of intellectual, textual, symbolic, and mystical commentaries of the Qur’an, the commentary on the Qur’an by the Qur’an, the commentary by one’s own opinion, semantics, and the method of obtaining the apparent meaning of the words of a text, all serve to show the presence of a strong tradition of hermeneutical analysis in relation to text and context within the traditional Islamic scholarship.

Mohammad Hashim Kamali: Law and Ethics in Islam—The Role of the Maqasid

This paper begins with an introductory note on the maqasid (goals and purposes) of Shari‘a with special reference to Abu Ishaq Ibrahim al-Shatibi’s (d.1388 CE) pioneering work on the maqasid,  to be followed by an  historical sketch of  salient contributions to the subject. Two other themes that follow are the identification of maqasid, and its various themes and classifications. The discussion then proceeds with an overview of the Qur’an and Sunnah on the major  moral and legal  objectives of Islam. A brief comparison of fiqh, usul al-fiqh (science of the sources of law) and the maqasid that follows helps to place the subject in its contemporary perspective and the general interest shown  in its revival in recent decades. The discussion ends with a section that takes the methodology of maqasid, their identification and appraisal a step further while drawing attention to some of the underdeveloped aspects of the discipline,  and a conclusion. 

Ziba Mir-Hosseini: Classical Fiqh, Contemporary Ethics and Gender Justice

If justice and equality are intrinsic values in Islam, as many contemporary Muslim jurists claim and Muslims believe, why are women treated as second-class citizens in fiqh texts? If equality has become inherent to conceptions of justice in modern times, how can it be enshrined in the laws that define the rights of men and women and regulate relations between them in contemporary Muslim societies? I explore these questions through an examination of the notion of gender in classical fiqh, as encapsulated in two sets of rulings: those regulating marriage and its termination, and those relating to women’s participation in society and the notion of hijab. These rulings embody the patriarchal ethos and logic of dominant rulings in Islamic legal tradition, and they have legitimated and institutionalized the control and subjugation of women throughout Muslim history and continue to do so today. Such an examination can tell us something of the genesis of gender inequality in Islamic legal tradition, which, I shall argue, rests on a set of theological, juristic, social and sexual assumptions and theories that are contingent and rooted in the social, cultural and political conditions within which Islam’s sacred texts were understood and turned into law. Constructions of gender rights in classical fiqh – which are reproduced in dominant contemporary discourses – are neither tenable under contemporary conditions nor defensible on Islamic grounds; not only are they contrary to modern notions of ethical conduct and justice, they also defy the egalitarian message of Islam.

Bilal Aybakan: The Adventure of Islamic Legal Studies in Turkey Since 1980

The tension between continuity and change imprints on Islamic studies in general and Islamic legal studies in particular in Turkey. Indeed, everybody agrees that change is indispensable. But, the main question is how to cope with change while keeping one’s identity. Since the tradition is deemed a main constituent of Muslim identity, nobody accepts a radical departure from tradition. Therefore, the manner of dealing with the tradition distinguishes the community one from another. On one side, there are modernist voices that find it sufficient to keep in contact with tradition on the spiritual level. This approach is conceived as dangerous, as it could lead to cutting off the relation with the tradition. On the other side, there are voices which question whether we have really exhausted the potentiality of the tradition in order to give a negative verdict about it. Can we say that the tradition is really outdated without having extracted its true content? Neither side feels safe with its position. On one side, the advocates of the tradition and its indispensability sometimes hesitate about their view due to the misery of Muslim world. They are in turmoil because of the apparent contradiction between theory and practice. On the other side, the defenders of modern perspectives share the concern of the misery of the Muslim world. They decided to leave the tradition for the promise of modernity only to find disappointment. 

Mohsen Kadivar: Islamic Law—An Ethics-Based Critique

Islamic law (al-Fiqh/ ash-Shari‘ah) like other legal disciplines can be criticized from an ethical point of view. This critique is necessary for Islamic law because some Islamic rules are seen to have a problem with ethics. This ethics-based critique would be possible only in the theological school of Justice (al-Adliyya) which includes the Mu‘tazila and Shi‘a, not in the Ash‘ari school, which does not believe in any rational criterion outside of God’s commands. By ethics I mean a kind of practical rationality that is altruistic and impartial. This ethical rationality encourages us to justice and fairness/ abnegation and generosity. So it has two levels: Minimal ethics or the ethics of justice; and maximal ethics or the ethics of generosity. Regarding the first level, every rule of obligation and prohibition (al-wajib wa al-haram) in Islamic law that is in opposition to ethics would be invalid. It means that “compatibility with Ethics” should be one of the necessary conditions of validity of Islamic rules.

Aïcha El Hajjami: Gender Equality and Islamic Law—The Moroccan Case

The debate about the revision of Morocco’s Personal Status Code (the Mudawwana), between 1992 and 2004, reflected a broader ambiguity between Morocco’s two main frames of reference, one Islamic, the other modern and Western-inspired. It crystallized the ideological confrontation between two social projects, one universalist and skeptical of religion, the other Islamic and based on cultural authenticity. Both shared a narrow reductionist perception of Islam, based on the conflation of divine shari‘a with man-made fiqh, and the conflation of a social and historical Islam with Islam as a frame of reference. Women’s right to equality can be founded in Islam as a project of social transformation, through an evolving rational hermeneutics that takes into account changing circumstances and the objectives (maqasid) of the law. The new Moroccan Family Code is a case in point.

M. Khalid Masud: Social Construction of Shari‘a and the Question of Ethics

The whole Muslim Umma was shocked when Ataturk abolished the caliphate in 1924. Iqbal is the only Muslim thinker who appreciated this action and called this an ijtihad. Except for a few, like Ali Abd al-Raziq, Muslims believed khilafa to be unchangeable. The paper focuses on Khilafa (the Caliphate) as a theme of the changeable and unchangeable. It analyzes the origin of this concept and institution, as something totally new, and then explores how later it became something essential for Islam, while keeping on changing in theoretical details as well as institutionally. I study this practice as a social construction. I elaborate my understanding of the social construction of shari‘a which keeps law and ethics closer to each other, thus developing a peculiar concept of authority and Islamic normativity. It absorbs change as a part of continuity. But in practice, except for a few like Hizb al-Tahrir and Khilafat International, most Muslims tend not to speak about Khilafa as an essential Islamic institution. They coin other terms. Also those who speak of Khilafa in modern times speak of this institution as opposed to monarchy, dictatorship and absolute rule. Thus it comes closer to the concept of democracy. There are numerous conceptual changes introduced along with the concept of the state, e.g., sovereignty, shari‘a, hudud etc, but still there is insistence on the continuity of tradition which is depicted as unchanging.

Tariq Ramadan: Equality and the Ethics of Citizenship

Kecia Ali: Timeless Texts and Modern Morals—Challenges in Islamic Sexual Ethics

Any discussion of the unchangeable in Islamic contexts must begin with the Qur’an. Although the once-vigorous debate over whether God created the Qur’an in history or whether it has always existed co-eternally with God has lost its centrality to Muslim intellectual life, the timelessness of the Qur’an’s words still matters deeply. Those engaged in debates over marriage, gender, and sexuality question whether all of the Qur’an’s specific prescriptions are unchangeable in their applicability to Muslim life.  Addressing the issue of the relationship of particular rules to broad principles, this essay outlines the Qur’an’s stance on sexual morality, asking how its basic concern for establishing the parameters of good conduct (mostly hifz al-farj, guarding one’s chastity) and warning against transgressions in the form of indecency (fahisha) applies in guiding Muslims to appropriate behavior in a radically altered world. It also asks whether the Qur’an’s androcentrism in matters of sex – the treatment of women as sexually passive and of men as sexual actors, of women’s bodies as Other and men’s bodies as normative – poses an equally significant challenge to the Qur’an’s universality and transcendence.

Nazife Şişman: Political and Historical Dynamics of the “Islam and Woman” Issue

The “Islam and woman” issue has become one of the major discussion areas in academia and in international meetings for the last twenty years. “Muslim woman” is the symbolic-cultural site upon which the political controversy has been built. No matter in which context this issue is held, ‘Islam and woman’ is presented as a problematic area. In this paper, I will try to demonstrate the historical and political dynamics behind the employment of “woman and Islam” in the same compound as if hinting to a negative relationship. The main idea at the background is as follows: an alteritist cultural rationale has some delimiting effects on the subject culture. The 19th century experience of the Islamic world is an explanatory example to this delimitation. Due to the challenge of Western colonialism and its intellectual hegemony, Islamic world has lost its own dynamics of discussion in both thought and practice. From then on, the Islamic world has been subject to identification which has made it an object of discussion. Parallel to this process, the discussions concerning women and Islam also have not and do not stem from the dynamics within the corpus of Islamic thought. In other words, the discussions do not result from the natural evolution of Islamic society itself, on its own terms and at its own pace. Without taking this point into consideration, it is hardly possible to answer what is changeable and what is not in Islamic thought and practice, especially concerning women. 

M. Sait Özervarli: Alternative Approaches towards Modernization in late Ottoman and Modern Turkish Islamic Thought

In this paper I will discuss different positions on modernization in late and contemporary Islamic thought, comparing the Turkish experience with other major parts of the Islamic world.  I will focus, more intensively, on the idea of combining the tradition with modern methods and how it was pursued in Islamic thought, especially the field of Islamic theology. It should be noted that in my paper, modernization refers to a process of renewal or change, and it is not strictly connected to the philosophical context of “modernity” in the West. I will discuss the ways of the co-existence between religious tradition and renewal according to the changes in the world, arguing against the dichotomous contrast between continuity and change. The leading experts of social and cultural sciences accept that the modernization movement at the same time gives rise to the revitalization of values, and causes a new awareness. In the paper I will highlight these points in order to reach a better understanding of renewal in Islamic thought.

Süleyman Derin: Sufi Thought in Modern Turkey

The word Sûfî derives from sûf, meaning wool, and that signifies the renunciation of the world. Hence the early Sufis were ascetics, turning their backs to all kinds of worldly glamour. This continued unchanged for most of Sufi history. However, in the recent history after the banning of the Sufi institutions in 1925 by the young Turkish Republic, the old Sufi groups did not disappear in one day. They continued secretly until 1950s, and after that the Sufi groups started to enter into politics, trade and education. This paper will evaluate these significant changes in the Sufi attitudes, and their relevance to the traditional Sufi understanding, in particular after the failure of some of these attempts, such as the bankruptcy of some of the companies established by such groups as well as the abuse of their political powers.

Recep Şentürk: Islamic Reform in Turkey between Usul al-Fiqh and Social Theory

Reform is a contested term in Turkey. Usually it is perceived as a pejorative term meaning distortion of religion. Consequently, the majority of  theologians and intellectuals refuse to be called reformists and emphasize that Islam does not need a reform. However, almost all agree that a renewal in religion is required by the newly emerging problems. This paper uses the term reform in the broadest sense to include all efforts to make Islam better respond to the problems of our age. The contest over the term reform is coupled with a contest over the strategies to realize it. For the majority of Muslim scholars and intellectuals, reform in Islam is legitimate only via Usul al-Fiqh. Others argue for eclecticism by combining Usul al-Fiqh with Western social and literary theories. A minority group of academics from the recent generation, however, try to replace Fiqh with modern theories such as historicism as a strategy to bring reform in Islam. This paper will comparatively analyze these strategies of reform in Turkey and trace their historical roots in the late Ottoman intellectual history.

Ibrahim Kalin: Contemporary Turkish Thought and Islam—An Outline

Contemporary Turkish thought has developed and evolved in close proximity with the political developments in Turkey. Being heir to the Ottoman Empire, the young Turkish Republic, founded in 1923, carries important continuities with the Ottoman legacy but also represents majors breakaways from the tradition. I shall analyze contemporary Turkish thought and its relation with Islam in five major stages. 

In the Republican period (1923-1946)  Turkey was ruled by the People’s Republican Party which introduced the famous republican revolutions, aimed at the public at large, but transforming the Republican elite in the process. One major feature of this period is the widening gap between the center and the periphery. It was during this period that Islam was defined as the culture of the periphery, i.e., backward, tribal, agricultural, irrational, anti-progress, and anti-civilization.

The second period (1946-1960) resulted in the landslide victory of the Democrat Party. DP adopted more liberal and populist policies, easing many of the tensions and resentments which had built over the decades. Such prominent figures of Islamic thought as Bediuzzaman Said Nursi, Necip Fazil Kisakurek and Nurettin Topcu, inter alia, began to have considerable influence over the youth. They shaped the public discourse on such issues as religion, secularism, democracy, constitution, freedom of religion and freedom of expression. 

The third period (1960-1980) witnessed the rise of new ideological and political trends. The Muslim intellectuals again had to deal with the power of the state and find ways to resist its claim to define one’s private life including religious belief and practice. The 1970s changed everything: The power of ideas was replaced with the power of arms. Such towering figures as Hayreddin Karaman, Sezai Karakoc, and the followers of Said Nursi and Sufi orders stayed out of this bloody battle. But it was also during the 1970s that the developments outside Turkey began to have an impact on the intellectual environment in Turkey. 

The fourth period covers 1980–1997. The 1980s were dominated by the new political movement of Turgut Ozal. The opening up of Turkey to the outside world was Ozal’s grand vision, and it became his success as well as curse. This was in perfect conformity with the more internationalist and pan-Islamic ideas of the 1980s, especially after the Iranian Revolution of 1979. Beginning in mid-70s and peaking in the 80s was a new trend to translate books from such countries as Pakistan, Iran and Egypt, which became extremely influential among university students. 

This period ended with the infamous ‘postmodern’ coup d’etat of 1997 (the “28 February Process”). This is a turning point in the modern history of Turkish Islamic thought for several reasons. First, the 28 February Process led many so-called Islamists to revise their old political and ideological positions. Secondly, many new ideas were put forward, new debates initiated, new questions raised. Thirdly, a whole generation of students and especially girls went abroad to continue their education. In all of these three areas, things are still in the making and their results are yet to be seen.

In all of these periods, contemporary Turkish thought has oscillated between a set of dualities: between the self and the other, between the local and the universal, between the historical and the doctrinal, and between the political and the social. These tensions are likely to stay with us in the foreseeable future. The challenge before us is to turn the present tensions into a positive and constructive process.

(Abstracts received have been lightly edited for language and brevity.)

