
 

Islam – Fundamentalism and Extremism  

In a modern world, where enlightened minds consider reason to be intellectually valuable, 

how is it possible for religious fundamentalism to be increasing in popularity? A Funda-

mentalist strictly observes a basic set of principles and takes the central tenets of their 

religion to be literally true. There is no room for any interpretation of the text – the 

truth of what is written is taken at face value. This is true within both Christian Funda-

mentalism and Islamic Fundamentalism. So, for example, against the overwhelming evi-

dence supporting evolutionary theory, a Christian or Muslim Fundamentalist will reject 

the scientific explanation of how the world came to be, and hold fast to the belief that the 

world was created by God in 7 days. 

This dogged determination to set literal truth of religious teaching is what separates a 

Fundamentalist from other, more moderate religious believers. But why? Why does this 

form of religion appeal to such a vast number of modern day individuals? Within Islam 

especially, there is a tipping of the scale towards a much more conservative version of the 

religion which is exposing young Muslims to views that extend beyond the Fundamentalist 

and into the realms of Extremist. 

Islam has a rich history of religious philosophy and at one stage, Islamic thinkers could 

have been considered to be among the best in the world. When the West was immersed in 

the Dark Ages, the great Muslim empires were experiencing a Golden Era in mathematics, 

astronomy, architecture and medicine. It was a time of prosperity for Islam marked by 

political, military and cultural success.  It was during the time between 632 

(Muhammad’s death) and the fall of Baghdad in 1258 that Islam took shape as a civiliza-

tion and as a political and religious system. 

This success was understood to be a sign of God’s favour as, united by a single Caliphate,  

the Ummah were able to live without external interference. According to Karen Arm-

strong,  social justice and welfare were considered to be more important than doctrinal 

teaching about God. The Qur’an has a negative view of theological speculation which it 

calls zannah – matters about God which no-one can ascertain are right or wrong. 

Muslims today who want to establish a Muslim state often look to the first Islamic states 

for inspiration and models to emulate. But how is this to be achieved in a modern world? 

Which is the best approach? To blindly imitate the pious ancestors, and live as if time has  

 

 

 

 



 

not moved on (an approach known as Taqlid); or to identify the underlying principles 

and apply them to modern life (an approach known as Ijtihad)? 

As early as the 19th Century, modernist Islamic thinkers such as Sayyid Ahmad Khan 

recognised the need for Islam to reform if it was to survive and prosper.  Heavily influ-

enced by Western (British) models of culture, civilisation & education, he called for the 

abandonment of Taqlid in favour of interpreting the allegory & symbol found in the 

Qur’an in order to determine its true meaning.  Ahmad Khan wanted to bring Islamic 

belief in line with 19thC rationalism. For example, he called for the rejection of literal 

belief in angels & jinn in favour of focussing on the central principles – the practice of 

the 5 Pillars. 

Ahmad Khan aimed to show other Muslims that Islam was capable of scientific ad-

vances and to show Britain and the West that Islam was capable of relating to the 

modern world and therefore deserving of respect and  admiration. 

Others such as Al-Afghani encouraged Islam to find the means of prosperity within it-

self rather than look to Western models which threatened Muslim identity. He saw the 

key virtues of the West – science, reason & patriotism as key Islamic virtues: Muslim 

belief is perfectly in keeping with intellectual thinking. However, he thought Muslims 

should do it their own way. He saw the modernisation of Islam as entirely compatible 

with the example set by the “Pious ancestors” and believed imitating their vigour and 

spirit was essential. Al-Afghani wanted to re-instate ijtihad to interpret the Qur’an to 

determine its true meaning rather than taqlid. 

For both of these key thinkers, it was ijtihad which held the key to making Islam pros-

per again in a modern world, not taqlid.   

However in practice, the process of interpretation proved to be both too difficult and 

potentially too likely to lead to distortion of the faith (known as biddah). The con-

servative Ulama (Islamic scholarship) envisaged dangerous innovations being introduced 

to Islam as a result of ijtihad. In addition, ijtihad requires a very high level of intellec-

tual understanding of the Qur’an, Hadith & Sunnah and therefore can only be 

achieved through an effective education system. This was too much to expect of the 

Muslim populous who were largely uneducated & semi-literate and so were unable to 

decipher meaning themselves. 

 



 

Without ijtihad, Islam had little means of keeping pace with the philosophical, political 

and socio-economic progress that was being made in the West, post Enlightenment. As 

Westernisation spread, the Muslim world became gradually Europeanised for example in 

terms of class system, dress, education and outlook. However, instead of prosperity, de-

mocracy & human rights, this Westernization only brought dictatorial & oppressive 

governments & wealth fora small elite. Instead of heralding a new Golden Era, it was 

felt Islamic culture, tradition & identity were gradually being eroded by socio-political 

models that were alien to Islamic culture. As nation states were established among the 

Islamic world, Islam became different depending on the country in which it was being 

practiced as cultural traditions became entwined with Islamic doctrine. 

This led to a more disparate ummah, the emergence of different schools of Islam, and a 

gradual loss of Islamic identity. 

Without the option of ijtihad, taqlid  became the favoured approach as it avoided the 

danger of distorting the true message via misinterpretation.  The nature of Islamic fun-

damentalism is dominated by taqlid. For those Muslims, the corruption of the true 

message of Islam through false interpretation is so unthinkable that it is safer to simply 

copy the actions of the Prophet and his followers. It also has the added benefit of being 

simplistic – a Muslim Fundamentalist does not need to have the intellectual capacity to 

grapple with serious theological questions. This move away from religious philosophizing 

has led to the focus being on memorization and rote learning of religious text. This, in 

turn is exploited by those who wish to radicalise others. Young Muslims , without the 

intellectual weaponry to defend their more moderate faith against predatory  extrem-

ists, find themselves whisked into a “religious” fervour that bears little resemblance to 

the Islam practiced by their parents and grandparents. Additionally, these parents and 

grandparents are unable to talk sense into the younger generation as they too lack the 

means to challenge radical views and beliefs. 

 

The moderate Muslim experiences huge problems living as a Muslim in a 21st Century 

Western society.  Far from uniting the Ummah, fundamentalism appears only to exac-

erbate the disparate and alienated communities of the Muslim Diaspora. The insistence 

by Islamic fundamentalists and extremists to resist the trappings of Western society 

and endeavour to live a more piously Muslim life has led to increasing disparity in the  



 

Muslim Ummah. Young Muslims experience a crisis of identity as they struggle to find 

their rightful place in a society that is increasingly suspicious of Islam and a community 

that is becoming increasingly conservative.  

 

In a BBC documentary Generation Jihad, British Muslim extremist Rizwan Dita de-

scribed it as “only natural” for Muslims to want to engage in violent Jihad. For people 

like Dita, the current plight of the Muslim world is a consequence of years of oppression 

and domination by the West – historically in terms of colonialism and more recently 

exacerbated by the relentless support for Israel and what is perceived to be systematic 

discrimination against Muslims in the West. For Dita, violent Jihad is legitimate as a 

means of defending Islam against the increasing tide of Westernization. But the crucial 

question is what impact does this have on the moderate Muslims of the Diaspora? The 

majority of Muslims feel little connection to the views of extremists who declare a war 

on the West in the name of Islam. For these Muslims, the West is their home and they 

experience no ambivalence in living a Muslim life within the context of a 21st Century 

secular society. However, for an increasing number of young British Muslims, the crisis 

of identity is having an impact. Berated by their extremist brothers for not being  ‘true’ 

to Islam and marginalised by a society that is growing increasingly suspicious and intol-

erant of the symbols of their religion, young British Muslims find themselves attracted 

to organisations in which they can feel valued and significant. 

 

However, until the West identifies how to best meet the needs of a disenchanted gener-

ation of young Muslims, and until Islam finds a way to defend itself from extremism,  

organisations like Isis will continue to pose a threat to Islam.  

Don’t forget to go onto the AlevelREblog to find some activites 

and resources to support this article. 


