
Towards an Islamic 
Alternative to Western 

Anthropology 

W•m ~nthropOfogy ha, Its roots deep in, 
colonlol h,,tory. It tmtrgtd as a dlsclpline with a 
apectfic '!'ondate to •!"dy •othef 1ocietie1 so th~ 
con be undentood, To undermine this colonial. 
connection,, Muslim anthropologists are tryinO to 
d•v.lop on "lslamlc anthropology• which focuses 
Ot'I Muslim societies. ~ut is this simply an 1xercl11, 
in th• port of Mushm anthropologist\ to get a 
littf• bit more l1lom In the field and ..cure an 
cdtemativ6 voice which will challeng• whaf 
westttrn anthropologists say about Muslim cul-. 
tutt1f Or tl it ar1 attempt to develop a reoll~ 
alternative disciplinef Merryl Wyn Davi•• 
FGU6t that the efforts of Muslim anthropologists 
faff short of o fresh undenaking 

ANTHROPOLOGY, the science of 
man, is perhaps the grandest concept 
to emerge from the western intellec-
tual tradition of tho 19th century. Its 
20th century practitionen, however, 
bave been much afflicted by doubt. 
tnent anthropologists have seen the 
. 1>Une if not in crisis, then certainly 

cul d, sac. Some have even 
""ween lts demise. 
~t those people who have 
IUlule ~anthropologised" there is a 
fee nng resentment. Apart from 
~&. that they deserve an apology, 
,.ai,, 11 • widespread demand for a 
,,..t to reply, for an alternative =~logy from their own point of 

~n those far from promising 
lbe ttnces, what are we to make of 
lltb rooent emt'lraence of " Islamic 
t.fll&li fOpology"? ls it a subject to which lttort:' ,scholan should give active 
Polsibi On/ To get any sense of the 

Uties demands a careful picking 
Yfbat 1h tbe entrails and . pointers of 
di1<:iP1';'1rtent1y 00mpmes the flcdaling 

'llitine of 04 lslamic anthropoloay," 
la >ttith ~t place to begin the enquiry 

· e most recent outline of the 
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subject and the questions it raises. 
This is Dtfming Islamic Anthropology 
written by the Muslim anthropologist 
best known in the West, Akbar S. 
Ahmed, Director General of the 
National Centre for Rural Develop-
ment in Pakistan. Akbar completely 
fails to define hlamic anthropology. 
However, he makes it clear that there 
a number of variants and sources of 
growth fot Islamic anthropology. In 
seeking to survey the questions raised 
by some of the distinct sources of the 
subject he is seeking to straddle the 
already evident divides. 

To western anthropologists, Islamic 
anthropology is that field which stu-
dies Muslim societies, very much a 
part of conventional anthropology. 
The label is a recent arrival on the 
scene; increasingly we are seeing col-
lection of anthropological essays which 
take the presence of Islam in Muslim 
societies as the uniting feature. 
However what emerges from examin-
ina these

1 
works is lack of advance in 

defining any theoretical unity or ill~ 
for study relating to Islam and its 
interaction with society. 

This Is not surprising. Anthropology 

dciv~lopod IUI II tfudy or no n•IJUrMfft 
1oclctlf11 ond oral rrli4itlon , When 
uucntlon hi tumod to llterttte .acietkt, 
11nthropol01l•t• have by •nd larac had 
li ttle, lntc re11t In and pay sm• ll ,men-, 
tlon to textual rollJion. Their ma.In 
focua of 1tudy 11 what people aay and 
do about rclialon. The work of 1uch 
lcadtna fi,urc1 as Oellncr. Oeertz and 
Olhienan read1 to Muallms u a rather 
dlanppolntlna cxpo11itlon bued on Ii• 
mlted undcntandlng of Islam which 
owe• more to the writlnp of Oriental-
i11t tcholars than Mu11im expositions of 
Islam. 

One i• not challengina the man• 
ifestation1 of religious behaviour which 
they document. The point In question 
is the lack of a sense of the totality of 
Islam as an ideal, a word which will 
become crucial to the discussion of 
Islamic anthropology. For this ideal 
comprises a sense of the meaning of 
Islamic values, the over-arching world-
view and set of aspirations by which 
Muslims locate and evaluate their 
effort, and endeavours. 

In a sense, this ideal is important 
precisely because the perfect Muslim 
society does not exist. It is only 
because Muslims maintain a notion of 
an enduring, if not always consistently 
defined ideal, that movements and 
initiatives take place. When move-
ments arise, however, they are open 
to question and have to be tested 
against an ideal, they are located 
along a spectrum. To have this sense 
of penpective on what people say and 
do about religion is not to require that 
western anthropologists should be-
come advocates for Islam - but to 
point out that the lack of penpective 
distorts their conclusions, affects the 
kind of questions they ask and its 
possession might suggest fruitful lines 
of enquiry which, at present, are not 
part of their Islamic anthropology. 

The best example of the limitations 
of their approach to religion comes in 
fact from the work of Ahmed himself 
in his book on the rise of a charismatic 
religious leader in North West Fron-
tier of Pakistan. In Religion and 
Politics in Muslim Society R and K 
Paul, London, 1983) be documents the 
manipulation of religions symbolism 
and language which becomes the base 
of effective political power and influ-
ence. The central figure comes from a 
tribal division and directs both his 
religious attention and political think-
ing to his own tribal division and 
increases his power base within this 
sphere by declaring the neighbouring 
tribal division as kafir (unbelievers) 
and summoning his followers to jihad. 
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Colonial Encounter: Napoleon In Egypt 

Littered around the book are evi-
dences of numerous questions which 
are not addressed directly. The impor-
tant point is why these questions are 
not seen as the subject matter for a 
study of religion and politics in a 
Muslim society. Ahmed's religious 
leader is playing tribal politics within 
the existing structures of the North 
West Frontier. North West Frontier is 
a part of Pakistan created to fulfill the 
Islamic ideal, within the constraints of 
world power politics. Yet the adminis-
tration of the North West Frontier 
maintains exactly the same set of 
relationships, the same system of poli-
tical agents, that the British used 
under the Raj. How does this affect 
the use and perception of the role of 
religion in society? The ability to 
perpetuate tribal boundaries , indeed 
the implicit need to perpetuate them 
in order to secure advantage from a 
central administration is crucial to 
understanding the nature of North 
West Frontier society. Yet Ahmed 
makes no attempt to raise questions 
that deal with this. Would these not 
have produced a different picture of 
the same social reality documented by 
Ahmed? Would they not have been 
the perspective a Muslim anthropolog-
ist would have been ideally placed to 
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introduce into the literature? 
One cannot fail to realise the signifi-

cance of the fact that Ahmed gathered 
his material while working as the 
"political agent" for the region; no 
doubt, this affected both his collection 
of material and the questions he asked 
of the social setting. However, we are 
indebted to the honesty of Ahmed 
himself for the precise statement of 
these points. He concludes the book 
by making clear he considers that 
being a Muslim, with Pathan ancestry, 
enabled him to be a different kind of 
political agent and use both his 
anthropology and implicit Muslim 
identity as a point of contact to 
ameliorate conditions for the people 
he served. 

There is a marked difference be-
tween the way Ahmed approaches his 
study of religion in a Muslim society 
and how a western anthropologist 
would study a Christian charismatic 
leader. Ahmed accepts his charismatic 
leader as a devout Muslim, a personi-
fication of the ideal. A western 
anthropologist would not fail to oper-
ate the implicit perception of an 
overarching religions ideal, to accept 
in designing one's study that there is a 
spectrum both of religious understand-
ing and aspiration in which to locate 

one's actors. No study of Christian 
religious leaders would be unaware of 
the distinction between the Irish Pro-
testant leader Ian Paisley, Mother 
Theressa of Calcutta or Reverend 
Moon of the Church of Unification. 
By placing these leaders in their 
proper Christian perspective, a whole 
range of terminology would have been 
produced: cult, sect, faction spring to 
mind and their relationship to other 
structures and organisation of religion 
would have been part of the focus of 
study as would the nature and motiva-
tion of the followers . It is true that the 
concept of overarching religious ideal 
might not have been explicitly stated. 
But it would have been understood by 
both the anthropologist and its public. 
It would have been part of ~e 
ethnocentric underpinning which sttll 
exists within western anthropology. 
However, the fact remains that one 
cannot study a particular variety a 
specific practice of a universal religion 
and present it as though it wa~ _the 
ideal manifestation of the religion. 
The lack of such a perception in t~e 
work of the arch exponent of Isl~C 
anthropology is therefore an ma1or 
flaw. 

Ahmed, in his attempt to define 
Islamic anthropology, makes it clear 
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1 Muslim anthropologists begin 
"'\ quest by rejecting western 
ttie~ropology. Given his personal 
•
0 ground as a colonial type adminis-
~ or. it is interesting that he quotes 

main criticism of western anthro-
as the way it attracted mis-=es and colonial administators! 

TbefC is nothing new in such critic-
• 111 of western anthropology. Indeed, 
~ala! Asad's Anthropology and the 
Colonial Encounter (Ithaca Press, 
u,ndon, 1973) provides a far ~der set 
of criticisms, many of which are 
oontributed by western anthropologists 
themselves. Wheth~r o~ ?~t all anthro-
palogists accept this cntirum, there is 
an established body of opinion which 
sees anthropology as enmeshed within 
oolonialist attitudes. There are studies 
available which seek to unpick some 
of the ramifications of the relationship 
between the fact of colonial rule and 
power and the perceptions and analy-
ses made by anthropologists. 

The question then arises whether 
this critique invalidates all of anthro-
pology or merely adds a valid set of 
questions by which the data of anthro-
pology must be judged. While it is 
seen as tainted, western anthropology 
continues to be possible; and those on 
'the forefront of the critique are part of 
the development of Marxist anthropol-
ogy. 

The best analysis of the colonial 
aspects of anthropology comes from 
Stanley Diamond. In In Search of the 
Primitive, one of the most elegant 
expositions of classic Marxist anthro-
pological thought which is actually 
distinct from Marxist anthropology, 
Diamond points out that what anthro-
pology implicitly provided was a criti-
que of western society and yet this was 
consistently not the purpose for which 
its insights were used. This gets us 
rather nearer to the central issue 
which demands to be studied: what 
was the philosophic bedrock and in-
tent out of which anthropology as a 
~ranch of knowledge emerged. If that 
IS examined, it will provide a more 
radical and fundamental rationale for 
the development of an Islamic anthro-
pology than the easy potshots around 
the target of colonialism. 

Anthropology began with the 
voyages of exploration, conventionally 
called voyages of discovery, of the 
15th and 16th centuries. For the first 
tii_ne, _European man was presented 
~th different models of social life and 
1?tmediately made use of this informa-
~n - to provide ways of understand-
tg his own past. No sooner had the 
roquis been encountered than they 

suddenly became an excellent image 
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for a new idea of the builders of 
Stonehenge. 

At a more significant level anthro-
pology is another of the chlldren of 
th~ Enlightenment. Following on from 
Diamond's point, one should note that 
the great purpose of such writers as 
Rousseau_, Montesquieu and Comte 

preetscly_ to argue for change in 
thetr own SOCJety. In seeking to under-
stand and offer reforms in the state of 
civilisation as they knew it, they made 
US:C of reports of the ways of peoples 
alien to western civilisation. Like 
Marx a century later, they could only 
challenge the statw quo by proving 
that it was not inevitable. 

The voyages of exploration and the 
information they provided is one im-
portant reference · point. There is a 
second more profound building block, 
the concept of natural rights. This 
concept had been developed in the 
religious debates of previous centuries. 
To redefine their understanding of 
religion and to argue for religious 
toleration, logical and philosophic 
poles antithesis to the doctrine and 
dogmas of the Church had to be 
developed. Natural laws, natural rights 
which were part of the potentiality of 
the fallen world, part of creation but 
in distinction to the realm of the 
spiritual was the intellectual structure. 

It is usual to look to the Enlighten-
ment as the watershed from which the 
secular, materialist outlook of western 
society and western science developed. 
The concept of natural laws and 
natural rights was the tool of that 
mental shift. Science talcing its lead 
from social philosophy and social 
philosophy from religious debate. The 
great writers of the Enlightenment 
wrote of natural man, the noble 
savage. He represented part of the 
scope of the universal principles, but 
civilisation was a qualitative leap. The 
noble savage while covered by the 
universal was at the same time the 
'other'. It was because 'lf his otherness 
that he could be stuch.:d and expand 
the understanding of the potential of 
society. 

One could perhaps suggest it was 
not merely the idea of civilisation 
which produced this sense of other-
ness. Deeply embedded in Christian 
thought is the notion of the distinction 
between the spiritual and the tempor-
al, redemptive religion is the qualita-
tive divide. For all that many of the 
Enlightenment thinkers were seeking 
new ways to approach God's creation, 
they did so carrying trails of pa;"li~-
larist interpretations of Chnsttaruty 
with them. That surely is the defini-
tion of the enthnocentrism of western 

intellectual thought. 
\It is easy to see the sense of the 

'otherness' of its subject matter in 19th 
century anthropology. Other peoples 
were studied as living fossils, by which 
'\1an's stages of development towards 
civilisation could be documented. So-
cial theorising was evolutionary before 
Darwin, the SOCJal and biological sci-
ences became a feed back system 
re-inforcing each other. The biological 
sciences giving demonstrable underpin-
ning to the qualitative 'otherness' 
which bad already existed in social 
theory. 

The next phase of anthropology 
raises a very different set of questions; 
questions which the Muslim rejectors 
of western anthropology have not yet 
discussed. This is the nature and effect 
of the Boasian revolution, the point 
from which western anthropologists 
date the start of modem 'real' anthro-
pology. 

Boas' work was a specific rejection 
of biological detenninism and an im-
plicit rejection of the value judge-
ments which made up 19th century 
anthropology. It must be recorded and 
properly understood that anthropology 
is precisely attuned to understanding 
the nature of ethnocentrism and value 
judgement - even when it is rooted in 
them. 

The cornerstone of his approch was 
cultural relativity: cultures could only 
be studied in their own terms. What 
made men what they were was cul-
ture, what made a culture was to be 
explained by factors internal to its 
make-up. The notion of 'otherness' 
does not depart, but it is no longer 
prejudicial and it is fixed in an 
ethnographic present , that curious lim-
bo in which anthropologists cast their 
studies. 

Hence, the study of culture and 
society becomes 'scientific'. While it 
still seeks to generate universal laws, it 
pursues the tautology of its enquiry 
with a value-free methodology. It is 
comparative in outlook but its com-
parisons are at the level of abstract 
'neutral' concepts. 

In Rethinking Anthropology (Cam-
bridge University Press, 1967), 
Edmund Leach describes the outcome 
of this approach as a kind of "butterfly 
collecting of societies". They could be 
organised in delightful typological pat-
terns but what all this anthropological 
endeavour contributed to essential 
questions in the realms of real social 
life is almost unanswerable. 

This neatly sums up the intellectual 
log jam of anthropology. Value judge-
ments which are prejudicial could only 
be abolished by making the ethos of 
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tbc srudy value free . The scientific 
mode is then unable to develop a 
tbcorctical formula which included, 
along with the universal laws, univer-
sal values which would enable new 
possibilities in the development , scope 
and application of anthropology. 

As Diamond pointed out, the only 
purpose , indeed the proper purpose of 
anthropology, was to offer a critique 
on its own society, in particular its 
own society's involvement in colonial-
ism. This anthropologists rarely did, 
for after all, would that not imply 
reverse value judgements on their own 
society and was this not contrary to 
scientific impartiality? The effect of 
value-free endeavour, it would appear, 
is to make it valueless. 

So long as anthropology, for all its 
insights into enthnocentrism and the 
impact of values upon culture maitains 
that as a science it is value-free, 
objective, universal, it remains in 
limbo. It is only by admitting the 
western cast of all its thinking and 
openly acknowledging them that it can 
move forward, offering a critique to its 
own society properly able to enter into 
a dialogue with emerging alternative 
points of view. 

It is not surprising that Marxist 
anthropology is the most vigorous 
growth area of anthropology today. 
Marxism offers a total ideology which 
enable anthropology to function. It is 
from Marxist anthropologists that the 
critique of anthropology in the colo-
nial era is emerging. This is not the 
place to enter into a detailed discus-
sion of Marxist anthropology; it will 
suffice to make it clear that it is at the 
level of ideology that new possibilities 
are opened for anthropology. 

If ideology is a crucial factor in 
making a new kind of anthropology, 
then Islam, which has its own distinc-
tive ideological understanding of man- · 
kind and its relationship to God and 
the universe, offers great opportunities 
for anthropology. Have Muslim 
anthropologists, who seek to integrate 
anthropology and Islam, capitalised 
upon the distinctive conceptual ideas 
of Islam to make their brand of 
Islamic anthropology a new kind of 
intellectual endeavour? 

What has emerged under the banner 
of Islamic anthropology is a small 
body of writing very much a part of 
the "lslamisation of knowledge" move-
ment. The major aim seems to be to 
internalise anthropology within an 
Islamic context, demonstrating that it 
emerges from a genuine Islamic tradi-
tion, although the conventions in 
which it is expressed are a straight 
swop with the western intellectual 

tradition . 
Mauroof's contribution on anthro-

pology in SocilJ1 and Nanual Scitnces: 
An Islamic Persptctivt (Hodder and 
Stoughton, London, 1980) gives us the 
clearest survey of the predominant 
approach. While making the assertion 
that Muslims must purify his study by 
not thinking, writing and teaching as if 
he were a westerner and that the 
Muslim anthropologists arc in danger 
of prostituting their minds if they 
continue to ignore the Islamic anthro-
pological legacy, anthropology as 
understood by any western student 
seems to survive remarkably in tact 
throughout the course of bis survey. 

His use of the Qur'anic verses seems 
to condone the existing parameters of 
anthropology for the Muslim rather 
than to raise questions about whether 
there should be a distinction betwen 
Islamic anthropology and western 
anthropology. Io a sense Mauroof is 
merely giving the signal to commence 
some new endeavour but little else to 
clarify the questions to which Islamic 
anthropology should be addressing 
itself, apart from the study of lbn 
Khaldun, lbn Battuta and al-Beruni. 
Somewhere between bis three ele-
ments, conventional anthropology, 
studying Muslims writers and seeking 
to maintain a Muslim consciousness 
soemthing is expected to emerge and 
presumably this could become Islamic 
anthropology. 

Throughout all the discussions of 
Islamic anthropology by Muslim scho-
lars it is assumed implicitly that their 
prime focus of study will be Muslim 
society. It is an assumption totally 
contrary to the axioms of western 
anthropology which developed precise-
ly to study other cultures. It is not 
sufficient to reply that Muslim society 
comprises a diversity of social group-
ings, ethnicity and polities, for quite 
clearly Muslim societies share a com-
mon culture, even if they draw upon 
their common culture in different 
ways. 

Yet Muslim anthropologists begin 
by seeking to study Muslim societies. 
It is also true that Indian anthropolog-
ists study India, Chinese anthropolog-
ists China, African anthropologists 
Africa. In part this is the impetus to 
set the record straight, to use local 
knowledge to show up the failings of 
western anthropology. In the case of 
Muslim anthropologists I would go 
further: they are responding implicitly 
to Islamic imperatives, which are 
pushing their understanding of anthro-
pology into new directions. However, 
it is an unconscious response. And it 
will continue to be so as long as they 

""1ain lrom mobng , ~ 
aminatio~ of the implicit -! ;l• 
and partJcular scientific ethos of Ption 
cm anthropology. As long as .•est. 
mains a largely unconscious apro 11 re. 
anthropology there will be co to 
as to whether their studies are~ 
fowl ; are they an Islamic anthropoi or 
or a gloss on conventional IV ogy 
anthropology. Ahmed in his . estcrn 
sive search for a definition 0~nct~. 
anthropology remains firmly w illllic 
to the scientific universalism of~ 
em anthropology and yet be is aW: 
of Islamic imperatives and is USiti 
them in his own understanding ' 
~~pology, most _noticeably in 
10S1stence on the Virtues of applied 
anthropology. 

Western Islamic anthropology is in 
reality the anthropology of Muslim 
societies. It is not Islamic in the sense 
that it derives theoretical orientations 
from Islam, in fact its conception of 
Islam is primarily derived and con-
structed from what Muslims say and 
do about religion. Muslim anthropo-
logists must define their position in 
relation to this field of conventional 
anthropology, and the meaning they 
attach to the label 'Islamic'. From the 
current state of the literature, it is 
apparent that these Muslim anthropo-
logists are seeking to be Islamic in 
their personal outlook• and thus intro-
duce a more informe,. understanding 
of Islam and the Islamic intellectual 
tradition in Muslim societies into what 
remains conventional western anthro-
pology. Such an undertaking falls far 
short of a genuine Islamic anthropolo-
gy. 

One point all these Muslim scholars 
are insistent upon is that Muslim 
society has its own history of anthro-
pology. Ahmed asserts that al Beruoi 
was the first professional anthropolog• 
ist, Mauroof devotes considerable 
attention to the work of lbn Khalduo, 
lbn Battuta and al Beruni. lbis is the 
most absurd of all mental confusions. 
In no way did any of these great 
Muslim scholars contribufe to the 
development of conventional anthro-
pology. Their work is only known and 
commented upon by some of that 
small band of anthropologists who 
study Muslim societies which bas 
always been a minority i~terest within 
western anthropology. They make 
their entry at a very late date, well 
after the axioms and assumptions of 
western anthropology had beCOme 8 

fixed and known entity. 
Let there be no mistake: I have no 

doubts that these towering scholars 
were doing some kind of 'anthroJ>Olo-
gy' and they must be studied by 
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Muslim scholars and become more 
familiar to western scholars. But to 
dub their work as 'anthropology' with-
out any further definition of the term 
is arrant nonsense, indicative of both 
mental confusion and shallow thinking 
and doing great injustice to the scho-
lars themselves. Western anthropology 
developed as a secular study, which 
sought to be scientific in the objective 
value-free sense, it depends upon the 
assumption that mankind and its social 
manifestation can be 'explained' within 
materialist terms. Western anthropolo-
gy studies religion as if the earthly 
manifestations of the social functions 
of religion and the psychological urge 
to provide oneself with a sense of 
origin and purpose necessitates a 'reli-
gion'. In western anthropology man 
makes himself, he also makes his 
religion. Such ideas would have been 
anathema to Muslim scholars such as 
lbn Khaldun and al Beruni. The 
thought of being claimed by present 
day Muslim scholars as progenitors of 
such an outlook would probably have 
them spinning in their graves! To seek 
to properly understand the work of 
th_~ great Muslim scholars of the past 
Within the conventions of western 
anthropology also risks overlooking 
the conceptual Islamic nature of their 
outlook which would be an important 
pan of a genuinely Islamic a!lthropolo-
gy. 

The one Muslim scholar who is 
'.kfinitcly pursuing a genuinely Islamic 
~:throP?logy is ali Sbariati. In his On 

e Socwlogy of Islam (Mizan, Berk-
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ley . 1979) we at last encounter not a 
synthesis with extant anthropology but 
the setting out of the conceptual base 
of a distinct study. Sharia ti examines 
the question whether Islamic anthro-
pology is about 'otherness', looking 
for axioms and assumptions which will 
be the building blocks of this distinc-
tive study. 

Sbariati does this by outlining the 
essential reference points of Islamic 
philosophy. Anthropology for him 
arises from the creation of man, man 
who is made from clay but infused 
with the spiritual, man who has free 
will to descend to be lower than the 
beast or rise to be higher than the 
angels. The first building block then is 
the fitrah, the created nature of 
mankind. 

The second essential is the world-
view of tawhid (unity). Islam demands 
that we look at all of creation as a 
unity, that we examine it for ayat, 
which Shariati conceives of as both 
signs and norms. These signs and 
norms arc as much located in man and 
society as they arc in the physical 
world. Sbariati is insistent that the 
location of Islam is man in society and 
it is this we arc called upon to study. 

The third element which Shariati 
notes is that the eternal guidance of 
Islam is a path . The din is a path to be 
walked upon, not contemplated as an 
end in itself. This generates two 
further notions: process and change. 
Man can choose to walk along the 
path of Islam or diverge from !t, i_n 
adhering to the path of Islam, which ts 

a total system of values , man will 
employ social processes and forms . 

Clearly , the Islamic anthropology 
which be is pointing to is universal , 
but not because it is seeking to find 
regularities which will construct uni-
versal laws. the aim of western anthro-
pology. Islamic anthropology is univer-
sal, because tha• is the nature of 
Islam, because that is its world-view, 
tawhid. In studying Islamic anthropol-
ogy. we are in search of points of 
consonance. that which furthers our 
understanding of the furah which all 
humans share. 

In this study there is no 'otherness' 
of peoples and cultures. Since all men 
are in search of the fulfillment of their 
essential nature, that search is located 
in society where social process, its 
organisational structure and institu-
tions are in constant interaction with 
the potentialities of the fitrah, the 
created nature of man , that is common 
to all mankind. 

The extent of the mental shift 
between Shariati and Ahmed , the leap 
of intellectual rigour, imagination. 
boldness and understanding revolves 
around the notion of 'ideal Islam'. 
Ahmed specifically denounces the no-
tion of an 'ideal Islam• because it is 
inconsistent with the reality of Muslim 
societies. He then asks the following 
set of highly dubious questions: 'Can 
only Muslims be Islamic anthropolog-
ists? And if Muslims, of what sect? 
And who will determine their worthin-
ess?' Shariati is far more condemning 
of the state of Muslim society in its 
understanding and practise of Islam 
than Ahmed; perceiving the nature of 
Muslims' divergence from the path of 
Islam is far more fundamental and 
integral to his approach to the study of 
man. However, Shariati is an advocate 
and student of 'ideal Islam' , for this 
relates not to the practise of Muslim 
society but the conceptual norms and 
values of the Quranic Revelation itself 
and the way these concepts have been 
expounded in the development of 
Islamic philosophy. As such this 'ideal 
Islam' is eternal. immutable derived 
from a source far superior to the 
human mind to which all Muslims 
should be submissive, and which it is 
the created nature of all mankind to 
seek and tum towards. This 'ideal 
Islam• is the necessary basis for the 
only study which can properly be 
described as lsl:imic anthropology. 

Islamic anthropology is in no way 
value free . It derives its theoretical 
orientations from the values of Islam, 
it is conceptually rooted in these 
values. To study the meaning, implica-
tions. consequences of social reality 
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from the vantage point of these values 
expands our understanding of Islam. 
To examine the processes , organisa-
tion and institutions devised by man in 
the diversity of his societies with the 
conceptual tools of Islam is to seek to 
understand the operation of the fitrah, 
whether social action fulfills the spir-
itual potential of the fitrah or inhibits 
that potential. A truly Islamic anthro-
pology is therefore an applied science, 
which develops a perspective and 
understanding which suggests ways in 
which social action could move society 
nearer to the path of Islam. 

Western scholars are generally hos-
tile to any suggestion of developing an 
applied anthropology. Applied anthro-
pology, a field which seeks to use the 
methodology, theory and data of 
anthropology in practical policy mak-
ing, is regarded as almost a dirty word 
by the majority of anthropologists . 
Western anthropologists are not una-
ware of the colonial experience, even 
when they reject the notion that they 
or their teachers were willing tools and 
agents of colonialism. The doctrine of 
cultural relativity has developed a 
profound respect for the integrity of 
cultures and societies among anthropo-
logists and consequently the right of 
peoples to maintain that integrity, 
which is the subject matter of anthro-
pology. by self-determination. The fact 
that this is not what is happening in 
the real world, that modernisation is 
even more destructive of self-
determination than colonialism, indeed 
that it has even driven western anthro-
pologists to study western societi_es, 
does not require comment or attention 
of anthropologists. For them, the 
purpose of anthropology is to observe 
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the social scene, whether in the artifi-
ciality of the ethnographic present or 
in the current developmental setting 
where it seeks to study the changes 
which are taking place. The ethos of 
anthropology is scientific, it is objec-
tive and presents its conclusions as 
objective value-free facts. Deeply 
embedded in its hostility to applied 
anthropology is the abiding presence 
of 'otherness', what gives the anthrolo-
pologist the right to affect the choices 
of other people to do so requires 
either Diamond's political commitment 
and the role of reporting back to one's 
own society, or becoming fully im-
perialist, going further than can be 
claimed for anthropology in the colo-
nial era . It also demands that the 
anthopologist becomes an actor in the 
social setting which contravenes the 
ethos of the scientific outlook, the 
basic assumption of his discipline. 
That western anthropology cannot 
conceive of being an applied science is 
indicative of some of the very intellec-
tual log jams which arc inherent in its 
nature . 

What lies in prospect for a genuine 
Islamic anthropology is quite different. 
It is a dymanic study of man in 
society. It is by definition concerned 
with the study of human society 
through time, a diachronic study fo. 
cused on process and change. It would 
study how change arises, the consequ-
ences and means of incorporating 
change. It would, of course, disting-
uish between indigenous change and 
imposed change, the impact of change 
in producing or reducing constraints in 
the overall structure of society. This is 
not an anthropology located in an 
artificial ethnographic present. that 

- ---------static and isolated ltmho m which !iO 
much oonvcnttonal anthroJkllogy h· 
been cast. Jr woulJ he, the function : 
Islamic anthropology to study Ille 
legacy of coloniali!,,111, the incrCJI! 
impact of impcriali~rn on non•-•ting . . 1 -• ern 
soc1ct1cs, as wcl as study the errc,·t 1 the . imperialist mind-set and moJc~n 
social forms on western society. 

Given this broad outline of the fidd 
lslHmic anthropology would cover 
what kind of questions would it u k oi 
social reality? From the conceptual 
base or Islamic norms and vulucs it 
would seek to discover consonance in 
diverse social forms and understand 
the significance 11ml meaning or disso-
nance . It whnt w11ys do diverse pat-
terns of social process, organisaiion, 
structure and institutions provide 
e<juilibrium. balance. brotherhood. 
justice nnd accommodate public wel-
fare'/ It would exmine the relationship 
between various spheres of social life 
to understand how their intero1ctinn, in 
a particular family structure and poli-
tical context, inhibit the operation of 
the values or family life and produce 
tensions and the nature of the~ 
tensions within the structure or the 
family . Docs the political structure 
create an entrenched inequality wi1hin 
society. how is inequality to be under-
stood. what are its forms and what are 
its social conse<juenccs? 

An Islamic anthropology must be 
grounded in ethnography, the study of 
the totality of culture and society in its 
own terms. It must therefore be open 
to and empathic with the nature of all 
societies. One is seeking to understand 
meaning and significance as they 
appear to the people of that culture 
and society in order to elucidate 
consonance with Islamic norms and 
values. It would also be comparative 
in examining how different social 
forms, different types of interactions 
achieve, fulfill or are destructive of the 
operation of Islamic norms and values . 
It is by these methods that it fosters 
our understanding of the kinds or 
options and choices open to society in 
moving closer to the full realisation of 
the path of Islam in society. 

The Our'an calls upon Muslims to 
reflect upon the fact that God has 
created tribes and nations so that we 
may know each other. Islamic anthro-
pology would therefore be concerned 
with the study of boundaries of socie• 
ty. in what ways they arc defined and 
maintained, what functions they per-
form . Arc there ways in which the 
maintenance or particular kinds of 
boundaries can enhance the tolerance 
and understanding between peoples? 
In what ways can they be destructive 
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--------·==================-=-;~ r-ol -=::rstanding and peaceful rela-
t ~ p betwen peoples? It would 

.ne forms of polity to see bow 
strore ~nscnsus '. the inclusion 

and participation of their people. 
l Clearly lsl~ic anthropol~gy bas 

ov features in common with con-
:tlonal anthropology but the nature 
and purpose of th~ questions it asks _of 
S()Cial reality and its concept of SOC1al 
reality are entirely distinct. Convne-
(onal anthropology has dwelt upon 
t~ norm and the i~eal oper~tion of a 
given society. The literature 1s replete 
with references to the fact that the 
ideal is frequently not followed but it 
has never been the orientation of 
western anthropologists to examine 
and record the level of divergence 
from a given society's ideal. This 
would be a necessary part of Islamic 
anthropology. 

If Islamic anthropology sounds 
1udgemental one can only say there is 
no problem in that. For the world 
view of Islam does not make a 
qualitative distinction between Muslim 
society and non-Muslim society. It sets 

· forth a set of norms and values to 
j which all human beings are equally 
',.J subject and which are fulfilled in right 
r action. Right action can be done every 

bit as much by a non-Muslim as a 
Muslim and since right action encom-
passes forms of social action, its forms 
in non-Muslim society can be Islamic. 
Such a study builds up our sense of 
the common origin and essence of all 
mankind. 

At present any discussion of Islamic 
anthropology is about what it could 
become, not what is actually being 
produced from study of social reality. 
There is only one practical study 
which one can cite as an example of 
the scope and possibilities of Islamic 
anthropology. And it is a work of the 
highest intellectual calibre: Abd al 
Ali 's The Family Structure in Islam 
(American Trust Publications, 1977). 
Al Ati examines the Qur'an and the 
Sunnah and considers the structural 
refe~ences they give for the forms of 
fanuly life and marriage, inheritance 
and divorce. He develops the argue-
lllen! that Islam is a system of per-
lll1SS1bte structures. Various structural 
reference points are laid down, but 
many different patterns of organisation 

form can exist within the limits of 
IS structure. He examines what the 

~r'an and the Sunnah have to say on 
tr subject of slavery and demons-
i ates by a _structual analysis that the 
~rcni logic of Islam is the ending of 
~ cry• It would be incumbent upon 
10ti rruc anthropology to study the 

al consequences which stem from 
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Mt1;5lim societies' failure to follow the 
logic of Islam. 

Anyone 'lltho maintains the notion 
that Islam is a monolithic whole 
should r~ad al Ati . It cenainly should 
be reqwred reading for any western 
student of Islam. It is easy to under-
stand how imprecise notions of Islam 
3:5 an ideal: which has specific injunc-
tions covenng all areas of social life, 
gives rise to the conclusion that this 
means a necessary uniformity which 
must be scrupulously followed. It is a 
view which is found as much among 
Muslims as non-Muslim commentators 
on Islam. Al Ati's development of a 
structural analysis of Islam makes it 
clear that this is an erroneous conclu-
sion and gives us a practical example 
of how the conceptual framework of 
Islam can be made into a set of 
questions for ethnographic study. 

One last issue: there is some confu-
sion in pigeonholing studies of Muslim 
society between anthropology and 
sociology. As we stand at the 
threshold of the subject, we could ask 
whether there is any significance in 
calling our subject anthropology or 
sociology. I would argue that while 
there is considerable overlap between 
anthropology and sociology, and they 
share a common body of theory in the 
western convention, anthropology is 
the proper designation for an Islamic 
study of man in society. 

Anthropology has always been holis-
tic in its approach to the study of 
culture and society, one might almost 
say it is interdisciplinary since it was 
concerned with the theory of law. 
politics, economics, art, philosophy as 
it sought to present society as an 

interactive totality . Socio logy on the 
other hand developed as the :.tudy of 
institutions within society. it founded 
on parts of the social framework and 
while it sought to understand how the 
part interacted with the whole it was 
never its aim to present in integrated 
study of society in totality . The techni-
que of anthropology was participant 
observation which lays stress on the 
need for empathy with the subjects of 
the study . The technique of society is 
the survey. a quantitative approach to 
the understanding of social reality. I 
often suspect it is the tainted connota-
tions of anthropology, that it is the 
study of 'primitive' societies which 
causes the majority of Third World 
scholars to move swiftly into sociology 
and be less interested in anthropology. 
Islamic anthropology can have no such 
connotations and because of the 
orientations listed here I would argue 
it is more appropriate to the nature of 
an Islamic study that anthropology 
should be the preferred designation . 

In surveying the present state of the 
field we have seen there are a number 
of different contenders for the title 
Islamic anthropology: the anthropolo-
gy of Muslim societies as practised and 
understood in western anthropology; 
the anthropology which will derive 
colour and direction from the implicit 
Muslim outlook of Muslim anthropo-
logists but which is still firmly within 
the western convention of the subject: 
and the anthropology practised by 
Muslim anthropologists which seeks to 
be explicitly Islamic but which has so 
far not clearly defined itself. 

None of the existing approaches 
makes a genuine Islamic anthropology 
which uses Islamic conceptual tools to 
define a new and distinct study . Such 
a study already has its own theoretical 
approaches implicit in both the ex-
isting literature of "lslamisation" and 
of course directly available from the 
Qur'an and Sunnah, and in the work 
of Shariati and Al Ati. A decidedly 
Islamic anthropology cannot ignore 

~· the ideological difference which under-
lies all the axioms and assumptions 
from which the theory of western 
anthropology is derived. ft is only by 
being explicit in the distinction of its 
theory and methods that Islamic 
anthropology can proceed and create a 
dialogue with western anthropology. 
instead of being an unresolved and 
untenable halfway house. From a 
rigorous Islamic conceptual base such 
a study of mankind offers the oppor-
tunity of understanding our wonderous 
diversity and makes that understand-
ing a part of a closer approach to the 
fufillment of Islam in society. 
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