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In his book Islamic Modernism, Nationalism,
and Fundamentalism, Mansoor Moaddel offers an
ambitious cross-national and historical compara‐
tive  study  of  the  production  of  Islamic  mod‐
ernism,  liberal  nationalism,  and  Islamic  funda‐
mentalism, while examining patterns of "stability
and change" in the Islamic world from the seven‐
teenth through the twentieth centuries (pp. ix, 24).
Moaddel's main goal is to "advance the social-sci‐
entific understanding of the relationship between
the production of ideas and broader social condi‐
tions"  (p.  8).  He  points  out  that  models  drawn
from the correspondence theory of ideology, the
central assumption of which is "ideas and social
structure correspond to each other," have largely
guided research on the development of ideology
(p. 12). 

Within this context, he reviews what he calls
the "classical tradition" of correspondence theory
established by such thinkers as Émile Durkheim,
Karl Marx, Max Weber, and their followers. Each
of the aforementioned had a distinctive approach
to  the  theory of  ideology formation--Durkheim's
was  a  mimetic  conception,  Marx's  materialistic,

and  Weber's  approach,  which  was  "much more
analytical  and  rich  with  detailed  subtlety"  than
the  former  two,  focused  on  "the  metaphysical
needs  of  the  human  mind"  (pp.  9-12).  Moaddel
also discusses some newer theories put forward
by Robert Wuthnow (an "alternative articulation
model")  and  Randall  Collins  (an  "amended
Durkheimian two-step model  of  intellectual  cre‐
ativity") (pp. 9, 12-14). In the end, however, none
of  these  models  explains  adequately  how ideas
are  actually  produced--i.e.,  the  "specific  mecha‐
nism that  connects  ideas to  social  structure"  (p.
11). 

Moaddel draws on his own case studies of Is‐
lamic countries to propose "an alternative episod‐
ic discourse model in order to explain the proxi‐
mate  conditions  of  ideological  production"
(emphasis added, p. 10). An "episode" is the inter‐
im period between specific "dramatic events" that
often lead to a change in the social  order or in
how members of a certain society perceive the ex‐
isting  social  arrangements.  Some  examples  of
episodes in the Islamic world are social and politi‐
cal upheaval (Sepoy Rebellion in India, pp. 60-74;



Babi movement in Iran, pp. 104-105; 'Urabi rebel‐
lion in Egypt, pp. 129-131); a military coup (1952
coup in Egypt,  pp.  214-220;  1963 Ba'ath coup in
Syria,  pp.  228-239);  and the outbreak of  war or
revolution  (Iran's  Constitutional  Revolution  of
1905-11, p. 20). 

Each episode, in turn, eventually gives rise to
a "target"--a set of discourses conveyed by "an ac‐
tive  ideological  group"--in  opposition  to  which
new  ideas  (ideologies)  are  formulated  (pp.  15,
335).  On  this  point,  Moaddel  differentiates  be‐
tween the formation of either political or social
ideologies. He proposes that a target's proximity
to  state  power,  or  the  promotion  by  the  ruling
elite of a specific ideology by intervening exten‐
sively in cultural  affairs,  will  lead to ideological
production  becoming  politicized  and,  thus,  in‐
crease its likelihood of developing a "political ori‐
entation"; on the other hand, if the target is fur‐
ther from state power, or the ruling elite is uncon‐
cerned  about  ideological  debates,  then  the  pro‐
duction of  ideology "is  confined to civil  society"
and its orientation tends to be social and nonpolit‐
ical (p. 17). The targets, whether political or social,
"help  ideological  producers  to  stay  focused"  (p.
335).  In this  way,  liberal,  constitutional,  and na‐
tionalist thought in Egypt, Syria, and Iran evolved
in  opposition  to  the  three  major  discourses of
monarchical  absolutism,  the  orthodox  'ulama,
and the ideology of colonial domination (pp. 123;
125-194). 

To flesh out his arguments, Moaddel divides
the body of his book into three parts, each with a
helpful  introduction.  In  part  1,  he  analyzes  the
origins and development of Islamic modernism in
India,  Egypt,  and Iran,  during the nineteenth to
the early twentieth centuries.  In part 2,  he ana‐
lyzes the origins and development of Egyptian lib‐
eralism and territorial nationalism, Syrian liberal
Arabism  and  pan-Arab  nationalism,  and  the
movement from Iranian constitutionalism and an‐
ticlerical secularism to the development of Irani‐
an economic  nationalism--all  of  which occurred

between the second half of the nineteenth and the
middle of the twentieth centuries.  Moaddel uses
part  three of  the book to compare and contrast
Egypt, Syria, Iran, Algeria, and Jordan in order to
demonstrate how changes in state structure and
policies, the formation of class, changes in demog‐
raphy, and the nature of the intellectual market
contributed to the development of Islamic funda‐
mentalism between the 1930s and the 1990s. 

Moaddel points out that the ideological pro‐
ducers in the countries he covers were employed
in  the state  bureaucracy  (high-ranking  officials,
judges, school teachers, and professors of higher
education) and religious institutions (most impor‐
tant for modernist and fundamentalist intellectu‐
al leaders). He concludes that what contributed to
the rise of the several ideological movements in
all the countries under purview were social class‐
es,  religious  institutions,  and  the  state.  But  of
these three groups, he highlights the state as play‐
ing the most important role in the formation of
communities of discourse, because it was the state
that established bureaucratic administrative orga‐
nization, employment opportunities for ideologi‐
cal  producers,  and  an  institutional  framework
that helped disseminate ideas (p. 321). 

Pre- and post-revolutionary Iran offers an in‐
teresting example of the role of the state and the
political-religious dynamics involved in ideologi‐
cal  production.  During the  revolutionary period
(1977-79), according to Moaddel, the Islamic revo‐
lutionary  discourse  was  universalistic  (i.e.,  it
"transcended social differences among the partici‐
pants  in  communitarian  relations"  [p.  329]).  In
this case, a "factor external to Islam" helped revo‐
lutionaries maintain a semblance of political uni‐
ty: namely, the presence of the Shah as a common
enemy (the "target" in Moaddel's parlance).  This
unity, however,  "proved ephemeral and fleeting,
and when concrete plans about the nature of the
post-revolutionary  regime emerged,  disputes  re‐
placed harmony" (pp. 329-330). Taking this issue a
step further, Moaddel restates his contention (of‐

H-Net Reviews

2



fered in chapters 9-12) that, whereas the secular,
intrusive states  in  Algeria,  Egypt,  prerevolution‐
ary Iran, and Syria were key in the development
of Islamic fundamentalist discourse, post-revolu‐
tionary Iran demonstrated the flip side of this ar‐
gument, "in that the fundamentalism of the Islam‐
ic  Republic had a secularizing effect  on the dis‐
course  of  the  opposition  movement"  (pp.  329,
333). And, within the context of this discourse, a
strong  reformist  movement  emerged  by  the
1990s. 

Moaddel's  main  conclusions  are  that  in  the
case of the correspondence theory he found no di‐
rect connection between the production of the di‐
verse  discourses  mentioned  above  and  "the  ac‐
tions  of  the  members  of  the  groups  and  social
classes to expand their economic interests, politi‐
cal  power,  and  cultural  privileges"  (p.  320).  He
did,  however,  find "a  degree  of  association"  be‐
tween social  classes  and ideologies,  with  liberal
nationalism having  the  closest  class  connection.
Nevertheless,  based on his own case studies,  he
contends that the episodic discourse model better
explains "how ideas are produced and how their
social or political orientations take shape" (p. 322).
In fact,  he states,  the process of ideological pro‐
duction  is  discontinuous  and  "proceeds  in  an
episodic fashion" (p. 322). Furthermore, the social
transformations  that  occurred  in  the  studied
countries  produced  (in  a  broad  sense)  Islamic
modernism, liberal and Arab nationalism, and Is‐
lamic fundamentalism; yet the "cultural" changes
these transformations caused were not consistent‐
ly or continuously connected to economic devel‐
opment, demographic expansion, social differenti‐
ation, and the formation of socioeconomic classes
and  groups.  Instead,  what  effected  cultural
change were the "dramatic events or a conjunc‐
ture of historical events [i.e., episodes] that inter‐
rupted the continuity of social life," thus influenc‐
ing the worldviews of culture producers and both
raising new awareness and provoking alternative

ways  of  thinking  about  sociopolitical  issues  (p.
322). 

Moaddel ends his book with this interesting,
albeit  sweeping,  assessment of  the origins of  Is‐
lamic fundamentalism: 

"In sum, the sequence of historical events that
gave rise to Islamic fundamentalism began with
an Islamic-Western  cultural  encounter  and con‐
tinued  through  the  establishment  of  Western
hegemony, the formation of discursive pluralism,
the rise of Islamic modernism, the development of
liberal nationalism, the rise of the modern ideo‐
logical state, the formation of a monolithic intel‐
lectual environment, and the rise of Islamic fun‐
damentalism. In this sequence ... the main culprits
in the genesis of religious extremism were the to‐
talitarian despots who resided at the pinnacle of
state power" (p. 343). 

Moaddel  successfully  fulfills  his  purpose  in
writing this book through synthesizing significant
primary sources (the writings of the many theolo‐
gians and intellectuals he discusses) and the sec‐
ondary literature on political, socioeconomic, in‐
tellectual/theological, and  ideological  develop‐
ments in the several countries he covers, though
some will no doubt disagree with or want to qual‐
ify some of his interpretations.[1] Whereas most
of the existing literature focuses on specific coun‐
tries and/or on the individual movements/ideolo‐
gies (modernism, liberal nationalism, fundamen‐
talism), Moaddel does the fields of Islamic and na‐
tionalist  studies  a  great  service  by  covering  a
broader geographic area (from Algeria in the west
to India in the east) and by presenting a pattern of
development over a longer historical period (from
Islamic  modernism  to  Islamic  fundamentalism).
This  accomplishment  is  the  greatest  strength  of
his book. 

I have two minor complaints about the book--
one definitional, the other stylistic. First, Moaddel
does  not  provide  any  explanation  of  his  use  of
"fundamentalism," which, in the context of Islam,
is misleading at best and incorrect at worst,  be‐
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cause  of  its  association  with  the  Christian  phe‐
nomenon in the United States. Although obviously
not the only focus of his book, a short discussion
of  terminology,  in  this  case,  would  have  been
helpful. Second, I found the author's repeated use
of "we argue" and "we contend" an unwanted dis‐
traction from an otherwise compelling book. Ap‐
parently, this usage is tied up with Moaddel's be‐
lief that his approach is "disinterested" (p. 24).[2]
Nevertheless,  in  a  day  when scholars  are  more
aware  of  the  relationship between  their  own
worldviews and predilections and their research
and writing, it is perfectly acceptable, at least in
my opinion, to say "I argue" or "I contend." 

Overall,  Moaddel's  book offers a stimulating
and more comprehensive perspective on develop‐
ments in modern Islam and on Islam's relation‐
ship with and responses to western modernity. In
my opinion, the book is too advanced for use in
introductory courses at most colleges and univer‐
sities. I would certainly consider using it in upper
division courses dealing with the Middle East or
the Islamic world,  as  long as  these courses  had
prerequisites  requiring  students  to  have  some
background in these fields. At the graduate level,
it would work well as an introduction to courses
on modern Islam, on nationalism in the Middle
East,  on  modern  religious  movements,  and  the
like. 

Notes 

[1]. I noticed in one case at least (Islamic ideo‐
logue Sayyid Qutb [1906-66] of Egypt), that Moad‐
del  seems  mostly  to  have  drawn  on  secondary
sources  and  on  quotes  by  Qutb  cited  in  other
scholars'  works,  rather  than  on  the  primary
sources themselves (see pp. 217-220 and accompa‐
nying footnotes 85-98 on pp. 384-385; p. 305 and
accompanying footnote 61 on p. 399). 

[2].  The  pertinent  passage  reads:  "Our  ap‐
proach is disinterested. We do not make any teleo‐
logical assumption about the dynamic of histori‐
cal change. Nor do we subscribe to the notion of
evolutionary history and its offshoot in the twen‐

tieth-century  modernization  perspective.  Never‐
theless, the fact that these countries contempora‐
neously experienced Islamic modernism, then lib‐
eral nationalism, and finally Islamic fundamental‐
ism may signify that what was at work was cer‐
tainly more than the interactions among several
historical variables sociologically constructed" (p.
24). 
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If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at
https://networks.h-net.org/h-nationalism 

Citation: Eric E. Tuten. Review of Moaddel, Mansoor. Islamic Modernism, Nationalism, and
Fundamentalism: Episode and Discourse. H-Nationalism, H-Net Reviews. March, 2007. 

URL: https://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=12943 

 This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No
Derivative Works 3.0 United States License. 

H-Net Reviews

5

https://networks.h-net.org/h-nationalism
https://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=12943

