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Preface

This book has many origins. Its remote origins lie in my interest in the place
of sectarianism in the dynamics of great civilizations – an interest that arose
from my reexamination of the Protestant ethic and my attempts to put it in
a broader comparative perspective.1

This interest became interwoven with my study of the Axial Civilizations,
first in a series of conferences, organized by a core group headed by Prof.
W. Schluchter reexamining Weber’s analysis of the major civilizations,2 and
later in the conferences on the Axial Age organized by me.3 An interim step
was the analysis of Revolutions which I presented in my book on revolu-
tions and transformation.4

All these have been connected with a continual reexamination of the the-
ories of modernization and of the major characteristics of modernity,5 of
modern civilization.

The more immediate origins of this book as related to fundamentalism
have been the conferences organized in the framework of the Project on
Fundamentalism sponsored by the American Academy of Arts and

xiii

1 See S. N. Eisenstadt, “The Protestant Ethic in Analytical and Comparative Framework,” in
Eisenstadt, The Protestant Ethic and Modernization. New York, Basic Books, 1968, pp.
3–46.

2 W. Schluchter: Max Webers Studie uber Konfuzianismus und Taoismus. Frankfurt, Suhrkamp
Verlag, 1983; Max Webers Studie uber Induismus und Buddhismus. Ed. Wolfgang Schluchter.
Frankfurt, Suhrkamp Verlag, 1984; Max Webers Sicht des Antiken Christentum. Webers
Analyse des Islams und die Gestalt der Islamischen Zivilization. Frankfurt, Suhrkamp
Taschenbuch Wissenschaft, 1985; Max Webers Sicht des Islams. Frankfurt, Suhrkamp
Verlag, 1987; and S. N. Eisenstadt, “The Axial Age: The Emergence of Transcendental
Visions and the Rise of Clerics,” European Journal of Sociology 23, 2, 1982, 294–314.

3 S. N. Eisenstadt (ed.): The Origins and Diversity of Axial Age Civilizations. Albany, State
University of New York Press, 1986; Kulturen der Achsenzeit, I, 2 volumes, 1987; and
Kulturen der Achsenzeit, II, 3 volumes, 1992.

4 S. N. Eisenstadt, Revolutions and Transformation of Societies. New York, Free Press, 1978.
Hebrew, Portuguese and German translations.

5 S. N. Eisenstadt, Tradition, Change and Modernity. New York, John Wiley & Sons, 1973.
German and Italian translations.



Sciences and organized by Martin Monty and Scott Appleby in some of
which I participated,6 and in one of the volumes of which I published a
chapter which constituted the kernel of several papers ultimately leading to
the present book.

During the preparation of this book, I have engaged in conversations
about the problems of fundamentalism with many colleagues – Nehemia
Levtzion and Hava Lazarus Jaffe in Jerusalem; Nikki Keddie in Los
Angeles who also was kind enough to send me a draft of her very inter-
esting paper on the subject; Bjorn Wittrock and Ulf Hannez of SCASSS
(the Swedish Collegium for Advanced Studies in the Social Sciences) in
Uppsala; with Jeffrey C. Alexander during our common stay at SCASSS;
Nilufer Güle during a preparatory workshop on Multiple Modernities
convened in September 1997 in Cambridge under the auspices of Daedalus.

A crucial stage in the preparation of the manuscript occurred during my
stay as a Fellow at the Woodrow Wilson Center for Scholars in Washington
D.C. in the fall of 1996 where I had many conversations with Henry
Munson Jr. who was then studying in depth different fundamentalist move-
ments; and with Dale Eickelman, and with Seymour Martin Lipset. During
that period Raymond Grew gave me very detailed comments on an earlier
draft of the manuscript.

During the spring and summer of 1997 I served as the Max Weber Visiting
Professor at the University of Heidelberg, and one of the lectures I gave in
the Max Weber lectures was devoted to fundamentalism. I greatly enjoyed
the discussions with my host and friend Prof. W. Schluchter as well as the dis-
cussions after the lectures – and indeed those in all the seminars and lectures
I gave on these topics in various universities in America and Europe.

I am also very grateful to two anonymous readers from Cambridge
University, and Catherine Max and Elizabeth Howard at Cambridge
University Press, who were helpful in the preparation of the manuscript,
and above all to Jason Mast for his excellent editorial work.

Last, I would like to thank my secretary in Jerusalem, Batia Slonim, for
her continual help; to Marjo Schejtman for his research assistance through-
out the preparation of this book, and above all for the help in the arduous
preparation of the bibliography; and to Esther Rosenfeld who has faithfully
typed and retyped the many – too many – drafts of the manuscript.

The Hebrew University of Jerusalem
and the Van Leer Jerusalem Institute, Jerusalem

xiv Preface

6 S. N. Eisenstadt, “Fundamentalism, Phenomenology and Comparative Dimensions,” in
Martin E. Marty and R. Scott Appleby eds., Fundamentalisms Comprehended. Chicago,
University of Chicago Press, 1995, pp. 259–276.



1

Heterodoxies, sectarianism, and
utopianism in the constitution of
proto-fundamentalist movements

Introduction

I

The major aim of this chapter is to explore the relations between modern
fundamentalist movements and modernity, and its major claim is that con-
temporary fundamentalist movements are thoroughly modern movements,
albeit promulgating anti-modern or anti-Enlightenment ideologies. This
chapter also intends to demonstrate the importance of heterodox sectarian
movements in influencing both the dynamics of civilizations as well as the
expansion and crystallization of modern civilization.

By modern fundamentalist movements I am referring particularly to
those that emerged in the twentieth century. However, some of these move-
ments do have earlier origins that led to further development through the
twentieth century, such as Protestant groups in the United States, while
others emerged more recently, first in Islam, and later in Judaism. Beyond
the original Protestant ones, these latter movements did not usually refer to
themselves as fundamentalists (with perhaps the partial exception of some
Islamic movements in Egypt) but were rather so dubbed by Western schol-
arly and more general discourse.1 We place all of these movements under
the rubric fundamentalist because, despite all their great differences and
disparities, it seems to us that some of the characteristics that they do have
in common are indeed crucial to our attempts at understanding their
dynamics. This chapter will explore both the commonalities and the
differences between these fundamentalist movements, noting also the seem-
ingly similar, yet quite distinct religious ones – communal or national –
which have developed especially in India and in Buddhist societies of South
and Southeast Asia.2

It is the major thesis of our analysis that all these fundamentalist
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movements do not constitute, as has often been portrayed, an eruption of
traditional or traditionalistic “pre-modern” forces which were repressed, as
it were, by modern regimes and by the cultural program of modernity, nor
are they simply cases of reactionary anti-modern movements. Rather, it is
here contended that modern fundamentalist movements constitute a dis-
tinctive form of modern political movement, namely a special type that
demonstrates strong Jacobin tendencies. In other words, modern funda-
mentalist movements contain a very strong Jacobin component which con-
stitutes one of their distinctive characteristics.

The general affinity between fundamentalist movements and varying
aspects of modernity has been touched upon in the literature: many tend
towards a very tight, even party-like, discipline; they tend to use modern
communication technologies and propaganda techniques; and they have
appropriated of many modern tropes and modes of discourse. Despite the
growing recognition of such affinities, the distinct features of these move-
ments as modern ones have not been adequately or thoroughly delineated.
My central argument here is that the crucial aspect that renders these move-
ments products of modernity is the appropriation by them, to varying
degrees per movement and at different times in their histories, of one
central component of the political program of modernity, which crystal-
lized in the so-called Great Revolutions – namely the Jacobin, totalistic,
participatory, and later totalitarian ones. As we shall see later in greater
detail, in some ways, even if paradoxically at times, the fundamentalist
groups and regimes share some crucial characteristics with most extreme,
secular, left Jacobin movements and regimes – namely the communist ones.

It is above all with respect to some of the features of their ideologies, to
the mode of construction of their ideologies, that the close relations
between the fundamentalist movements and the modern world, modernity,
are most conspicuous. Indeed, one of the major manifestations of such
Jacobin tendencies within these movements is the construction by them of
highly elaborate ideologies which are part and parcel of the modern politi-
cal agenda, even if their basic ideological orientations and symbols are in
many ways anti-modern, especially anti-Enlightenment. From the point of
view of the construction of their ideologies, they constitute thoroughly
modern movements, which promulgate an anti-modern traditionalistic
ideology – an ideology which is, however, couched very much in modern,
especially Jacobin, terms just as their organization evinces some distinct
Jacobin tendencies. Moreover, their very strong anti-modern, or rather anti-
Enlightenment ideology constitutes a part of the more general cultural and
political discourse of modernity from the eighteenth century into the nine-
teenth, and above all as it developed in the twentieth century, with the
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continual expansion of modernity. The crucial importance of the modern
dimensions of these movements is also evident in the strong emphases to be
found in most of them on the importance of conscious moral choice in their
continual confrontation with the outside world, in joining them, in contin-
ual adherence to them, in the promulgation of their ideologies, and in the
belief that such choice may affect the course of history.

More than simply containing some traditional elements, modern funda-
mentalist movements build on earlier religious traditions and historical
experiences, and indeed are deeply rooted in their respective religious tra-
ditions. Significantly enough, however, they are rooted not in the hege-
monic orthodoxies of their respective traditions but rather in the traditions
of their heterodoxies. They evince above all close relation or parallels to
some specific, especially utopian, sectarian heterodox tendencies and
movements, some of which can be designated as proto-fundamentalist,
which developed in their respective religions or civilizations.

The common core of the proto-fundamentalist and modern fundamen-
talist movements alike is a special type of renovative utopian sectarianism.
Such sectarian ideologies and organization developed in all so-called Axial
Civilizations. It is such sectarian heterodox movements that constituted
also, as we shall see yet in greater detail later, a central component of the
crystallization of modernity in Europe, above all in the Great Revolutions.
The sectarian utopian orientations prevalent in these movements became, in
a highly transformed way, through the impact of these revolutions a central
component of modernity – a component that became manifest in many
modern movements including the fundamentalist ones. Concomitantly, the
composition of these movements also greatly differs from that of the proto-
fundamentalist movements of earlier periods, very much in line with
the composition of many of the more militant modern movements.
Accordingly, fundamentalist movements have to be analyzed in the context
of both the historical experience of their civilizations and their various relig-
ious traditions, as well as the cultural and political program of modernity.

We shall start this analysis with an examination of sectarian and hetero-
dox tendencies in so-called Axial Civilization – the Weberian Great
Religions – as it is within the framework of some of these civilizations that
the proto-fundamentalist and fundamentalist movements arose.

Heterodoxies and utopianism in Axial-Age Civilizations

II

By Axial-Age Civilizations (to use Karl Jaspers’ nomenclature)3 we mean
those civilizations that crystallized during the 1,000 years from 500 BC to
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the first century of the Christian era, within which new types of ontologi-
cal visions, of conceptions of a basic tension between the transcendental
and mundane orders emerged and were institutionalized in many parts of
the world. Examples of this process of crystallization include ancient
Israel, later in Second-Commonwealth Judaism and Christianity; Ancient
Greece; possibly Zoroastrianism in Iran; early imperial China; Hinduism
and Buddhism; and, beyond the Axial Age proper, Islam.

The crystallization of such civilizations can be seen as a series of some
of the greatest revolutionary breakthroughs in human history, which
changed its course. The central aspect of these revolutions was the emer-
gence and institutionalization of the new basic ontological conceptions of
a chasm between the transcendental and mundane orders referred to above.
These conceptions, which first developed among small groups of autono-
mous, relatively unattached “intellectuals” (a new social element at the
time), particularly among the carriers of models of cultural and social
order, were ultimately transformed into the basic “hegemonic” premises of
their respective civilizations, and were subsequently institutionalized. That
is, they became the predominant orientations of both the ruling elites as
well as of many secondary elites, fully embodied in the centers or sub-
centers of their respective societies.

The development and institutionalization of such conceptions of a basic
tension between the transcendental and the mundane order entailed the
perception of the given mundane order as incomplete, inferior – oftentimes
as evil or polluted, and as in need of reconstruction. Such reconstruction
was to be effected according to the basic transcendental ontological con-
ceptions prevalent in these societies; especially according to the conception
of bridging the chasm between the transcendental and the mundane orders,
according to the precepts of a higher ethical or metaphysical order or
vision. In Weberian terms, this reconstruction suggests a movement toward
“salvation,” basically a Christian term for which equivalents can be found
in all the Axial Civilizations.4 Accordingly, the institutionalization of such
conceptions in these civilizations was closely related to attempts to recon-
struct their major institutional contours. It gave rise in all these civilizations
to attempts to reconstruct the mundane world, from the human personal-
ity to the socio-political and economic order, according to the appropriate
transcendental vision, to the principles of the higher ontological or ethical
order.

Thus, in these civilizations there developed a strong tendency to define
certain collectivities and institutional arenas as most appropriate for
resolving these tensions, as arenas of “salvation” for the implementation of
their respective transcendental visions. This act created new types of collec-
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tivities or endowed seemingly natural and primordial groups with special
meaning in terms of the tensions and their resolution. The most important
transformation of this sort was the construction of unneeded “cultural” or
“religious,” as distinct from “ethnic” or “political,” collectivities.

Alongside these major collectivities, there developed within these civil-
izations strong tendencies to construct a societal center or centers to serve
as the major autonomous and symbolically distinct embodiments of the
respective transcendental ontological visions, that is, the major loci of the
charismatic dimension of human existence. The center’s symbolic distinc-
tiveness from the periphery received a relatively strong emphasis, yet at the
same time the center tended to permeate the periphery and restructure it
according to its own autonomous visions, conceptions, and rules.
Sometimes this tendency was accompanied by a parallel impingement by
the periphery on the center.5

These processes of center formation and reconstruction of collectivities
were connected to the construction of great traditions as autonomous and
distinct symbolic frameworks, and to the transformation of the relations
between the great and little traditions. Hence there developed in all these
civilizations attempts by the carriers of the Great Traditions to permeate
the peripheries and to absorb the Little Traditions into their realm of
influence and control. Consequently, the carriers of the Little Traditions
attempted to profane the Great ones, to dissociate themselves from them,
and to generate a distinct ideology of their own that also included and
incorporated the peripheries.6

Thus, in these civilizations, the center (or centers) emerged as a distinct
symbolic organizational arena, one whose “givenness” could not necessar-
ily be taken for granted. The construction and characteristics of the center,
characterized for instance as either strong and guiding or weak, tended to
become central issues under the gaze of the increasing reflexivity that was
developing in these civilizations.

The different modes of reflexivity that developed in these civilizations
focused above all on the relations between the transcendental and mundane
orders. The political dimension of such reflexivity was rooted in the trans-
formed conceptions of the political arena and of the accountability of
rulers.7 The political order as one of the central loci of the mundane order
was usually conceived as lower than the transcendental ideal and therefore
had to be restructured according to the precepts of the latter. It had to be
reconstructed above all according to what was perceived as the proper
mode of overcoming the tension between the transcendental and mundane
orders, and with special regard to the basic premises of their respective
transcendental visions of “salvation.” It was the rulers who were usually
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held responsible for organizing the political order according to such pre-
cepts.

At the same time the nature of the rulers became greatly transformed.
The king-god, the embodiment of the cosmic and earthly order alike, dis-
appeared, and a secular ruler appeared, even if with strong sacral attrib-
utes, which was, in principle, accountable to some higher order. Thus there
emerged the conception of the accountability of rulers and community to
a higher authority, God, Divine Law, and the like. Accordingly, the pos-
sibility of calling a ruler to judgment appeared. One such dramatic appear-
ance of this conception appeared in ancient Israel, in the priestly and
prophetic pronunciations. “Secular” conceptions of such accountability, an
accountability to the community and its laws, appeared in both the north-
ern shores of the eastern Mediterranean, in ancient Greece, as well as in the
Chinese conception of the Mandate of Heaven. In varying forms this con-
ception of accountability appeared in all these civilizations.8

Concomitantly with the emergence of conceptions of accountability of
rulers there began to develop autonomous spheres of law as somewhat dis-
tinct from ascriptively bound custom and from purely customary law. Such
developments could also entail some beginnings of a conception of rights
even if the scope of these spheres of law and rights varied greatly.

The basic premise of these civilizations, and the closely related account-
ability of rulers to some higher law or principles, were closely connected
with the crystallization of distinct new roles and groups. In all these civil-
izations the development and institutionalization of a perceived tension
between the transcendental and the mundane orders, the perceived impor-
tance of this tension, as well as the subsequent attempts to overcome it via
the implementation of a transcendental vision, were closely connected to
the emergence of a new social element. Autonomous intellectuals emerged
as a new type of elite who acted as carriers of models of cultural and social
order such as the ancient Israeli prophets and priests and the later Jewish
sages, the Greek philosophers and sophists, the Chinese literati, the Hindu
Brahmins, the Buddhist Sangha, and the Islamic Ulema. The small nuclei
of such intellectuals and elites that developed these new ontologies, these
new transcendental visions and conceptions, saw themselves as representa-
tives and promulgators of such visions of the higher law, and thus further
considered themselves entitled to call rulers to accountability.9

III

The new type of elites that arose with the processes of institutionalization
of such transcendental visions differed greatly from the ritual, magical, and
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sacral specialist in the pre-Axial Age Civilizations. New elites, intellectuals,
and clerics were recruited and legitimized according to distinct, autono-
mous criteria, and were organized in autonomous settings distinct from
those of the basic ascriptive political units of the society. They acquired a
conscious, potentially countrywide status of their own. They also tended to
become potentially independent of other categories of elites, social groups,
and sectors. The new cultural groups became transformed into relatively
autonomous partners in the major ruling coalitions and protest move-
ments.

At the same time there took place a far-reaching transformation of other
elites, such as political elites, or the articulators of the solidarity of different
collectivities. All these elites tended to develop claims to an autonomous
place in the construction of the cultural and social order. They saw them-
selves not only as performing specific technical, functional activities – be
they those of scribes, ritual specialists, and the like – but also as potentially
autonomous carriers of a distinct cultural and social order related to the
transcendental vision prevalent in their respective societies. All of these
elites saw themselves as the autonomous articulators of the new order and
rival elites as both accountable to them and as essentially inferior.

Moreover, each of these groups of elites was not homogeneous (in these
civilizations even more than in others), and within each of them as well as
within the broader sectors of the society there developed a multiplicity of
secondary cultural, political, or educational groups and influentials, each
very often carrying different conceptions of the cultural and social order.
Accordingly these various groups, elites, and influentials often competed
strongly with each other, especially over the production and control of
symbols and media of communication.

It is these elites and influentials that were the most active in the restruc-
turing of the world and in contributing to the institutional creativity that
developed in these societies. Above all – and this is crucial for our analysis
– these different elites in general and the intellectuals in particular also con-
stituted the most active proponents of various alternative conceptions of
the social and cultural order that have developed in all these civilizations.

The basic antinomies in the cultural programs of Axial
Civilizations

IV

It was indeed one of the distinct characteristics of these civilizations that
there continually developed within them alternative, competing transcen-
dental visions. These alternative conceptions or visions crystallized around
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three basic antinomies inherent in the very premises of these civilizations
and in the process of their institutionalization – namely, first, around the
awareness of a great range of possibilities of transcendental visions and
of the range of methods of their possible implementation; secondly,
around the tension between reason and revelation or faith (or their equiv-
alents in the non-monotheistic Axial Civilizations); and thirdly, around the
problematique of the desirability of attempts at full institutionalization of
these visions in their pristine form.10

The awareness of a great range of possibilities of transcendental visions,
of the very definition of the tensions between the transcendental and the
mundane order and of the quest to overcome these tensions by imple-
mentation of such visions, constituted an inherent part of their institu-
tionalization in the Axial Civilizations. Historically such a process of
institutionalization was never a simple, peaceful one. Any such institution-
alization usually contained strong heterogeneous and even contradictory
elements. It was usually connected with a continuous struggle and compe-
tition between many groups and between their respective visions. Because
of this multiplicity of visions, no single one could be taken as given or com-
plete. Once the conception of a basic tension between the transcendental
and the mundane order was institutionalized in a society, or at least within
its center, it became in itself very problematic. The elaboration of any such
vision attendant on such institutionalization generated the possibility of
different emphases, directions, and interpretations, all of which were rein-
forced by the existence in any historical setting of such institutionalization
of multiple visions carried by different groups.

The second basic antinomy inherent in these civilizations has been
between reason and revelation or faith in the monotheistic tradition, or
commitment to some equivalent transcendental principle in the Confucian,
Hinduistic, and Buddhist ones. The premises of these civilizations and their
institutionalization entailed a high level of reflexivity, including a second
order reflexivity suggesting a critical awareness of these very premises. Such
reflexivity has been, of course, reinforced by the awareness of the possibil-
ity – and existence – of alternative visions. It necessarily entailed the exer-
cise of human judgment and reason, not only as a pragmatic tool but as at
least one arbiter or guide of such reflexivity. Such exercise often gave rise
to the construction of “reason” as a distinct category in the discourse that
developed in these civilizations. Hence, it may have easily endowed reason
with a metaphysical or transcendental dimension and autonomy which did
not exist in pre-Axial Civilizations – and could generate confrontations
between its autonomous exercise on the one hand and revelation or faith
(or their non-monotheistic equivalents) on the other. Such confrontation
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was historically central in the monotheistic civilizations as they confronted
the only Axial Civilization that did indeed define reason, or “logos,” as the
ultimate transcendental value, namely the Greek civilization. But parallel
confrontations, even if couched in other terms and in less confrontational
ways, developed in the Axial Civilizations.

The above antinomy is closely related to the third one inherent in the
Axial Civilizations which concerns the desirability of full attempts at insti-
tutionalizing these visions in their pristine forms. In most of these civiliza-
tions it was strongly emphasized that there exists a sharp discrepancy
between the ideal order, as prescribed or envisaged by the transcendental
visions prevalent in them (by the commandments of God, by the ideals of
cosmic harmony or the like), and the mundane order as constructed by the
exigencies of social and political life or by the vagaries of human nature
(often conceived as guided by purely utilitarian conditions, by strict con-
siderations of power, or as raison d’état).

At issue here is the development within the reflexive traditions of these
civilizations, given the at least implicit assumption of human imperfectabil-
ity, of doubts about the possibility, or even the feasibility of full implemen-
tation of such a vision. Such views were not inherently exogenous to the
basic conceptions and premises of these civilizations, rather they were a
fundamental, even if controversial, component of these premises. The very
emphasis on a chasm between these two orders entailed the notion of the
inherent imperfectibility of humanity. It was thus often emphasized in
the discourse of these civilizations that attempts to completely overcome
the chasm between these two orders could be very dangerous and perhaps
lead to attempts by fragile humans to claim for themselves divine power.
Accordingly there developed within these civilizations strong emphases on
the necessity to regulate mundane affairs with reference to the transcenden-
tal vision without full, extreme attempts at totalistic implementation of the
pristine version of the vision. The proper limits of such implementation, or
the scope of the arenas and aspects of life that should be regulated accord-
ing to such vision, as opposed to arenas possibly better left to regulation by
more mundane means such as economic and political processes, constituted
one of the major concerns of the reflexive discourse in all these civilizations.

Augustine’s famous distinction between the City of God and the City of
Man is one of the best-known illustrations of this concern – as is the reso-
lution of this problem in the direction of the separation of the two cities –
which was challenged by many heterodox, among them gnostic, groups.
Similar discourses can also be found in other Axial Civilizations.

These concerns were closely related to yet another problem that was
central in the discourse of all these civilizations, namely that of the
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evaluation of hedonistic and anarchic impulses, as well as of the general
mundane interests of people. That is, there was a strong preoccupation with
the relationship or tension between, on the one hand, the impulses and
interests of potentially egoistical, hedonistic, and anarchic individuals and
groups in society, and on the other, the maintenance of a proper social
order. In close relation to these considerations, there developed in many of
these civilizations some notions of the concept of a social contract, that the
actual mundane, especially the political order, is constituted through some
implicit contract between the members of a society, one to another, and
especially between them and the ruler. Variations of such notions as social
contract can be found in some of the great writings on political and social
matters of the Asian civilizations, as for instance the Artashartra of
Katulya, in the work of Ibn Khaldoun, and in some of the work of such
Chinese thinkers as Motzu or Hsunt-su. Most of these discussions empha-
sized that such contracts with rulers were based on some utilitarian consid-
erations as well as on fear. Such considerations were usually seen as being
natural parts of the mundane order as the anarchic potentials of human
nature had to be regulated and hemmed in by laws, customs, and potentially
by the power of the rulers. The recognition of this necessity was often
connected with the legitimation of the political order as grounded in
considerations of power and fear of anarchy. Contracts based on such con-
siderations could be seen as legitimate, but certainly not as adhering to the
full implementation of a pristine transcendental vision. Their legitimation
could likewise be connected with the fear of attempts to totalistically imple-
ment a pristine transcendental vision.

At the same time, however, the possibility was raised in this discourse
that the regulation of such impulses could be best assured by the exercise
of human judgment, by reason rather than by attempts to fully implement
transcendental visions in some pristine form.

V

The various alternative visions of the transcendental and mundane orders
that developed in these civilizations focused above all on these basic antin-
omies inherent in their premises. These alternative visions, with their strong
antinomian possibilities, usually entailed some reconstruction of the basic
ontological conceptions of reality, of the conception of the transcendental
order and its relations to the mundane order – especially to the political
order and the basic social formations that were institutionalized in these civ-
ilizations.
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Some such visions often denied the validity of the very definitions of
ontological reality upheld in the respective civilizations. One direction of
such denial was the reformulation of the tension between the transcenden-
tal and mundane orders, as was the case with both the Buddhist reformu-
lation of the premises of Hinduism and the Christian reformulation of the
premises of Judaism. Such alternative visions could also promulgate the
ideological denial of the very stress on the tension between transcendental
and mundane orders and proffer a return to a “pagan” conception of a pre-
transcendental, pre-Axial stage. Such alternative visions suggested a
mutual reembedment of the transcendental and the mundane, sometimes
suggesting a chtonic conception of the world. Another very strong trend
connected to the quest for the “return” to such reembedment was the
gnostic vision which attempted to imbue the world with a deep but hidden
meaning. This quest could also become connected with the emphasis on the
autonomy of reason and the legitimacy of mundane efforts. Such different
alternative visions could become connected with the elaboration of a great
variety of religious and intellectual orientations, especially those with mys-
tical and esoteric ideologies which went beyond the established, routinized,
orthodox version of implementation of the transcendental vision.11

All these visions with their very strong antinomian potentialities were
usually articulated by special actors, especially cultural and religious elites,
who presented themselves as the bearer of the pristine religious and/or civ-
ilizational visions of their times. Illustrations of such carriers include the
holy men of antiquity, the Indian or Buddhist renouncers, Christian
monks, and the like – in other words, religious virtuosi. These religious vir-
tuosi often held ambivalent or dialectic relationships with the existing ways
of institutionalizing the transcendental visions, often acted from within
liminal situations, and tended to coalesce into distinct groups, sectors, or
orders which could become heterodoxies with schismatic tendencies.

These actors often sought to connect the attempts to implement such
visions with wider social movements, especially with movements of
protest.12 Accordingly, such alternative visions very often became com-
bined with perennial themes of social protest, particularly those concerned
with the tension and predicaments inherent in the institutionalization of
the social order such as: the tension between equality and hierarchy; the
tension between complexity and fragmentation of human relations inher-
ent in any institutional division of labor and the possibility of some total,
unconditional, unmediated participation in social and cultural orders; the
tension between the quest for meaningful participation in central symbolic
and institutional arenas by various groups in the society and the limitations
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on the access to these arenas; and finally, with attempts to overcome and
supersede the predicaments and limitations of human existence in general
and of death in particular.

One of the most important outcomes of the combinations of such alter-
native visions with both the implementation of the respective transcenden-
tal visions and the universal themes of protest was the emergence of
utopian visions of an alternative cultural and social order in these Axial
Civilizations.13 Such utopian conceptions or visions often contained strong
millenarian and revivalist elements which can be also found in pre-Axial-
Age or non-Axial Civilizations such as Japan. However, these utopian
visions go beyond millenarian ones by combining them with the search for
an alternative “better” order beyond the given one, a new social and cultu-
ral order that will be constructed according to the precepts of the higher
transcendental order and which will negate and transcend the given one.
Such utopian visions also often contained very strong gnostic and eschat-
ological components or dimensions.14

VI

These alternative visions, with their strong antinomian potentialities, were
not confined to the purely intellectual realm. Rather they could, and often
did have broader institutional and political implications. Such implications
were rooted in the fact that these visions usually entailed strong orienta-
tions to the construction of the mundane world and thus gave rise to a
strong potential for dissent. Beyond this potential for dissent, such visions
borne by sects, potential heterodoxies, broader social movements, and espe-
cially by religious virtuosi, had more specific and direct institutional and
political implications. The promulgation of the various alternative visions
was closely connected to struggles between elites, influentials, and popular
leaders, struggles that helped to transform these elites into “political dem-
agogues” (to follow Weber’s designation of the ancient Israelite prophets)
who could develop distinct political programs of their own.15 Such pro-
grams could in principle, and under appropriate conditions, become force-
ful challenges to existing regimes as well as to political and religious
establishments.

The political potential of these actors and their alternative visions was
rooted in the problems arising out of any concrete institutionalization of
the Axial Civilizations, above all out of the connection of such institution-
alization to conceptions of the accountability of rulers to some higher
order. This potential for political dissent was particularly closely connected
with the relations of the accountability of rulers to the realistic possibilities
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and limitations of the implementation of pristine transcendental visions.
Any institutionalization of such visions naturally entailed some compro-
mise of the pristine vision with mundane social and political realities; the
acceptance of the impossibility of a total bridging of the chasm between
the transcendental and mundane orders; the close interweaving of such
partial implementation with the political order; and the concomitant
emphasis on the maintenance and stability of a political order needed to
bring about even the partial implementation of a transcendental vision. At
the same time, however, it was exactly such “compromise” that could con-
stitute the butt of criticism from different, particularly sectarian utopian
movements that promulgated the full bridging of the visionary chasm as
well as the construction of a political order that would ensure such full
implementation.

Alternative visions; sectarianism and utopianism in different Axial
Civilizations: “otherworldly civilizations”

VII

Although such alternative visions, sectarianism, and tendencies to hetero-
doxy crystallized in all these civilizations, there developed great differences
between them with respect to the extent of the development of such utopias
and heterodoxies and of their impact on the political scene. That is,
differences developed above all with regard to the extent to which the exist-
ing institutional and political order constituted a central focus of such sec-
tarian heterodox orientations and activities, especially of utopian and
eschatological visions. Such differences were closely related to the concep-
tions and criteria of accountability of rulers, especially to the extent to
which the rulers were seen as responsible for the implementation in their
respective societies of the predominant transcendental visions, as well as to
the specification of the institutional loci and processes through which such
accountability could be effected.16

The different ways in which the conceptions of accountability of rulers
were conceived in these civilizations were closely related first of all to the
different transcendental visions that were prevalent in these civilizations,
i.e. to the basic ontological conceptions of the nature of the chasm between
the transcendental and the mundane spheres and of the ways of bridging
this chasm. Second, conceptions of accountability were connected with
and influenced by the conception of the political arena and its place in the
implementation of the transcendental visions. Third, they were related to
the extent of acceptance and possible legitimization of the utilitarian, ego-
istic dimensions of human nature.
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The specific impacts of these sects and the conceptions borne by them on
the institutional formations and dynamics of their respective civilizations
could be most clearly seen in the ways in which major heterodoxies became
interwoven with broader socio-political movements. In this context, of
special importance were the models of alternative social and cultural order
that developed within them, as was the nature of their linkages with
different types of political struggle and rebellion – i.e., the nature of the
coalitions into which they entered, their place in the central ruling coali-
tions, and their impact on them.

VIII

In most general terms, within the other-worldly civilizations such as
Buddhism and, as Gabriella Eichinger Ferro-Luzzi put it, that polythetic
prototypical conglomerate which could be designated as Hinduism,17 the
political arena was not viewed as a major soteriological arena, that is, as the
primary arena for the implementation of the major transcendental vision.
Most of the alternative visions which developed in the major other worldly
civilizations, again Hinduism and Buddhism, such as for instance Bhakti,
and Jainism, were oriented against those institutional solutions that seemed
to compromise both the renunciation of the mundane world and emphasis
on the reconstruction of the inner experience of the believer.

Most of these alternative visions were closely connected with the tradi-
tions and orientations of the renouncer, and promulgated different pristine
otherworldly orientations. They developed, however, not only as intellec-
tual or ascetic exercises, as elaborations of esoteric doctrines, but as poten-
tially fully-fledged sect-like, if not schismatic groups that offered their own
interpretation of the proper way to salvation and gave rise to far-reaching
innovations in different social arenas. These various sect-like movements,
Buddhism itself originally just such a movement within Hinduism, had far
reaching impacts not only on the religious sphere (if one can distinguish
such a sphere in these civilizations), but on the entire institutional frame-
work of this civilization.18 However, this impact developed in rather specific
directions.

These dynamics led to the restructuring and continuous expansion of the
civilizational, political, and religious frameworks and collectivities, and
they were often connected with far-reaching changes in the scope and con-
crete organization of political and economic units.19 They were not,
however, oriented to the reconstruction of political centers or of the basic
premises of the political regimes.

These civilizations’ basic definition of ontological reality and their strong
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other-worldly components, as well as their forms of implementation of
their transcendental visions, did not generate strong alternative concep-
tions of the social and, in particular, the political orders. Accordingly the
dynamics generated by these sect-like groups in coalition with other social
groups differed greatly from those of other Axial-Age Civilizations,
whether from China, in which this-worldly orientations were predominant,
or from the monotheistic ones where this-worldly orientations were closely
interwoven with otherworldly ones.

Within these “otherworldly” civilizations there have but rarely developed
attempts, articulated by various secondary elites and sect-like movements,
to reconstruct the political centers, their symbols, and the general criteria
of access to them, although many of these movements did participate in
political struggles attempting to structure a wider space for themselves and
to influence the policies. Many of these movements often focused on
attempts to promulgate universalistic definitions of the religious commu-
nities, and on attainment within them of greater equality rooted in a pure
unmediated devotion to the Absolute, taking them beyond any ascriptive
communal and above all caste settings.20

Concomitantly in many of these visions and movements a strong empha-
sis on equality tended to develop – especially in the religious and cultural
arenas, and to some extent also in the definition of membership in the
various collectivities. Similarly, some of these movements that developed in
these civilizations, and which sometimes became connected with rebellions
and political struggle, articulated millenarian orientations. But these were
not characterized by strongly articulated political goals, nor linked with
attempts to restructure the political regimes. It was mostly in popular upris-
ings against alien or “bad” rulers that such goals crystallized briefly.

The socio-political demands voiced in these movements were focused on
attempts to change the concrete application of existing rules and to per-
suade the rulers to implement more benevolent policies. Such demands
were not, however, usually seen as entailing new principles of political
action or of accountability of rulers to different sectors of the population,
but rather as an articulation of the latent moral premises of legitimization
inherent in the existing regimes.21

The impact of these sects on the dynamics of Hinduistic or Buddhist civ-
ilizations was closely related to the fact that, while the various sectarian
“religious” groups, organizations, and conglomerations were continually
autonomous in the cultural-religious arena, in the more “mundane” sphere
they were mostly embedded in various ascriptive and political groups.
Hence, while the leaders of these sect-like movements were able to form
many new coalitions with different social groups and movements, these
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coalitions were very similar to those existing in the major arenas of their
respective societies. These coalitions therefore rarely generated markedly
different principles of political organizations.22

This-worldly civilizations – Confucianism

IX

Confucianism, or the combined Confucian-legal conceptions that became
predominate even if in different ways in China, Vietnam, and Korea, pro-
vides an interesting case between other-worldly and monotheistic civiliza-
tions. In a way, Confucianism provides a mirror image of other-worldly
civilizations, and yet in many other ways it comes nearer to the monotheis-
tic than to the other-worldly social forms. Ultimately in some regards it
differs significantly from both of them. Comparisons are particularly rele-
vant with respect to the nature of Confucianism’s conceptions of ontolog-
ical reality and the conception’s relation to the definition and regulation of
the major arenas of social life, to its conception of accountability of rulers,
and to the characteristics of sectarian activities that developed within it. Its
major difference from the monotheistic civilizations has been the fact that
in the Confucian realm it was only, and particularly, the this-worldly polit-
ical order that constituted the major arena of the implementation of a
transcendental vision, while in this central institutional arena there devel-
oped but very little or only very weak other-worldly orientations.

Truly enough, powerful utopian visions and orientations did develop in
China, especially among the neo-Confucian from the time of the Sung on.
These visions were also oriented – as was the case in other Axial
Civilizations – against specific aspects of the institutionalization of what
was conceived as the major metaphysical and ethical messages of the
Confucian vision.23

And yet in China, unlike in the monotheistic civilizations, these utopian
and sectarian movements did not lead to far-reaching institutional recon-
struction of the political centers of the society. “Heterodox” tendencies
developed not only from within the Buddhist (or Taoist) groups but also
from – and probably most forcefully – within the Confucian ones. Their
orientations were seemingly similar to those of the monotheistic civiliza-
tions in that they were in principle oriented to the reconstruction of the
mundane, particularly the political arena. However, their overall institu-
tional impact differed greatly from that of their counterparts in the
monotheistic civilizations.24

Here the interpretation of neo-Confucianism is of great importance and
it has often constituted a focus of scholarly controversy. There can be no
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doubt that neo-Confucian groups were intensively concerned with the
reconstruction of the imperial order in accordance with the metaphysical
and moral visions they articulated, and that they had a far-reaching impact
on some aspects of policy – such as land allotment, taxation, and to some
extent some of the details of the examination system. Moreover, they con-
tinually veered between the acceptance of the legitimacy of mundane util-
itarian activities, an acceptance which entailed a rather limited scope of
moral regulation by the government, and the semi-utopian call for the crys-
tallization of a moral vision in society which significantly enough was,
according to most of these thinkers, to be effected by the government.

Confucian thinkers of different generations, and especially neo-
Confucians from the Sung period on, were very concerned with the imper-
fections of the political system, of the emperor, of the examination system,
and of the bureaucracy, and attempted to find some fulfillment beyond
them.25 They continuously called for government based on the golden rule.
Moreover, many important attempts at reform grounded in Confucian and
neo-Confucian visions abounded in China, especially from the Sung period
onward, however they rarely challenged the basic premises of the regimes
or of the political order. In none of these attempts do we find those tenden-
cies to the reconstruction of the premises and centers of the regimes that
can be found in the monotheistic civilizations. Even when they advocated
that the political order had to conform to the moral one, they never chal-
lenged the very foundation of the imperial order or, above all, the view that
the political, or political-cultural arenas, were the main possible institu-
tional (as distinct from the more private contemplative one) arenas for
implementing the Confucian transcendental vision. Given this basic adher-
ence to the identification of the political-cultural center, of the political
arena, as the major arena of implementation of the Confucian vision, they
did not go beyond concrete attempts at reforms, and did not entail strong
attempts at the reconstruction of the basic premises of the center itself. The
major thrust of their critical, potentially heterodox orientations was in the
direction of cultural, and to some extent educational, activities, of greater
moral sensibility and responsibility, and even of critical appraisal of the
political arena yet not to the extent of calling for its transformation. The
strong emphasis on individual responsibility and on the moral cultivation
of the individual – which was highly developed especially among the neo-
Confucians – was oriented either toward perfecting the philosophical
premises of their respective systems or toward the development of private
intellectual or even mystic religious tendencies and reflexivity. These could
become connected with otherworldly tendencies, but mostly on the private
level.
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True, the various neo-Confucian schools incorporated some Buddhist or
Taoist thematics and tropes into their intellectual universe and attempted
to provide more explicit rules for defining the basic ontology. The very
development of these neo-Confucian schools can be seen as a reaction to
the strong attraction of Buddhism and Taoism for many strata – including
the literati – in times of trouble and division. But the incorporation of some
Buddhist or Taoist themes into neo-Confucianism was effected within the
basic framework of the neo-Confucian this-worldly orientations; the culti-
vation of otherworldly orientations was left to the various sects in their rel-
atively segregated arenas, or to the private arenas of the literati.26

The uniqueness of the Chinese case lay in the ability of the ruling elites
in China to regulate the numerous internal and external impingements on
its symbolic premises and institutional frameworks, without these impinge-
ments being able to change or restructure the basic premises of these frame-
works – although the different neo-Confucian schools did generate
far-reaching reinterpretations of such premises.

This ability of the ruling elites to regulate change in China was closely
related to very weak ideological and structural linkage between the
different movements and processes of change and the central political
struggle. This weak linkage was closely connected to the lack of predilec-
tion – especially among the literati – to generate enduring organizational
and ideological linkages between their own activities and those of the
different secondary institutional elites, thus minimizing the development of
full-fledged confrontation between orthodoxy and heterodoxy in China.
This tendency to such weak linkages and the consequent ability of the
ruling groups to regulate the movements of change without their direct
impingement on the center was connected with the basic characteristics of
the literati. This tendency was especially connected with the fact that the
literati constituted both an autonomous intellectual stratum and the sector
from which the combined intellectual, cultural, political, and administra-
tive elite developed. This relationship did not allow for the development of
a distinction equivalent to that between church and state, and therefore
they did not organize any continuous and strong independent resources or
power bases which could serve as bases of action and linkages with broader
groups, sects, or movements. The tendency to such weak linkages and to the
weak development of orientations toward political action and organization
which went beyond the existing order, was indeed closely related to the con-
tinual reinforcing feedback with major cultural orientations that developed
in the realm of Confucian civilizations. This further entailed the assump-
tion that the political and cultural center and arena was the major arena of
the implementation of the hegemonic transcendental vision.27
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The monotheistic civilizations

X

The mode of utopias, of eschatological visions, of conceptions of account-
ability of rulers, and the characteristics of the different sectarian move-
ments which were the bearers of these visions developed in the monotheistic
civilizations in a distinct direction. In all the monotheistic religions, with the
strong interweaving of this- and other-worldly orientations that was preva-
lent in them, the reconstruction of the mundane world was seen – even if in
different degrees – as one, but only one, focus or arena of the implementa-
tions of transcendental visions with strong otherworldly or “out-worldly”
components. In these civilizations the mundane, above all the political
arena, was conceived as but one arena of the implementation of such
transcendental visions even if its impotence probably varied between these
civilizations and in the different historical periods of each one. Additionally,
at the same time there developed within these civilizations continuous ten-
sions between the emphasis on different mundane arenas as well as between
them and transmundane arenas as the proper foci of implementation of the
transcendental visions prevalent within them. Hence, the proper designa-
tion of the reconstruction of such arenas became a focus of central concern
and of contention between the ruling orthodoxies and the numerous hetero-
doxies and of the utopian vision that developed within them.

Accordingly, common to the monotheistic – Jewish, Christian, and
Islamic – civilizations have been strong tendencies to the development of
some visions of different political and, to some extent, social orders based
on the reconstruction of the basic ontologies prevalent in them.

In the Jewish tradition, the discrepancy between the ideal, transcenden-
tal, and the given mundane order and attempts to reconstruct such order
according to utopian soteriological visions was quite strongly emphasized
in the periods of political independence – especially in the period of the
Second Commonwealth,28 after the experience of the destruction of the
First Temple and the Babylonian exile, and later during the encounter with
Hellenistic civilization and kingdoms. The Maccabean revolt and the estab-
lishment of the Hasmonean kingdom was probably rooted in such a vision.
After the destruction of the Second Temple, given the special historical
circumstances of the Jewish people – their dispersion and lack of political
independence – the concrete, actual political dimension of the transcenden-
tal and utopian visions with their strong antinomian potentiality became
subdued but it never disappeared.29

In the long period of exile the attempts to bridge the tension between the
given, mundane order and the ideal continued to be transposed into the
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future stressing the difference between the existing reality in exile, devoid in
itself of any ultimate meaning, and the messianic future. Throughout the
long medieval period heterodox tendencies in general, and those with
potential political, above all messianic and antinomian potentials in partic-
ular, were successfully hemmed in by the rabbinical and communal author-
ities, by the very facts of dispersion, and by being conceived as a distinct,
subjugated minority. But such messianic political and antinomian orienta-
tions have never fully disappeared, instead reemerging in different guises
after the expulsion from Spain, and attempts to bridge such tensions in the
present would erupt from time to time in messianic movements – above all
in the last and greatest of them, the Sabbatean movement of the seven-
teenth century.30

In the modern era, with the crystallization of more open attitudes to the
Jews, first in seventeenth-to-eighteenth-century Holland, later on after the
French Revolution and the Emancipation in Europe, and still later in
America, the different heterodox tendencies with varying, often conflicting,
political orientations started to bloom gathering special momentum in the
state of Israel and in the contemporary Diaspora.

XI

The pattern of political dynamics and sectarianism in Islam was closely
related to Islam’s basic drive to create a civilization with its own specific
premises with one crucial aspect being the conflation of the political and
religious communities (in which military conquests constitute an important
element) as expressed in the ideal of the ummah.31 Such a conception was
probably only implicit in the early formative period of Islam. The possibil-
ity of attaining the pristine vision of Islam, of the ideal fusion between the
political and the religious community (or of constructing the ummah), was
actually given up during relatively early periods in the formation and
expansion of Islam. But although it was never fully attained it was contin-
ually promulgated, as Aziz Al Azmeh has shown,32 by different scholars
and religious leaders and connected with a very strong utopian orientation
in the later periods. Given the continual perceptions of the perfect age of
the Prophet as an ideal, even utopian model, the idea of renovation consti-
tuted a continual component of Islamic civilization and religion.
Muhammad’s state in Medina became, as Henry Munson, Jr. has aptly put
it, the Islamic “primordial utopia.”33

In fact there developed in Muslim civilization the separation between the
caliph and the actual ruler, the Sultan, a separation that crystallized in the
late Abbasid period heralding de facto separation between the rulers and
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the religious establishment (ulema).34 The caliph, who became in effect
powerless, did yet continue to serve as an ideal figure insofar as he appeared
to be the presumed embodiment of the pristine Islamic vision of the
ummah. He further served as the major source of legitimization of the
sultan, even if usually he had no way to refuse this role.

In close relation to this separation and to the continual quest for the
“true” ruler there developed in Muslim societies two major types of legi-
timization of rulers. One type, most prevalent in mainstream Islamic
(Sunni) religious thought, stressed the legitimacy of any ruler who assures
the peaceful existence of the Muslim community and the upholding of the
Islamic law (the sharia), while simultaneously emphasizing the coercive
nature of such rulers, of the political order, and its basic distance from the
pristine ideal. This type of legitimization and accountability of rulers was
also closely connected, as was the case in other Axial Civilizations, with the
acceptance of the legitimacy of the mundane concerns of the ruler or of
many given sectors of the population, be they of utilitarian or power
related origins. Whatever the extent of the acceptance of such legitimiza-
tion, it usually entailed the duty of the rulers to implement justice, and
hence further entailed also the scrutinization of their behavior by the ulema
even if such scrutiny did not usually have direct and clear institutional
political effects. It was indeed the ulema, however weak their organization,
that constituted the guardians of the pristine Islamic vision, of the norma-
tive dimensions of the ummah, and it was from these latter sources that they
derived the strength of their moral force.

The second type of legitimization and accountability promulgated the
vision of the ruler as the upholder of the pristine, transcendental vision.
However weak the caliphs were, the continuity of their existence epitomized
the continuity of the ideal of the pristine Islamic vision. Many later rulers
(such as the Abbasids and Fatimids) came to power on the crest of religious
movements that upheld this ideal and legitimized themselves in such reli-
gious-political terms. They further sought to retain popular support by
stressing the religious aspect of their authority and by courting the relig-
ious leaders and religious sentiments of the community. Concomitantly,
political problems were the central problem of Islamic theology.35

Many rulers, for instance the Moroccan sultans Sidi Muhammed and
Mowlay Suleiman, attempted (especially if they could claim to be descen-
dants of the Prophet) to portray themselves as such caliphs, often to be
challenged by the different sectors of the ulema and various popular sect-
like movements. Such challenges could be reinforced by the strong mes-
sianic or eschatological orientations with which the visions borne by these
movements often became imbued.36

Heterodoxies, sectarianism, and utopianism 21



Such a conception of the legitimization of rulers, especially when com-
bined with messianic or eschatological orientations, could become promul-
gated, and embodied, in the figures of Mahdis, Messiah-like renovators
who appeared throughout history in many Muslim societies.

It was especially within Shi‘ite Islam that a stronger potential for the
implementation of such visions of the ruler continually existed in the image
of the hidden imam, even if in a subterranean fashion,37 but it also consti-
tuted a strong component of various sects in mainstream, Sunni, Islam.38

The impact of the continuity of this utopian vision of the original
Islamic period and ideal, of the fact that this ideal was both never fully
implemented and never fully given up, became evident in some specific
characteristics of the political dynamism of Islamic regimes and of Islamic
sects, or rather movements with sectarian tendencies. One has, of course, to
be very careful in using the term “sect”with respect to Islam and, as we have
seen above, with respect to Hinduism, considering the term’s Jewish and
especially Christian roots. One of the distinct characteristics of Christian
sectarianism – the tendency to schism – has been, after the great break
between the Shi‘ites and the Sunnis, barely applicable to Islam. However,
sectarian-like tendencies did exist in the continual social movements that
developed in Muslim societies.

The visions promulgated by many of these movements were never given
up, be they of political or renovative orientations, or commonly some com-
bination of the two aimed at the renovation of a pristine vision of Islam.
Such renovative visions or orientations were embodied in the different ver-
sions of the Mujaddid tradition – the tradition of reform – and possibly
even innovative reforms.39

This renovative component could be oriented toward active participation
in the center, its destruction or transformation, or toward a conscious with-
drawal from it. But even such withdrawal, which developed both in Shi‘ism
and Sufism, often harbored tendencies toward renovation of the pristine
vision. Such withdrawal could also often entail, as was the case with the
Sufi orders in the eighteenth century, the reconstitution of the public sphere
with many implicit, sometimes even explicit, political implications.

Truly enough, there never developed within Islam, as Bernard Lewis has
shown, a concept of revolution. Indeed, despite the potential autonomous
standing of members of the ulema, within no single Muslim policy did
there develop a continual institutional mechanism for ensuring the
accountability of rulers, much less one capable of deposing them, beyond
any possible impact of rebellion. But at the same time, as Ernest Gellner
indicated in his interpretation of Ibn Khaldoun’s work, a less direct yet very
forceful pattern of indirect accountability of rulers arose in the combina-
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tion of social movements with the resurgence of tribal revival against
“corrupt” or weak regimes,40 rooted in the mode of expansion of Islam.

This tendency was closely related to the famous cycle of tribal conquest
depicted by Ibn Khaldoun, whereby internal solidarity and religious devo-
tion gave rise to the conquest of cities and the subsequent settlement of
them. This conquest was followed by the degeneration of the ruling elite
(stemming from the former tribe) and its possible subsequent regeneration
or replacement out of new tribal elements from the vast, be it old or new,
tribal reservoirs.

A very important characteristic of Islamic societies was that the politi-
cal impact of such movements with their sectarian tendencies was often
connected with processes attendant on the expansion of Islam and espe-
cially with the continuous impingement on the core of Islamic politics by
tribal elements who presented themselves as the carriers of the original
ideal Islamic vision and of the pristine Islamic polity. Significantly enough,
many tribes (e.g. the Mongols or Pathans), after being converted to Islam,
transformed their own “typical” tribal structures to accord with Islamic
religious-political visions and presented themselves as the symbol of pris-
tine Islam, with strong renovative tendencies oriented to the restoration of
pristine Islam.

Such new “converts” – along with the seemingly dormant tribes of the
Arabian peninsula, of which the Wahabites constitute probably the latest
and most forceful illustration – become dynamic political forces in Islamic
civilization, with the constitution of its international system or frame-
work.41

It was because of these distinct characteristics of Islam’s expansion that
it was probably the only Axial Civilization within which sect-like move-
ments, frequently in combination with tribal leaders or councils, often led
to the establishment of new political regimes oriented, at least initially, at
the implementation of the original pristine primordial Islamic utopia.

XII

The pattern of sectarianism that developed in the Christian civilizations,
especially in medieval Catholicism, shared some characteristics with the
other monotheistic civilizations, yet also developed some distinctive traits
of its own. Christianity, from its very beginnings, contained a very strong
this-worldly orientation which was reinforced when it became the domi-
nant religion of the empire. Thus, a major characteristic of many, if not all
heterodoxies and sects in Christianity, particularly those of the West, was
that their alternative visions usually comprised a very strong this-worldly
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component, a very strong orientation to the restructuring and control of
the political and cognitive arenas, and a strong predilection to enter into
coalition with movements of social and political protest. The strong
utopian this-worldly orientation became to some degree reinforced from
the later Middle Ages on possibly by – as Eric Voegelin indicated,42 prob-
ably in an exaggerated manner – the growing permeation of gnostic orien-
tations into the mainstream of Christian thought against the predominant
Augustinian vision. This permeation gave rise to continuous, intensive
attempts at bridging the chasm between the ideal and existing realities, with
many of these attempts based on belief in the possibility of infusing the
existing community with the ideal vision and transforming it into the
epitome of the full realization of the ideal order. The view promulgated by
St. Augustine which stressed the separation between the City of God and
the City of Man was, for a long period of time, the dominant one.

The basic characteristics of the heterodoxies and sects that developed in
Western and Eastern Christianity were closely related to the characteristics
of the respective orthodoxies. Such close relations included first, the exis-
tence of an organized church which attempted to monopolize at least the
religious sphere and usually also the relations of this sphere to the political
powers, and second, attempts by the church to promulgate and regulate
doctrines according to clear, cognitive criteria and to construct boundaries
of the realm of cognitive discourse.43

This tendency to the promulgation and regulation of doctrine was rooted
in the prevalence within the monotheistic civilizations, especially
Christianity with its strong connections to the Greek philosophical heri-
tage, of strong orientations to the cognitive elaboration of the relations
between God, man, and the world.

Throughout the Middle Ages, and even later in the Catholic tradition of
the Counter-Reformation, heterodox anti-Augustinian tendencies often
imbued with strong gnostic orientations were hemmed in by official, main-
stream recognition of the basic discrepancy between the ideal order as
envisaged by the transcendental vision and the actual, existing, social and
political order or orders.44 This view was espoused by the church and also
by most political authorities – both attempting very strongly to bracket out
the utopian and eschatological orientations with strong political compo-
nents from the central political arena.

The Reformation constituted the crucial point of transformation of
“Catholic” sectarianism in a this-worldly direction: Luther’s famous saying
concerning making the whole world into a monastery – while overtly ori-
ented against the existing monastic orders – denoted a radical transforma-
tion of the hitherto prevalent hegemonic tendencies towards sectarian
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activities in Christianity. Such transformation was taken up even more for-
cibly both by the radical Reformation and by Calvinism – in which strong
emphasis on the bringing together of the City of God and the City of Man
developed. But Lutheranism did not on the whole give rise to dynamic
autonomous political activities, and the radical Reformation and
Calvinism were successful – and only for relatively short periods in rela-
tively small communities – as for instance in Geneva, in some Dutch and
Scottish sects, and in some of the early American colonies.

But all these developments did indeed provide a crucial background for
the development of the Great Revolutions. But it was only in the revolu-
tions that such sectarian activities were taken out, as it were, into the
broader society and into the centers thereof. It was only with the Great
Revolutions of modernity – possibly by the time of the revolt of the
Netherlands, and certainly with the great rebellion (or civil war) in England
and the American and French revolutions – that the central political arena
became imbued with very strongly utopian, eschatological, and millennar-
ian orientations which later became transformed in a more secular way in
the Enlightenment and French Revolution.45

Proto-fundamentalist movements in different Axial Civilizations

XIII

Proto-fundamentalist movements constituted one of the utopian hetero-
doxies that developed in these civilizations, especially in the monotheistic
civilizations. They usually developed side by side with many other types of
religious movements, particularly with different types of reformist and
other heterodox movements, as well as a multiplicity of different types of
popular religiosity. Indeed, the basic characteristic of proto-fundamental-
ist, and later of fundamentalist movements, is that they continually crystal-
lized through their, especially confrontational, relations with such other
movements as well as with the existing religious establishments of their
respective societies and the ways of life thereof.

These movements promulgated eschatological visions which emphasized
the totalistic reconstruction of the mundane world according to sharply
articulated transcendental visions. Such visions emphasized the necessity
of constructing the mundane order according to the precepts of the higher
transcendental one, with the search for an alternative “better” order
beyond the existing one. These visions aimed at the utopian reconstruction
of the existing order according to what had been promulgated by them as
the pristine “original” vision of the given religion, a vision most fully real-
ized in the past. They were oriented against the existing situation into
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which religion had degenerated, and promulgated the necessity to purify
the existing social and political reality in name of their pristine vision. Such
a vision could be perhaps most easily presented in terms of a sacred text or
book as was the case with Judaism, Islam, and in a much more complicated
way, in Christianity (especially Protestantism). But it could in principle also
be presented in some “original” exemplary act or exemplary period often
seen as depicted in a sacred text, as was the case in Islam, although not
every emphasis on such return to a pristine model or on literal interpreta-
tion of a text necessarily entailed the development of such totalistic ten-
dencies.

As do other utopian sectarian groups, proto-fundamentalist (and later
fundamentalist) movements emphasized the construction of sharp sym-
bolic and institutional boundaries; they stressed the distinction between
purity and pollution, or the purity of the internal fundamentalist commu-
nity as against the pollution of the outside world.46 They evinced strong
ideological totalistic tendencies, attempting to construct a self-enclosed
universe which demarcates and organizes clearly all arenas of life with very
weak tolerance of ambiguity and a closely related tendency to ritualization
of patterns of behavior. They tended also to promulgate visions of the
enemy outside or inside their own society, the two being, as for instance in
the case of the Pharisees’ struggle against the Hellenized Jews, often inter-
mixed but certainly outside their own sect, an enemy who is the epitome of
pollution, and against whom they have to battle.

The proto-fundamentalist groups were distinguished from other sectar-
ian groups, movements, and heterodoxies, be they esoteric, mystical,
reformist, or popular religious and the like (that is, however much they
could be interwoven with these movements in concrete situations), by
several basic characteristics which were rooted in their distinct attitudes to
the basic antinomies inherent in the Axial Civilizations. While fully recog-
nizing the existence of an egoistical, anarchic dimension of human nature,
they not only refused to accept these dimensions as legitimate, but saw them
as manifestations of depravity and pollution which had to be suppressed.
The bearers of these visions emphasized the corruption and pollution of
this world, of the mundane institutional reality, the people living in these
conditions, and above all, the rulers and the existing religious establishment
whom they held responsible for the full implementation of such vision.
These movements denied also the autonomy of reason as against revelation
and faith, and strongly opposed those philosophical schools that promul-
gated the possibility of such autonomy as their major enemies.
Concomitantly they denied any vision differing from their own, often con-
fronting the varying visions of other groups or sects.
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As indicated above, in all these civilizations the proto-fundamentalist
movements constituted only one of many different sectarian, potentially
heterodox, movements. While some components of their sectarian-utopian
vision could be found in many other movements or in popular culture, it
was only in very few that all these components came together – the impor-
tance of their presence varied between different civilizations and in
different periods of their respective histories. As in the case of all social
movements the lines between these and other movements could become, in
many instances, blurred, and the distinct characteristics of these move-
ments diluted. But under appropriate circumstances these characteristics
could forcefully crystallize again, thus highlighting their distinct dynamics.

XIV

The kernels of such movements existed in all the Axial Civilizations, yet they
developed more in some than in others. The contents, intensity, and impact
of different heterodoxies, and especially of proto-fundamentalist move-
ments, varied greatly between these civilizations, as did the general impact
of sectarian movements within them. The various features of these proto-
fundamentalist movements have differed in extent of presence and intensity
in the various civilizations and in the different periods of each of their his-
tories. This is particularly so with regard to such features as the extent to
which they have been totalistic or attempted to shape all arenas of life; their
rigidity, especially with respect to the differentiation between internal and
external, pure and polluted forces; and in the nature of their impact, partic-
ularly their political impact, on the societies in which they developed.

These differences in the proto-fundamentalist movements and their
impacts on their respective societies were influenced by some of the basic
characteristics of the Axial Civilizations and by their particular historical
experiences. First, these differences were influenced by the concrete
definitions of the chasm or tension between the transcendental and
mundane orders, especially whether this tension was couched in secular
terms (as in Confucianism and the classical Chinese belief systems, and in
a somewhat different way in the Greek and Roman worlds), or conceived
in terms of a religious hiatus (as in the great monotheistic religions, in
Hinduism, and in Buddhism). In the latter cases, an important distinction
exists between the monotheistic religions, in which a concept of God stand-
ing outside the universe and potentially guiding it was promulgated, and
those systems such as Hinduism and Buddhism, in which the transcenden-
tal cosmic system was conceived in impersonal, almost metaphysical terms,
in a state of continuous existential tension with the mundane system.
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Secondly, such differences were influenced by the nature of the arenas
that were perceived as appropriate for the implementation of the transcen-
dental vision or visions. It is probably no accident that the “secular” con-
ception of this tension was connected, as in China, Greece, and Rome, with
an almost wholly this-worldly conception of the mode of implementation
of the transcendental vision or that the metaphysical non-deistic concep-
tion of this tension, as in Hinduism and Buddhism, tended toward other-
worldly conceptions of such implementation. The monotheistic religions,
by contrast, tended to stress combinations of this- and other-worldly con-
ceptions of such implementation.47

The fullest development of the various characteristics of proto-funda-
mentalist movements and ideologies has taken place, first, in those relig-
ions and civilizations in which there developed a non-secular definition of
the chasm between the transcendental and mundane orders, and in which
the mundane world, in particular its political realm, has constituted one –
but only one – major arena for the implementation of a transcendental
vision with strong other-worldly components. Or, to put it somewhat
differently, such tendency has been manifest above all in those civilizations
in which there is a strong emphasis on the reconstruction of the mundane
world according to a transcendental vision and in which the mundane
world constitutes at least one – but only one – arena for the implementa-
tion of such visions. It is in such religions or civilizations that the political
dimensions of proto-fundamentalist movements become most fully artic-
ulated.

But under some, probably rather exceptional circumstances, even within
civilizations in which these characteristics are not fully developed, sects or
groups with strong proto-fundamentalist tendencies may develop. The case
of the Sikh, albeit a monotheistic sect, is one such exception.48 In
Theravada Buddhist countries, in which already in medieval times a strong
tendency had developed to conflate Buddhism with specific countries, like
medieval Sri-Lanka planting proto-fundamentalist seeds to flourish at least
partially in modern times.49

XV

The concrete contents and intensity of sectarian and heterodox movements
in different Axial Civilizations were influenced not only by the basic onto-
logical conceptions prevalent in them and by the conceptions of what con-
stitutes the locus of implementation of the pristine transcendental visions,
but also by the mode of distinction and confrontation between orthodoxy
and heterodoxy that developed in these civilizations.50
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From the point of view of such distinction, the most crucial difference is
between those civilizations to which it is legitimate to apply the term
“heterodoxy”and those in which it is more appropriate to talk “only”about
sects and sectarianism. The term “heterodoxy” is fully applicable only to
cases in which one can talk about orthodoxy, and this term in turn refers to
both certain types of organizational and cognitive doctrinal structures.
Organizationally the crucial aspect is, of course, the existence of some type
of highly structured religious organizations – a church – which attempts to
monopolize at least the religious arena and usually also the relations to
political powers. But of no lesser importance is the organization of doc-
trine, that is, the structuring of clear, cognitive, and symbolic boundaries of
systems of belief. Thus indeed, tendencies to the development of proto-fun-
damentalist characteristics have also been stronger in those civilizations in
which there has been a relatively heavy emphasis on doctrine and on logo-
centric exposition thereof, and in which it is relatively easy to identify a
clear version of such a doctrine.

With respect to both the organizational and doctrinal aspects, the major
difference among the Axial-Age Civilizations is between the monotheistic
civilizations in general and Christianity in particular on the one hand, and
between Hinduism and Buddhism, with Confucian China constituting a
sort of median representation, on the other.

It is within Christianity, within the Christian civilization or civilizations,
that these organizational and doctrinal aspects of orthodoxy developed in
the fullest way. This clear demarcation of doctrine tendency was rooted in
the prevalence, within the monotheistic civilizations in general and within
Christianity with its stronger connections to the Greek philosophical heri-
tage in particular, of strong orientations to the cognitive elaboration of the
relations between God, man, and the world. While the confrontation with
the Greek philosophical heritage was also central in the case of Judaism
and Islam, the institutional picture differed from that of Christianity.
Christianity developed fully-fledged churches which constituted potentially
active and autonomous partners of the ruling coalitions. In Judaism and
Islam these developments were weaker. In these civilizations, there devel-
oped rather powerful, but not always as fully organized and autonomous
organizations of clerics.

The importance of the structuring of such cognitive boundaries for the
struggle between orthodoxies and heterodoxies is best seen, in a seemingly
negative way, in the case of Hinduism and Buddhism.51 In both these cases
(as well as in Confucianism) we find that the structuring of cognitive doc-
trines (as distinct from ritual), and above all of their applicability to
mundane matters, did not constitute as central an aspect or premise of
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these religions or civilizations as in the monotheistic ones. Thus even when,
as in Buddhism, it is not entirely wrong to talk about something akin to
church – albeit a much more loosely organized one – it is very difficult to
talk about heterodoxy. At the same time non-schismatic sectarianism
abounded, Buddhism itself being in a sense a sect that developed out of
Hinduism. Buddhism also introduced new elements into the political scene
– notably that special way in which Sangha, usually politically a very com-
pliant group, could in some cases, as Paul Mus has shown,52 become a sort
of moral conscience of the community, calling the rulers to some account-
ability.

But this impact of these “sects” was, as we have seen, of a different nature
from that of the struggles between the reigning orthodoxies and the numer-
ous heterodoxies that developed within the monotheistic civilizations. In
the latter cases a central aspect of such struggles was the attempt to recon-
struct the political and cultural centers of their respective societies whereby
these struggles became a central component of the central political pro-
cesses in these civilizations – processes that often led to or were connected
with wars of religion. While vicious and violent struggles often took place
between different “Hindu” religious sects these did not entail the major
characteristics of the wars of religion that developed within the monolithic
civilizations – namely the attempts to impose by political means their
respective religion and to construct a religiously pure and homogeneous
political community.

The third aspect of Axial Civilization that was important in influencing
the extent of development of proto-fundamentalist ideologies and move-
ments was the extent of monopolization of the access to the sacred and to
the proper interpretation thereof by any institution or group. The lack of
such monopolization increases the range of possible interpretations, and
facilitates the possibility of any group to present itself not just as opposing
the existing religious authorities and their interpretation of religion, but as
embodying the true vision of the religion – thus paradoxically also facili-
tating the development of multiple proto-fundamentalist groups. It is
not accidental that it was within Protestantism, especially sectarian
Protestantism, that fundamentalism developed in some of its most crystal-
lized ways – while such developments were always much weaker in Catholic
Christianity. In the latter case, such movements’ fullest crystallization was
always confronted by the mediating functions of the pope and the church,
by its regulation of different monastic orders, and by Catholic establish-
ment’s ability to hem in fundamentalist tendencies.53 Truly enough, even in
those civilizations with strong other-worldly orientations in which there
developed a strong emphasis on mediation of the access to the sacred,
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proto-fundamentalist tendencies may develop. However, these develop-
ments in such instances were generally weak, the contents of their utopian
vision remained less fully articulated or structured, their internal organiza-
tion and their orientation to the political arena were looser, and above all,
the scope and intensity of their impacts were much weaker.

XVI

Influencing what was constituted in the eyes of the proto-fundamentalist
movements as the embodiment of the pristine vision of their civilizations
was a combination of the basic ontological visions, the conceptions of the
proper loci for the implementation of the transcendental visions and
the structuring of cognitive boundaries, and the conceptions of access to
the sacred that predominated in them.54

The first “original” modern fundamentalism, which developed within
the fold of American Protestantism, focused on a book, the Bible, particu-
larly the Old Testament, as the embodiment of the original pristine vision
as the guide for the reconstruction of the world. But it was not in all the
Axial Civilizations that a book was seen as such an embodiment. Apart
from Protestantism, this was probably also to a large extent the case in
Islam. In both these cases, one book was seen as the direct source of ulti-
mate authority, unmediated by any institution such as church or pope, and
hence accessible to all believers.

While the New Testament did of course play a very important role in
Catholic (as well as Eastern) Christianity, it did not attain the same posi-
tion as the Old Testament in Protestant Christianity or the Koran in Islam.
This was probably due to two interconnected facts. First, it was due to
strong emphasis on mediation through the pope and church in Catholic
Christianity and of the church in Eastern Christianity. Secondly, it was due
to the fact that, unlike the Old Testament and Koran, the prescriptive legal
dimension is not very strong in the New Testament.

In Judaism the situation was more complex. The Jewish Bible – the “Old
Testament” – did not enjoy such authority in the Jewish tradition as the
Koran in Islam or the Bible in Protestantism. In Rabbinical Judaism at
least, it was open even in principle to many interpretations. The struggle
over the relative supremacy of Oral as against the Written Law – the orig-
inal Torah, the Pentateuch – constituted one of the major bones of con-
tention among different Jewish groups from the beginning of the Second
Temple period. Indeed, the Karaite movement which denied the validity
of the Oral Law and harked back only to the Old Testament probably con-
stituted the first full proto-fundamentalist movement to develop within the
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fold of rabbinical Judaism – or rather, to be more accurate, in conjunction
with the full institutionalism of the halakhic mold. Later on, different
interpretations of the Oral Law, sometimes in combination with different
references to the Bible, could serve as the foci of the different proto-
fundamentalist visions if these did not develop into fully fledged move-
ments.

But such a pristine vision need not necessarily be embodied in a book or
in some literal interpretation of it. It may be embodied by an exemplary
personality or exemplary time period, or even a combination of these
potential sources. It is thus not some particular emphasis on a specific atti-
tude to a text or event, be it a literal interpretation of the text or some
sanctification of the event, that distinguished “proto-fundamentalist” from
other sectarian orientations. It is rather the utopian orientation to a pris-
tine vision, whatever its concrete embodiment (text or exemplary period),
with its specific sectarian orientations, that is the distinguishing character-
istic of such movements.

XVII

Therefore, the most important factors shaping the contours of various
proto-fundamentalist movements and explaining the differences between
them have been these civilizations’ basic ontological conceptions, their con-
ceptions of the proper loci of implementation of the transcendental visions
of the structuring of cognitive boundaries, and their prevalent conception
of access to the sacred. Thus, it was the combination of these factors, albeit
as they were interwoven with the particular institutional formations that
developed in each society and civilization, that most influenced the shape
and form of the various proto-fundamentalist movements.

In Jewish history, the problem of the range of feasible interpretations of
the law constituted a central focus of controversy as early as the Second
Temple period when the Sadducees upheld the sanctity of the biblical text
against the Pharisees’ far-ranging attempts at interpretation promulgated
in the Oral Law. The more totalistic tendencies, focused on the proper inter-
pretation and above all upholding of the law, were probably at the root of
the Maccabean revolt and had developed among many of the “Dead Sea”
sects. Significantly enough, there may have developed many differences
between them as to the proper interpretation of the texts and over the rel-
evance and importance of various texts. The first fully crystallized such
movement was, as indicated above, probably the Karaite movement which
probably built, to some extent at least, on those earlier developments
during the Second Commonwealth. This heterodoxy developed in the sixth
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and seventh centuries in close connection with, and probably in reaction
against, the crystallization of the hegemony of the Halakhah.55

The central focus of the Karaite vision was the principled negation of the
primacy and hegemony of the Halakhah, not simply of the various details
thereof, but of its ultimate legitimation. The Karaites denied the validity of
the Oral Law and upheld – to a high degree in continuity with and with ref-
erence to earlier, especially Sadducean approaches – a sort of proto-funda-
mentalist view of the Written (as against the Oral) law, of a “realistic” as
opposed to “nominalistic” view of the law.56 At the same time at least some
of the Karaites espoused a strong political orientation and negation of
exilic existence, as the attitude to Eretz Israel and to Galut is very indica-
tive.57

The emphasis on return to scripture could be found in many Jewish sects
in the Middle Ages,58 and it constituted a continual component in the
Jewish historical experience. Such emphases could become connected with
strong antinomial tendencies with respect to the upholding of law and with
utopian and messianic orientations. Different combinations of such orien-
tations could also be found in some of the sectarian, especially medieval (as
distinct from early modern) “Hasidim”-pietist, and in many of the mes-
sianic movements.

A rather similar combination of the reexamination of the place of the
Oral Law and its bases of legitimacy in connection with broader cultural
themes and the possible redefinition of the political and collective Jewish
identity, was to reappear, albeit naturally in an already new guise, with the
beginning of the disintegration of the halakhic mold – first of all among
some groups of returned Marranos. Later on proto-fundamentalist ten-
dencies moving in the direction of modern fundamentalism developed to
some extent in the reaction of neo-orthodoxy to the Enlightenment and to
“Liberal” or Reformed Judaism.

XVIII

In Islam, proto-fundamentalist orientations developed above all in the
various movements of renovation and reform. These movements could be
focused on a “mahdi” and/or be promulgated by a Sufi order or tribal
groups, such as the Wahabites,59 as well as fostered in some of the schools
of law. As Emanuel Sivan has pointed out:

Islamic Sunni radicalism was born out of the anti-accommodative attitude towards
political power which had always existed within this tradition as a vigilante-type,
legitimate, albeit secondary strand. Its most consistent and powerful paragon over
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the last seven centuries was the neo-Hanbalite school of Islamic law. When modern
Sunni radicals looked in the 1920s and 1960s for a tradition to build upon, they
turned quite naturally, like their predecessors in the late eighteenth century (the
founders of Saudi Arabia) to neo-Hanbalism.60

The problem of authoritative scripture was also quite central in early Shi‘ite
civilization.61

Such fundamentalist tendencies were often connected with strong
utopian eschatological orientations. As Aziz Al Azmeh has put it:

The Medinan Caliphate can thus be regarded, with Laroui, as a utopia. What
Laroui omits is an important complement without which consideration of this
matter would remain incomplete: this is eschatology. Unlike activist, fundamental-
ist utopia, this finalist state of felicity and rectitude associated with the future reigns
of the Mahdi (the Messiah) and of 'Isab. Maryam (Jesus Christ) is not the result of
voluntaristic action. Like the medinan regime and the prophetic example, it is a
miraculous irruption by divine command onto the face of history, although it will
be announced for the believers by many cosmic and other signs. Not only is the End
a recovery of the Muslim prophetic experience, it is also the recovery of the primor-
dial Adamic order, of the line of Abel, of every divine mission like those of Noah,
Abraham, Moses, David, Solomon, Jesus and Muhammad, who incorporates, tran-
scends and consummates them all in the most definitive form of primeval religios-
ity, Islam. The End, like the beginning and like the periodic irruptions of prophecy,
is really against nature; it is the calque of the beginning so often repeated in history,
and is the ultimate primitivism.62

It was indeed the Wahabites who probably constituted the last – and
very forceful – case of a “traditional” Islamic proto-fundamentalist move-
ment.

To follow John Voll in his analysis of their distinct characteristics:

The vision of creating a society in which the Qur’an is implemented means that Abd
al-Wahhab’s mission would inevitably entail political consequences. It was the local
rulers who forced him to leave the town where he began teaching, and it was another
local ruler, Ibn Sa'ud, who provided necessary support. The political system shared
by the Wahhabis did not place the inspirational teacher in a position of political
rule. Instead, the Wahhabi state was based on the close cooperation of a learned
ruler (shayleh) and an able commander (emir). The combination reflected a long-
standing perception of the proper relations between the institutions of the scholars
and those of the commanders. Such a system of institutionalization reflected a
reduced emphasis on charismatic leadership among Sunni fundamentalists and was
also an important aspect of the great Sunni sultanates of the medieval era.

“Wahhabism” is thus a term used today to indicate the type of reformism eluci-
dated in Ibn 'Abd al-Wahhab’s opposition to popular religious superstitions and
institutions, his insistence on informed independent judgment over against the rote
reliance on medieval authorities, and his call for the Islamization of society and the
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creation of a political order which gives appropriate recognition of Islam.
Wahhabism represents an important type of fundamentalism that continues to
operate within the modern world but was not initiated as a result of conflict with
the modernized West. The Wahhabis succeeded in establishing a state which, while
imperfect, has nonetheless been recognized by many in the Islamic world as conso-
nant with the fundamentalist vision to create an Islamic society. It is the most
enduring experiment within the broader mission and as such has provided a stan-
dard against which other movements and states could be measured.63

XIX

Medieval Western Christianity was replete with sectarian, including proto-
fundamentalist, movements. The various monastic movements and orders
contained many proto-fundamentalist components as did many of the
numerous heterodox sects.

At the same time, there developed many gnostic and eschatological
trends – the best known probably being the Joachimite ones. Many of these
movements were from time to time connected with peasant or urban upris-
ings. On the whole, they were – as those that developed in Eastern
Byzantine Christianity were, as we have seen – successfully suppressed, or
more often hemmed in, bracketed out as it were, by the religious and
secular authorities, above all segregated and regulated in specific spaces. It
was only with the Reformation that, as we have indicated above, a far-
reaching, momentous change with respect to the place of sectarian,
utopian fundamentalist-like movements in the social and political orders
took place.

Extreme sectarian Protestantism can perhaps itself be seen as such
proto-fundamentalism, or perhaps as the transitory phenomenon between
proto-fundamentalist and modern fundamentalist tendencies. Such sec-
tarian groups emerged in Europe with the first stage of institutionaliza-
tion of Protestantism in such movements as the Anabaptists and other
sectors of the radical reformation.64 Later on they developed in combina-
tion with millennial and eschatological orientations in the American col-
onies.

Here, of course, of special importance from the point of view of our
analysis is the fact that these sectarian heterodox tendencies became very
influential in the crystallization of modernity. In a highly transformed way,
they have become a central component of modern civilization manifest in
different modern, political movements, among which are the fundamental-
ist movements. These tendencies constituted a central component in the
crystallization of modern civilization and in modernity as it took shape in
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the Enlightenment and in the Great Revolutions. Contrary to some simplis-
tic interpretations of Weber’s Protestant Ethic thesis, these sectarian orien-
tations did not directly give rise, as it were, to capitalism or to modern
civilization in general. Rather, in addition to and when interwoven with
very specific and distinctive institutional and geo-political conditions such
as institutional pluralism, autonomy of cities, and developed legal institu-
tions, these sectarian heterodox tendencies constituted a very important
component in the crystallization of this civilization.65

The crystallization of this civilization gave rise to a new type of cultural
and political dynamics in which social movements played a crucial part – a
part that entailed both a continuation and a radical transformation of the
place of sectarianism and proto-fundamentalist movements in the dynam-
ics of Axial Civilizations.

XX

The prevalence of the “appropriate” ontological and doctrinal conceptions
as well as the lack of mediatory constitutions greatly influence the propen-
sity of development, in different civilizations, of proto-fundamentalist
movements. But the actualization of these propensities greatly depends on
concrete historical contexts and institutional settings. Although there are
many studies of various specific proto-fundamentalist movements there
have been but few systematic studies of the social and historical conditions
and contexts in which these movements – especially as distinct from other
sectarian movements – tend to develop, and the systematic comparative
research on these problems is, if at all, only in its beginnings. Some very
general and preliminary indications, which should be viewed mainly as pos-
sible starting points for such research, deserve further attention and elab-
oration.

Such movements tend to develop in situations that are seen or interpreted
by some active sectors of their societies – especially some sectors of their
intellectual or religious elites, as an onslaught, challenge, or threat – be it
military, political, and/or cultural on their respective civilizations.
Additionally, such situations are characterized by a diversity of ways and
styles of life that developed together with a crystallization of what is seen
as compromising, too-flexible orthodoxy with potentially degenerative ten-
dencies, usually in situations when the existing regime became weaker
through internal strife or external pressure.

In these situations such developments have been perceived by some
influential religious elite groups as being closely interconnected with the
potential undermining of the basic premises of their religion by an empha-
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sis on what seem to be extra-religious criteria, above all by “reason”; often
in combination with the acceptance, even legitimization of utilitarian,
mundane concerns. In many such situations the combined impact of inter-
nal change and impingement of external forces is seen by some groups as
undermining, in the name of autonomous reason and/or purely egoistical
hedonistic constitution, however defined, their ultimate religious premises
and their tradition.

Proto-fundamentalist groups’ central focus in the perception of such a
threat and attack is not simply the feeling that many groups and sectors of
society, and especially the religious establishment, deviate from what is per-
ceived as the proper traditional life and give in to the temptation of power
and wealth. Rather, it is above all the seemingly willing adaptation of the
religious establishment, of the predominant orthodoxy to these changes, of
what is seen as its inherent compromise with these developments, that is
seen by the proto-fundamentalist groups – and some wider sectors of the
society – as providing the threat to their civilizations.

Sometimes this perception of a threat may be connected in a rather par-
adoxical way with the successful expansion of their respective religions.
Such expansion, which is usually connected with the intensification of
encounters with other religions or societies, often entails an almost inevita-
ble compromise of the pristine vision with political realities which may be
seen by some groups as pollution of this pristine vision and, as portrayed
for instance by Ibn Khaldoun, as the degeneration and pollution of the
rulers. It is the combination of all these tendencies that may give to the
development of proto-fundamentalist movements the most central focus of
their critique.

The social groups that promulgate the various proto-fundamentalist
visions and those that are responsive to these visions vary greatly in
different civilizations, but they seem to share several common characteris-
tics. The major bearers of the proto-fundamentalist vision were usually
sectors of the traditional religious leaders and communities, especially
those that were dispossessed and dislocated from the old cultural and polit-
ical centers. Concomitantly, in situations of expansion of civilizations, as
for instance in the case of Islam, it is various groups in the periphery that
may rebel against what may be seen by them as the polluted center. The
most common characteristic of these groups is indeed dislocation and dis-
possession from the more central political or religious, and not solely eco-
nomic, centers. Such dislocations did, of course, develop in many historical
situations. It was, however, above all when such dislocations were combined
with the weakening of existing regimes under external and internal pres-
sures alike that the propensities to strong proto-fundamentalist tendencies
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developed. Such weakening of the existing – usually patrimonial or patri-
monial-imperial – regimes was usually closely connected with the weaken-
ing of the components of civility, from being predominant in the
crystallization of the collective identities of these regimes and of the closely
related tendency to bracket the primordial and transcendental sacred relig-
ious or ideological dimensions thereof and of some concomitant pluralis-
tic institutional arrangements. It entailed also the weakening of the
structure and autonomy of the major elites; of the autonomy, cohesiveness,
and accessibility of the center; of the inter-elite relations; of the mutual
openings and trust between various elites, and between the different elites
and broader social strata in the structuring of the center of these societies.

It was these conditions, especially the growing rigidity of the centers and
the weakening of the solidarity relations between the center and the various
elites and broader social strata that generated the displacement of the more
active fundamentalist leaders, their concomitant feeling of dispossession or
dislocation from the respective centers of their societies, and the resonance
of broader (potentially or actually) dispossessed groups to the messages of
threat to their respective civilizations that were being promulgated by these
leaders.

The preceding observations are, however, only very preliminary indica-
tions which hopefully can be helpful in the development of systematic
research on conditions that facilitate the development of proto-fundamen-
talist movements.
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2

The Great Revolutions and the
transformation of sectarian
utopianism in the cultural and
political program of modernity

The distinctive characteristics of the Great Revolutions – the
modern transformation of sectarian utopianism

I

In the preceding discussion we have seen that while the kernels of proto-
fundamentalist movements existed in all the Axial Civilizations, in some
they developed more and had greater influence. Their influence became
very important, possibly central, in the crystallization of modernity, and
they have generated, in a highly transformed way, a central component of
the cultural and political program of the discourse of modernity, as well as
of different modern social and political movements, including that of the
modern fundamentalist movements.

Modern fundamentalist movements, despite their seemingly traditional
flavor and their affinity to proto-fundamentalist movements, can – perhaps
paradoxically – best be understood against the background of the develop-
ment of modernity and within the framework of this development. These
movements and ideologies constitute one of the social movements in
modern societies as movements of protest that developed with modernity.
They constitute one possible development within, or component of, the cul-
tural and political program and discourse of modernity, as it crystallized
above all with the Enlightenment and with the Great Revolutions, as it
expanded throughout the world and has continually developed with its
different potentialities, contradictions, and antinomies.

By the Great Revolutions we mean, following general usage, the English
Civil War and Great Rebellion; the first Great Revolutions – the American
and French Revolutions; and the later ones – the Russian, Chinese and
Vietnamese Revolutions. The Revolt of the Netherlands has been
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sometimes designated, and justly so in my mind, as the precursor of the first
Great Revolutions.

This seemingly paradoxical situation is rooted in two basic facts. The first
fact is that these revolutions have been in a way the culmination of the sec-
tarian heterodox potentialities that developed in the Axial Civilizations –
especially in those in which the political arena was seen as at least one of
the arenas of implementation of their transcendental vision, including
other-worldly components or orientations thereof. Such transformation
entailed the turning upside down – even if ultimately, in the French and
subsequent revolutions, in secular terms – of the hegemony of Augustinian
vision, and the concomitant attempt to implement both the heterodox
“gnostic” visions and the sectarian visions that wanted to bring the City of
God to the City of Man. Secondly, and in close relation to the first fact, is
that these modern fundamentalist movements share with other modern
social movements some crucial characteristics which have crystallized in the
Great Revolutions and in the cultural and political program of modernity.

The Great Revolutions can indeed be seen as the first or at least the most
dramatic, and possibly the most successful, attempt in the history of
mankind to implement on a macro-societal scale utopian visions with
strong gnostic components. Such visions shared many characteristics with
the proto-fundamentalist movements, except that in these revolutions it
was above all future-oriented visions that have become predominant and
have become a central component of the cultural program of modernity.
It was indeed Eric Voegelin’s great insight – even if he possibly presented
it in a rather exaggerated way – to point out those deep roots of the
modern political program in the heterodox-gnostic traditions of medieval
Europe.1 The modern cultural and political program, the cultural and
political program as it crystallized with the Renaissance, Reformation,
Enlightenment, and above all in the Great Revolutions, was indeed greatly
influenced by the sectarian proto-fundamentalist movements of the late
medieval and early modern era. It is the attempts in these revolutions to
implement in the central political arena these utopian sectarian often
gnostic conceptions that provide the crucial (even if indeed paradoxical)
link between modernity, the modern cultural and political program, and
the modern fundamentalist movements.

II

The historical roots of the Great Revolutions and the transformation of
these roots in the modern setting are closely related to some of the revolu-
tions’ particular characteristics which distinguish them from other move-
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ments of rebellion, protest, or change of ruler that can be found in most
societies. And it is these historical roots that are also very important for
understanding the political processes that crystallized after these revolu-
tions, and above all, the various modern social movements, including the
modern fundamentalist movements.

Revolutions, especially the “Great Revolutions,” denote of course
radical changes of political regime far beyond the deposition of rulers or
even the changing of ruling groups. They denote a situation in which such
deposition and change, often connected with the execution or assassination
of the rulers or sometimes “just” with their dethronement and banishment,
results in some radical change in the rules of the political game and in the
symbols and bases of legitimization of the regime. Such changes have
usually been violent – but the violence that develops in these revolutions is
not just of the type found in many riots, uprisings, court intrigues, and in
the position of rules that can be found in most political regimes. Rather,
what characterizes such violence is its ideological justification, amounting
to near sanctification. Such justification is often rooted in the attempt to
combine the change in symbols, bases of legitimization, and the basic insti-
tutional framework of a regime with new visions of political and social
order. It is this combination that is distinctive in these revolutions. In other
words, such revolutions tend, with the unfolding of the revolutionary
process, to spawn, to use Said Arjomand’s term, some distinct cosmologies,
some very distinct cultural and political programs.2

The combination of violent change of regime with the promulgation of
a very strong ontological and political vision is not exclusive to these revo-
lutions. The crystallization of the Abbasid caliphate, often called the
Abbasid revolution, is a very important illustration, if possibly only a
partial one, of such a combination in earlier historical periods.3

What is distinct in these modern revolutions is the nature of their ontol-
ogies and cosmologies; their concomitant political-ideological visions and
the relationship of such visions to both the mode of deposition of the
rulers, and the development of new conceptions of accountability of rulers.
However great the differences between these revolutions, they all shared
from this point of view some basic characteristics. Within all of them there
developed an attempt to reconstruct the polity – to topple the old and
create new political institutions on the basis of a new vision in which
themes of equality, justice, freedom, and participation of the community
in the political center and process were promulgated. The promulgation of
these themes was not, of course, limited to these revolutions; they can be
found in many movements of protest throughout human history. What was
new in these revolutions was, first, the combination of these perennial
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themes of protest with new “modern” themes such as the belief in progress,
and with the demands for full access to the central political arenas and par-
ticipation in it; secondly, the combination of all these themes not just with
millenarian visions of protest but with an overall utopian vision of the
reconstruction of society and of the political order. It was the transposi-
tion of the strong utopian component, which indeed built on the utopian
traditions of the societies or civilizations in which these revolutions devel-
oped into the centers of their respective societies, that was central in these
revolutions.

The distinctiveness of the utopian visions that constituted the central
core of the cosmologies or ontologies of these revolutions is evidenced, in
addition, in the conception of society as an object which can be remolded
above all by political action according to such vision. That is, it is this view
of society as an object of active construction by human beings – above all
by future-oriented political action – that constitutes one of the distinct
characteristics of the cosmologies of these revolutions. They proclaimed
the primacy of the political in the process of reconstruction of society
accordingly to such visions.4

Closely related to these future-oriented visions was the strong emphasis
in most sectors of these revolutionary groups on dissociation from the pre-
ceding historical background of the respective societies, a denial of the
past, an emphasis on a new beginning, and the combination of such dis-
continuity with violence. This orientation was rather muted in the Revolt of
the Netherlands and even in the English Civil War, in which the references
to the (basically utopian) English past were very strong; it was already much
stronger – despite the frequent references to the English tradition – in the
American Revolution and became a major theme in the French and the sub-
sequent – especially Russian, Chinese, and Vietnamese Revolutions.5

These revolutionary visions also entailed very strong missionary orienta-
tions. Although each such revolution set up a new regime in a particular
country, and although these regimes promulgated, especially in the later
stages of their institutionalization, strong patriotic themes, always bearing
the ineradicable stamp of the countries in which they developed, the
revolutionary visions were nevertheless presented and promulgated, even if
in different degrees, as universal – applicable in principle to the entire
humanity.

The English Puritans were part of a wide international network of
different radical reformatory groups, and although their activities were ori-
ented mostly and quite consciously to the English scene, and often pre-
sented as English, they were at the same time promulgated as being of
universal validity.
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The declarations of the American Revolution, whether the Declaration
of Independence, the Preamble to the Constitution, or the Bill of Rights,
were couched in universalistic terms. Although the American Revolution,
possibly because of the relative geo-political isolation of the colonies and
of the United States, did not tend to “export” itself beyond the continent,
the American revolutionary vision nevertheless implied the universal valid-
ity of its message, of what would later be defined as the “American way of
life.”6 Such a universalistic message was of course even more pronounced
in the French and later in the Russian Revolution.

The importance of the universal and missionary aspects of the ideolo-
gies of these revolutions can also be seen in the relative weakness or secon-
dary importance, within their symbolic repertoire, of primordial symbols.
The primordial component in the revolutionary construction of the
symbols of collective identity or consciousness of the societies in which
these revolutions occurred was of secondary, even if not necessarily negli-
gible, importance.

True enough, all these revolutions in fact occurred within the framework
of their respective political societies and were greatly influenced by their dis-
tinctive political traditions. In all these revolutions, some emphasis on pri-
mordial elements, as for instance the emphasis on the rights of Englishmen
in the English Civil War, or on “La Patrie” in the French Revolution, and
even more on strong patriotic themes was promulgated by the revolution-
ary regimes.7 In all these revolutions there took place a far-reaching patri-
otic mobilization and cultural construction of the modern nation state.
These themes were promulgated in all these revolutions and in the post-rev-
olutionary regimes through the initiation of festivals, establishment of cit-
izens’ armies, and in the kernels of a modern school system. But the specific
“national” primordial themes were usually, in the more official promulga-
tions of the revolutionary vision presented, secondary to the more general,
universalistic ones that constituted the core of the revolutionary vision. The
various patriotic themes were promulgated in universalistic terms and the
respective nations presented as bearers of universalistic visions.

III

It was not only with respect to their ontologies or cosmologies, or in terms
of their results, that the Great Revolutions evinced some very distinct char-
acteristics. Of no less importance were the distinct characteristics of polit-
ical process that developed in them.

This process shared some very important characteristics with several
types of processes of social and political struggle to be found in many
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societies, to some extent in all of them. Rebellions and movements of
protest are closely related to liminal situations that develop in all human
societies, and they themselves evince liminal characteristics – as was also
the case in these revolutions. Another crucial component of the political
process that developed in the Great Revolutions which can be found in all
societies is that of political struggle between different groups in the center.
In the case of the revolutions, such struggle in the center tends to be, as
Charles Tilly has pointed out, a struggle about competing sovereignties,8 a
struggle between different groups who attempt to dislodge the existing
“sovereigns” (those groups that monopolize sovereignty and the exercise of
power in a given society at a given period of time) and to transfer sove-
reignty to themselves.

All these types of social and political struggle are to be found in the
Great Revolutions – but these revolutions exhibit some distinct core char-
acteristics which go beyond these types of struggle and distinguish them
from movements of protest and central political struggle in other societies.
These common characteristics are to be found in all of them, even if their
relative importance naturally varies between different revolutions, and they
have been crucial in the shaping of some of the distinct characteristics of
modern political processes and regimes.

The first such characteristic has been the great intensity and continuity of
these rebellions, movements of protest and struggle in the center over rela-
tively long periods of time. The second such distinctive characteristic is the
fact that these different types of processes of change and movements of
political struggle have here become interwoven in relatively continuous and
common organizational frameworks. Temporary alliances between rebel-
ling lords and peripheral rebellions or movements of protest could be found
in many societies. Struggles at the center did in many societies weaken them
and hence facilitate the outbreak of rebellion, and vice versa. Continuous,
protracted rebellions could also often set the stage for struggles at the center.

Yet another distinct characteristic of these revolutions was, as Eric
Hobsbawm has shown, the crucial importance of the direct impact on the
central political struggle of popular uprisings, that is, the movement of
popular uprisings into the center.9 Additionally unique to the political
process that developed in these revolutions was the continuous interweav-
ing of these different political processes into some common, however
fragile and intermittent, frameworks of political action. In other words, in
these revolutions, new forms of political organization and ideology devel-
oped which brought together sectors of each of these types of political
activity and processes into common frameworks, even if, especially in the
first revolutions, in an intermittent way. The model army in the English
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Revolution, the various clubs and political groupings of the American one,
and the many clubs and cliques of the French Revolution are among the
most important illustrations of such new types of frameworks or organiza-
tions. Even when no continual new political organizations developed, the
impact of revolutionary activity transformed the nature of the electoral
process10 from a sort of status competition between different sectors of the
higher social echelon into radical political competition.

The development of such new types of organization was contingent, of
course, on a new type of leadership, one that appealed to various sectors of
the population and which was not embedded in any of them or seen as rep-
resenting only one or a few such sectors. In the Russian, Chinese, and
Vietnamese revolutions, organized groups which existed already as parties
or at least proto-parties before the revolutions constituted the vanguards of
the revolutions.

But the most central component of such leadership, the most central
component in these revolutionary processes – and one that probably con-
stitutes their most distinct characteristic – is the place of distinct cultural,
religious, or secular groups, and above all, of intellectuals and political acti-
vists. Especially prominent among them were the bearers of the “gnostic”
vision of bringing the Kingdom of God, or some secularized vision
thereof, to earth. The English and to a different extent the American
Puritans; the members of the French clubs so brilliantly described by
Albert Cochin and later on by François Furet, Mona Ozouf,11 and others;
and the various groups of Russian intelligentsia12 are the best-known illus-
trations of this social type. It was usually these groups that provided the
distinctive element that transformed rebellions into revolutions.

It was not only that these groups promulgated and articulated the dis-
tinct ideologies of these revolutions. It was also, usually above all from the
members of these groups, that the new leadership and the organizational
skills that were so central for the crystallization of the new political activ-
ities discussed above were recruited. It was also these groups that promul-
gated the visions and articulated the ideologies and propaganda that was
crucial in bringing together the disparate social forces that joined in the rev-
olutionary process. It was, in other words, these groups that provided the
crucial link between the distinct revolutionary cosmologies and the revolu-
tionary process.

IV

The Great Revolutions were characterized not only by each of these dis-
tinct features, i.e. the development of revolutionary cosmologies and
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political programs, of the political processes that developed within them,
and of their far-reaching results, but also and above all by their combina-
tion.

Needless to say, the relative importance of these different components
varied greatly among the various revolutions. Some of these components –
as for instance the full elaboration of the distinct modern cosmologies and
the break with the past – were weaker in the English Revolution. It was
indeed in the French Revolution that all these components came together
in the most dramatic way, and hence it is the French Revolution that has
been seen as the first pristine model of modern revolutions. Moreover, the
interweaving between different social and political actors in the revolution-
ary process was not continuous, nor were such organizations stable or
homogeneous. It often developed quite haltingly – being rather weak in the
first stages of the revolutionary process, when the older types of rebellions
were predominant. Such interweaving became stronger when various rebel-
lious or reformist groups faced “counter-revolutionary” forces and usually
gathered momentum thereafter.

Concomitantly, in each phase of the revolutionary process there devel-
oped not just one but several common frameworks of political activity.
Throughout the revolutionary process there developed also numerous
conflicts and cleavages between different political and social groups which
participated in these processes. Two such cleavages and conflicts were of
special importance in shaping the process and outcomes of the revolutions.
The first cleavage was the “class” composition of these groups, whether it
was aristocracy, gentry, middle and lower urban or peasant groups, and the
relations between these classes that provided the social basis of these groups
and the relative predominance of each of these different elements. The
second instance was the sectarian cleavage between different groups of
intellectuals, of religious sects and the like, each of which was the bearer of
a distinct revolutionary vision. It was the combination of these two types
of cleavage – class and political sectarian – that provided the specific
dynamics, and to no small degree shaped the outcomes of the various rev-
olutions. It was the relation between these cleavages, between the different
political classes and ideological groups, that shaped the coalitions that were
most active in different phases of the revolutionary process and greatly
influenced the nature of the different post-revolutionary regimes. But what-
ever the difference between the Great Revolutions, they were characterized
by some combination of the various components developed above and the
central role of the intellectuals and autonomous political activists in
them.13
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V

Such participation by intellectuals in the political process entailed a rather
far-reaching change, indeed transformation, of their role in the Axial
Civilizations in their political activities, and in their relation to power – a
transformation which is of central importance for the understanding of
modern political dynamics.

Intellectuals and clerics have played, as we have seen, a crucial role in the
institutionalization and dynamics of these civilizations. At the same time
the institutionalization of Axial civilizations often transformed the nature
of the political elites and converted the new intellectual elites into relatively
autonomous partners in the major ruling coalitions and movements of
protest. The process of such institutionalization entirely changed the basic
characteristics of intellectuals in comparison with the specialists in ritual,
magical, and sacral activities of the pre-Axial Civilizations. Such special-
ized technical activities became components of the relatively autonomous
construction of the cultural and social order, and their carriers constituted
special elites – intellectuals and clerics – who were recruited and legitimized
according to distinct, autonomous criteria, and organized in autonomous
settings distinct from those of the basic ascriptive units. Accordingly, intel-
lectuals and clerics tended to become potentially independent of other
elites and of other social groups and categories. At the same time they were
necessarily in strong competition with the other elites in particular, above
all over the monopoly of the production and spread of symbols and media
of communication.

Closely related to the place of such intellectuals in the construction of
these civilizations, two types of tension developed between them and other,
especially the political, elites. The first such tension, which has often been
analyzed in the literature, was that between the intellectuals and the rulers.
The focus of such tension was usually the scope of the relative autonomy
of the intellectuals in their specialized activities.

The second, and perhaps more intensive, tension focused on the attempts
of the intellectuals to impose their own distinct conceptions of the cultural
and social order on other elites (including other intellectual elites) and on
broader groups and strata, and also on the contradiction between the
attempts to exercise such power and influence and the need to maintain the
conditions that ensured maximum autonomy in the different areas of intel-
lectual specialization and creativity.

These tensions became intensified with the Great Revolutions and with
the crystallization of the modern cultural political order. In all these Great
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Revolutions, it was, as we have seen, religious and secular intellectuals who
promoted the basic cultural and ideological visions that were promulgated
in the crystallization of these revolutions and which shaped the premises of
modern societies. Hence, all these tensions and problems were intensified
with the crystallization of modern civilization in the wake of the Great
Revolutions.

These revolutionary origins of modernity and the place of intellectuals
in them had many repercussions on the relationship between intellectuals
and political elites and in the place of intellectuals in the political process.
The basic symbolic, as opposed to organizational distinction between
intellectuals and political elites becomes even more blurred than before.
Some sectors of the more institutionalized intellectuals performing
various functions in universities, in legal institutions and the more “mar-
ginal” heterodox, were at least for short periods brought together into the
center attempting to reconstruct it.14 Hence, paradoxically, the tensions
between them could become exacerbated, at the same time intensifying the
internal contradictions and antinomies in the cultural program of moder-
nity.

VI

The central role in all these revolutions of autonomous intellectuals
entailed a radical transformation of the political activities and orientations
of major medieval heterodoxies and sects, and in the place of heterodox
protest activities in the political process. The essence of this transformation
was that instead of the suppression or hemming in of the more radical sec-
tarian and heterodox activities and orientations in special, highly con-
trolled, spaces (such as monasteries, which was characteristic of the
medieval period), these activities and orientations were transposed, in the
revolutions and in the subsequent modern political process, into the central
political arena.

Sectarian activities and heterodoxies developed, as we have seen in
chapter 1, in all these civilizations or societies long before the revolutions –
although, unlike rebellions and central political struggle, they are not to be
found in all human societies; they are indeed only to be found in the Axial
Civilizations. In many cases, as for instance in the European Middle Ages
and early modern age, some sectarian groups allied themselves with rebel-
lions, whether of peasants or of urban lower classes, and in other cases with
some of the actors in the political struggles in the center. But basically most
such sectarian activities were confined to, or hemmed into, the more mar-
ginal sectors or subterranean sectors of the society.
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The Reformation15 constituted, as we have seen, the crucial point of
transformation of the “Catholic” sectarianism in a this-worldly direction:
Luther’s famous dictum of making the whole world into a monastery –
while overtly oriented against the existing monastic orders – did denote a
radical transformation of the hitherto prevalent hegemonic tendencies
towards sectarian activities in Christianity. Such transformation was taken
up even more forcibly by both the radical Reformation and by Calvinism –
in which there developed very strong emphasis on the bringing together of
the City of God and the City of Man. But Lutheranism did not on the
whole give rise to active autonomous political activities, and the radical
Reformation and Calvinism were successful – and only for relatively short
periods in relatively small communities – in Geneva, in some Dutch and
Scottish sects, and in some of the early American colonies.

All these did indeed provide a crucial background for the development
of the Great Revolutions. But it was only in the revolutions that such sec-
tarian activities were taken out, as it were, into the broader society and into
the centers thereof. It was only in the revolutions that these radical sectar-
ian orientations became interwoven not only with rebellions, popular
uprisings, and movements of protest, but also with the political struggle at
the center into which they were transposed. In this process the ideological,
propagandist, and organizational skills of these intellectuals or cultural
elites were of crucial ideological and organizational importance. Without
them the entire revolutionary process as it crystallized in these situations
would probably not have occurred. Hence they constituted the most
crucial element in shaping the political process that developed in these rev-
olutions.

It was all these orientations, as well as the formation, reconstruction,
and institutionalization of new types of centers, that distinguished the
Great Revolutions and their institutionalization from other movements of
protest in history, and which gave them their specific modern connota-
tions.

VII

Yet another central aspect of the revolutionary process was the transfor-
mation of the liminal aspects and symbols that were prevalent in various
movements of protest. This transformation denoted a far-reaching, radical
change in the place of themes of protest, and of violence in the political
process. It was not only that many such popular uprisings – best epitomized
by the storming of the Bastille – moved into the center and became trans-
posed into it. More important is the fact that in most of these revolutionary
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processes, the central political arena became, for relatively long periods,
shaped in a liminal mode. The center itself became – at least for some
periods – as it were a liminal situation or arena, a series of such situations,
or the arena in which liminality was played out.16

These liminal dimensions of the revolutionary process have been closely
connected to the centrality of violence in it. It is not only that violence
spread wider and became a component of the central political struggle – in
itself a very important and distinct development. What is of crucial impor-
tance is that the centrality of violence – and in some cases its ideological
sanctification, its sacralization – became, as Merleau-Ponty pointed out,
the very essence of the revolutionary process.17 This centrality of violence
signalled the combination of the breakdown of the existing rules of polit-
ical power, the loss of legitimacy of the existing institutional frameworks,
the delegitimization of the existing order, and the search for the establish-
ment of other rules and other symbols of legitimacy. Thus this centrality
of violence became transformed into and visible in the very centers of these
societies and became highly visible in them. One of the most important
aspects of this centrality of violence has been the development and
sanctification of terror as one of the recurring components or themes of
the revolutionary experience. It was perhaps only in Islam’s Order of
Assassins and in other Islamic sectarian movements that something
approaching such sanctification of violence, of terror, could be found on
any large scale.18 This centrality of violence also infused the liminal char-
acteristics of the revolutionary situations, thus distinguishing them from
other liminal situations.

The combination of these most extreme components of the revolution-
ary process crystallized into political action, aiming at the homogenizing
reconstruction of society in their name of a utopian vision crystallized in
what would become the Jacobin political vision or tradition. The diverse
kernels of this tradition developed in the various Jacobin clubs that
emerged during the French Revolution – the common denominator of
which emerged as the emphasis on the dictatorship of salut public. This
emphasis became closely interwoven with the sanctification of violence
during the Reign of Terror – epitomized in the figure of Robespierre. This
sanctification’s predominance in the revolutionary discourse and activity
broke down with the Thermidor, but its major premises permitted – in the
eyes of both its supporters in different camps and of its opponents – a
central component of the modern political discourse, a component that
epitomized some of the basic demons of the modern political program and
discourse.19
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The cultural and political programs of modernity: basic premises

VIII

It was in these revolutions and above all with the institutionalization of the
post-revolutionary regimes that the basic characteristics of the cultural and
political program of modernity became crystallized – especially the combi-
nation of orientations of rebellion, protest, and intellectual antinomian-
ism, together with strong orientations to center formation and institution
building.20

In the background of this program loomed some very powerful, even if
sometimes hidden, different meta-narratives of modernity – to follow E.
Tiryakian’s felicitous expression. There were the Christian, in the sense of
affirmation of this world in terms of a higher, not fully realizable vision, the
gnostic which attempts to imbue the world with a deep hidden meaning,
and the chthonic which emphasizes the full acceptance of the given word
and of the vitality of its forces.21 These different meta-narratives were
closely related to the different historical roots of this program.

Among these historical roots the most important have been first the
political theories of antiquity and the republican tradition as it developed
in the Renaissance (which modeled itself on antiquity even if in fact it
differed greatly from it in the Reformation), and the covenantal concep-
tions as they developed in the Reformation and in the Counter-
Reformation’s response to them. A second central ideological component
of these regimes goes back to, and in many ways incorporates, some of the
basic premises of the accountability of rulers to some higher law – the word
of God or the Mandate of Heaven – which have been characteristic of the
Axial-Age Civilizations, with Europe, of course, being one.22 The third
major ideological component of the modern cultural and political program
was the emphasis on the autonomy of the individual, and the closely related
if not identical, legitimization of private interests as it developed in concert
with the ideology of individualism and was reinforced by the development
of new economic forces of the market.23 Fourthly, there was the tradition
of representation and of representative institutions as it developed in
Europe during the Middle Ages in the various councils, parliaments, and
assemblies of estates – many of them building on traditions of tribal assem-
blies.

A fifth central ideological component of these regimes rooted in the tra-
ditions of Axial civilizations was the utopian eschatological one, the
search or quest for an ideal social order. These new modern utopian
visions entailed the transformation of Christian eschatology into the
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secular vision of the unfolding of human destiny. The search for the ways
in which the concrete social order could become the embodiment of an
ideal order became a central component of the modern political discourse
and tradition, and it was closely connected with the charismatization of
the center as the arena in which such visions can and should be imple-
mented, a process that crystallized fully in the Great Revolutions. The
Great Revolutions can indeed be seen as claimed – even if in an exagger-
ated way by Eric Voegelin – as the first, or at least the most dramatic, and
possibly the most successful, attempt in the history of humanity to imple-
ment on a macro-societal scale utopian visions with strong gnostic com-
ponents.24

The various components of this program, with their multiple historical
roots, were institutionalized in the aftermath of the Great Revolutions. The
institutionalization of this program did not however obliterate the relative
autonomy of its various components. On the contrary, this institutionaliza-
tion gave rise to the development within this program of continual tensions
between these components and their ideological and institutional implica-
tions.

IX

This program, with its tensions and contradictions, developed and became
institutionalized against the background of specific but continually changing
historical conditions and processes.

The institutional background of modern regimes, including the consti-
tutional democratic regimes, were the formation in Europe of modern
states, the crystallization and constitution of new types of collectivities,
and the development of modern market, capitalist, political economies.
Common to the first two processes was a very strong emphasis on territo-
rial boundaries; the development of new state–society relations most fully
manifest in the emergence of a distinct type or types of civil society; the
concomitant transformation of political processes; and the development of
capitalist, later industrial-capitalist, types of political economy and the
closely connected continual European expansion.

The crystallization of the first modern states in Europe entailed the com-
bination of political administrative centralization with a strong emphasis
on the territorial dimensions of the political community, and additionally
with a new conception of the political arena – namely as autonomous, even
as a distinct ontological entity with relatively clear territorial and symbolic
boundaries. This conception, which emerged above all in continental
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Europe and in England in close connection with the Wars of Religion,
entailed the transformation of the basic conceptions of sovereignty – even
if haltingly and intermittently – from the older one of dominium politicum
and regale.25 In many of these Continental states, the state was conceptual-
ized in terms of exclusive sovereignty defined in secular terms – even if the
absolutist kings claimed some type of divine legitimization or “Divine right
of kings.” It was the sovereign – the king or the state (“L’état c’est moi”) –
who was, even if never wholly unchallenged, the embodiment of what could
be called the general will, the common good of the society.

In the context of the development of this modern state the most impor-
tant institutional roots of the modern constitutional democratic regimes
were the representative institutions that developed in medieval Europe – the
various councils, parliaments and assemblies of estates, many of them
building on traditions of tribal assemblies.

The processes of constitution of the new, modern states and of legitim-
ization of the new political regimes were closely interwoven in European
societies with those of construction of new types of collectivities, of collec-
tive identity or consciousness. The most important dimension of such con-
struction was the crystallization of, above all, secular definitions of each of
the components of collective identity; the civil, primordial, and universa-
listic “religious” ones;26 the growing importance of the civil and procedu-
ral components thereof and a continual tension between such different
components; and the development of a very strong emphasis on territorial
boundaries as the main loci of the institutionalization of collective identity.
The emphasis on the territorial components of collective identity entailed
the development of a very strong connection between the construction of
states and that of the major, “encompassing” collectivities – a connection
which became epitomized in the tendency to construct what was to be
called nation states. Such construction entailed a very strong emphasis on
the congruence between the cultural and political identities of the territo-
rial population, and the promulgation by the major states of strong sym-
bolic and effective commitments to the center, based on a close relationship
between these centers and the more primordial dimensions of human exis-
tence and of social life – as these dimensions were reconstructed in that
period.

X

The development in Europe of modern states and collectivities and the
transformation of the conception of sovereignty were closely related to
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changes in the structure of power in society – namely to the emergence of
multiple centers of economic and political power; and to the development
of some nuclei of a distinct type of civil society and of a new type of public
arena or sphere.

The development of multiplicity of centers of power and of the nuclei of
civil society was closely related to the development of the new type of polit-
ical economy – of new modes of production, to the development of a
market economy, first of commercial and later of industrial capitalism. It
was the development in this period of commercial and proto-industrial
capitalist economies, of market ideologies,27 and the strong concomitant
emphasis on the rights to private property that created too the nuclei of a
new type of relatively independent centers of power. These centers of
power were potentially beyond the reach of the political (whether absolu-
tist, republican, or revolutionary communitarian) powers. At the same time
these new centers of power often claimed – in line with the older traditions
of representative institutions in Europe – the right of autonomous access
to the centers of power. Concomitantly there developed potentially auton-
omous public arenas distinct from the state, as well as from any single
ascriptive group of such arenas. It was indeed the continual construction
of such public arenas, independent from any single ascriptive sector and
from the state – but possibly rooted in many such sectors and above all
having an autonomous access to the central political arena, to the state –
that constituted the epitome of the new type of civil society that developed
in this period in Europe.

XI

The last, but certainly not least, of the processes that were crucial for the
formation of modern European societies were those generated by the devel-
opment of capitalist – first commercial, later on industrial capitalist – polit-
ical economies.

The development of capitalist economies, of the international capital-
ist system, and the concomitant continuous expansion of the economy,
entailed the creation of new classes and new social strata – of various
new “capitalist” classes, industrial workers, and proletariat – and gave
rise to concomitant dislocations, new class relations, and class confron-
tations. These elements and dynamics further gave rise to the continuous
international expansion of the capitalist economy as well as to modern
political and ideological systems through imperial, colonial, and far-
reaching economic means. These developments were closely connected
with continual shifts in the distribution of resources and in the modes of
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access to them, with continual processes of social dislocation and with
a continual struggle for the inclusion of different social groups into the
central institutional frameworks and arenas or with exclusion from
them.

All these processes gave rise to the development of new centers of power
which challenged the traditional authorities while generating both new
inequalities and tendencies to new concentrations of power and to concom-
itant dispossession of weaker groups.

All these institutional developments took place within the framework of
the emergence of the European state system, which crystallized through
political and military responses and within which mobilization of
resources for war constituted a central component,28 and which was to
serve also as the jumping-board for political and military expansion
beyond Europe. This expansion indeed spawned strong tendencies – rather
new and practically unique in human history – to the development of not
only universal but also actually world-wide institutional and symbolic
frameworks and systems. Several world-wide systems, economic, political,
ideological – all of them pluralistic and multi-centered – emerged, each
generating its own dynamics and its own reactions to the others. The inter-
relations among them have never been “static” or unchanging, and the
dynamics of these international frameworks or settings gave rise to con-
tinuous changes in these societies. This expansion generated continual
confrontation between the societies incorporated in the new internal
systems, above all between the various hegemonic (initially Western)
centers and different peripheries; and between the premises of the cultural
program of modernity and the premises of the non-Western European civ-
ilization.

A crucial component of this confrontation was the fact that the
European expansion gave rise to the construction of a specific European
self-conception in relation to other civilizations – a self-conception that
entailed a distinct hierarchical ordering of different civilizations with the
European on top. Accordingly this conception engendered – despite its uni-
versalistic premises and within the framework of these premises – very
strong exclusivist tendencies.29

All these institutional developments constituted not only the historical
background of the crystallization of the cultural and political program of
modernity, but also the arenas in which this program – with the antinomial
tensions and contradictions inherent in it – was continually played out and
institutionalized, and confronted with continually changing institutional
developments. All the processes continually confronted the basic premises
of the new political regimes.
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XII

This program entailed a far-reaching transformation of the conception of
the relations between the transcendental and mundane orders and, con-
comitantly, of the basic conceptions of political realm, of authority, and of
center–periphery relations. This program gave rise, perhaps for the first
time in the history of humanity, to the belief in the possibility of bridging
the gap between the transcendental and mundane orders, of realizing in the
mundane orders, in social life, some of the utopian, eschatological visions.
All of this thus entailing, as we have seen, the turning upside-down – even
if ultimately in secular terms – of the hegemony of Augustinian vision, and
the concomitant attempt to implement the heterodox “gnostic” as well as
otherworldly and sectarian visions which wanted to bring the City of God
to the City of Man. These transformations of the conception of the rela-
tion between the transcendental and mundane orders were indeed rooted
in the Great Revolutions.

The radical innovation of this cultural program, of this new tradition,
even if it could be seen as a transformation of the premises of the preced-
ing traditions, lay in several major, often conflicting, tendencies and prem-
ises, all of which shared a strong common denominator: this was the
change of the place of God in the construction of both the cosmos and of
man, and of belief in God (or in some metaphysical principles) as consti-
tuting the starting point for the understanding of both man and cosmos, to
the concomitant increasing emphasis on autonomy of reason and man.

The most important components of this program were first the “natural-
ization”of man, society, and nature; second the promulgation of the auton-
omy and potential supremacy of reason in the exploration and even
shaping of the world; and third the emphasis on the autonomy of man.

Man and nature tended to become “naturalized,” or increasingly per-
ceived as no longer directly regulated by the will of God as in the monothe-
istic civilizations, or by some higher, transcendental metaphysical principles
as in Hinduism and Confucianism, or by the universal Logos, as in the
Greek tradition. Rather, they were conceived as autonomous entities regu-
lated by some internal laws which could be fully explored and grasped by
human reason and inquiry. It was this naturalization of cosmos and of man
that constituted the central turning-point from the pre-modern to the
modern cosmological and ontological visions and conceptions.

These transformations in the basic conceptions of the relations between
man, cosmos, and God, as they developed in early modern Europe,
were not initially necessarily anti-religious. Indeed, many of them had
very strong religious roots, especially in the Reformation, the Counter-
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Reformation, and their repercussions. At first the place of God as the
creator of the universe was not denied; rather, these ideological transfor-
mations reformulated his place with relation to man, cosmos, and nature.
God, insofar as he remained in the picture, was more and more conceived
as the creator of a universe that has generated laws of its own – laws that
can be fully grasped by human reason and inquiry.

Concomitantly, central to this cultural program was the emphasis on the
growing autonomy of man; his – or hers, but in this program certainly “his”
– emancipation from the fetters of traditional, political, and cultural
authority and the continuous expansion of the realm of personal and insti-
tutional freedom and activity. Such autonomy entailed two dimensions:
first, reflexivity and exploration, and second, the active, constructive
mastery of nature and society.

The exploration of such laws became one of the major foci of the new
tradition, providing the key to the working out and exploration of the per-
ennial problems of the reflexive traditions of the Great Civilizations. At the
same time it was more and more assumed in this new cultural program that
exploration of these laws would lead to the unraveling of the mysteries of
the universe and of human destiny.

Such exploration was not purely passive or contemplative. Indeed, a very
strong assumption of this cultural vision, or at least of large parts thereof,
was that through such exploration not only the understanding, but even the
mastery of such destiny, and a concomitant continuous expansion of
human environment, could be attained by conscious human effort.

The exploration of nature and the search for potential mastery over it
tended also, at least in some versions of this new tradition, and especially
in some sectors of the Enlightenment, to extend beyond technical and
scientific spheres into the social sphere. Such a view led almost naturally to
the emphasis on the exploration and investigation of human nature and of
society. It could become connected with the emphasis on the importance
and possibility of the application of such knowledge to the social sphere
proper; on the relevance of information and knowledge for the manage-
ment of the affairs of society and into the construction of the socio-polit-
ical order.

But if the “naturalization” of the cosmos was mostly conceived as being
governed by some inherent laws or forces – whether the laws of nature
which could and should be scientifically explored, or some kind of inner
“romantic” essence – the situation was more complicated with regard to the
autonomy of man. Man’s naturalization and autonomy was conceived, as
Kant has shown, in two contradictory directions.30 On one hand man was
seen as subject to the laws of nature which he himself could explore. On the

The Great Revolutions and the transformation of sectarian utopianism 57



other, he was characterized by moral autonomy – seemingly at least
transcending these laws and preceding a strong critical orientation as a
basic component of this order.

Out of the conjunctions of these different conceptions or orientations
and within this new modern tradition or cultural program there developed
belief in the possibility of active formation – by conscious human activity,
participation, and critical reflection – of aspects of social, cultural, and
natural orders. Society itself had become an object of conscious human
activities and endeavors oriented to its reconstruction. Such reconstruction
was also often seen as a basic component of the possibility of extending
individuals’ mastery over his (or “her” – but here above all “his”) own
destiny.

Such conscious effort could develop in two – sometimes complementary,
sometimes conflicting – directions. One has been the “technocratic” direc-
tion, based on the assumption that those in the know, those who mastered
the secrets and arcana of nature and of man, of human nature, could devise
the appropriate schemes, the appropriate institutional arrangements for the
implementation of human good, of the good society. The second such
direction promulgated a homogenizing moral-rational vision.31

Yet another central component of this vision was a very strong tendency
to emphasize the possibility of active participation of various social groups
in the formation of a new social and cultural order, as well as a high level
of commitment to such orders. Concomitantly, there developed also in this
program very strong universalistic orientations – in principle negating the
importance and significance of any specific political or national boundar-
ies, but at the same time attempting to define a new socio-political order
with broad, yet relatively definitive boundaries.

XIII

Within the framework of this new cultural program the specific political
program of modernity developed. The new ontological conceptions prom-
ulgated in the cultural program of modernity necessarily transformed the
basic characteristics and orientations to tradition and to authority; the
basic parameters and premises of the political order, of its legitimization,
and of the conceptions of accountability of rulers; as well as those of the
structure of centers and of center–periphery relations. This new political
program, in close relation to the cosmologies promulgated in these revolu-
tions and to the institutionalization of the new political regimes that crys-
tallized in their wake, entailed a radical transformation of the very
conceptions of politics. It gave rise, perhaps for the first time in the history
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of humanity, to the belief in the possibility of bridging through political
action the gap between the transcendental and mundane orders, of realiz-
ing in the mundane orders, in social life, some of the utopian, eschatologi-
cal visions and to the possibility of the transformation of society through
political action guided by a distinctive vision. As in the broader cultural
program of modernity such vision could be technocratic “engineering” or
a “moral-rational” one. The latter entailed the view that the political com-
munity is a self-constitutive and self-reflective entity, that society may espe-
cially through political actions continuously reconstitute itself in a
consciously reflexive way.

At the same time, in close relation to the utopian component in modern
political life, far-reaching transformations rooted in the imagery of the
Great Revolutions took place in the symbolism and structure of modern
political centers as compared with their predecessors or with the centers
of other civilizations. The crux of this transformation was the charismat-
ization of the center as the bearer of the transcendental visions inherent
in the cultural program of modernity and the combination of such char-
ismatization with the concomitant incorporation of themes and symbols
of protest as basic and legitimate components of the premises of these
centers, and of their relations with the peripheries of their respective soci-
eties.32

In contrast with almost every previous civilization, themes and symbols
of equality, participation, and social justice became not only elements of
protest oriented against the existing center, but also an important compo-
nent of the political legitimization of orderly demands by the periphery on
the center.33 They became central components of the transcendental vision
that promulgated the autonomy of man and of reason. Protest and the pos-
sibility of transforming some of society’s institutional premises were no
longer considered to be illegitimate or at most marginal aspects of the polit-
ical process. They became central components of modern political dis-
course and practice, as well as of the modern project of emancipation of
man, a project that sought to combine equality and freedom, justice and
autonomy, solidarity and identity. It was indeed the incorporation of such
themes into the center that epitomized their status as central components
of the transcendental vision of modernity and which heralded the radical
transformation of the sectarian utopian vision into central components of
the political and cultural program. Concomitantly, there developed contin-
ual tendencies to permeation of the peripheries by the centers and of the
impingement of the peripheries on the centers, of the blurring of the dis-
tinctions between center and periphery, and of the incorporation of the
symbols and demands of protest into the central symbols of the society.
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XIV

The transformation of the basic premises of the social and political order
became interwoven with a parallel transformation and institutionalization
of the ideologies of sovereignty, of citizenship, and of representative insti-
tutions in their modern versions.

The transformation of these premises entailed first of all a radical trans-
formation of the basic concepts of sovereignty. The core of this transfor-
mation, which took place above all in the Great Revolutions, was the
transfer of the locus of sovereignty to the people and the concomitant crys-
tallization of the concepts of popular sovereignty. Likewise, a far-reaching
transformation of the concepts and practices of representation, citizenship
and accountability of rulers took place. The crucial transformation of “cit-
izenship” was that from an acclamatory or ratifying into a participatory
role and a concomitant transformation of representation from a virtual
into an actual one.34 Additionally, the ideology of citizenship became con-
nected with the vesting of political sovereignty in the autonomous commu-
nity and its members; with the expansion, attained through political
struggle and protest, of access to and representation in the center to all cit-
izens in all sectors of society; and with the emphasis on the full institution-
alization of the accountability of rulers to the citizens.

As Michael Walzer has shown,35 one of the most important innovations
of the English Civil War was the fact that the king was not simply killed,
he was executed after having been tried before a court of law – even if he
did not accept the legitimacy of the court. This implied not only that rulers
were accountable to some higher law, that they ruled under some Mandate
of Heaven – a conception to be found in most Axial Civilizations – but also
specified the institutional mechanisms through which the rulers could be
called to account. The great institutional innovation here was the location
of the supervision and accountability of rulers in specific mundane
“routine” political institutions – rather than in ad hoc outbursts, in charis-
matic individuals, or in extra-political institutions, such as the church,
which claimed to be the authentic carrier of the higher law.

Closely related was the transformation of the representative institutions
and their relations to the accountability of rulers. These institutions
became one of the major arenas in which the sovereignty of the people and
accountability of the rulers could be implemented – albeit often competing
for such place with other arenas.36 The supervision of rulers increasingly
became located in two political institutions, the representative parliamen-
tary and the judicial, both closely related to the conception of some soci-
etal (even if not always necessarily popular or democratic) sovereignty.37
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Later on this conception became transformed into the basic constitutional-
democratic premise according to which rulers are continuously elected, and
in this way continuously responsible to the people, or at least to the electo-
rate.

The transformations of conceptions of citizenship, sovereignty, and
representation, entailed a continual confrontation and cross-cutting or
overlapping between three complementary, yet potentially antagonistic
conceptions of authority or sovereignty which could be distinguished in the
pre-revolutionary period, especially in France. These were the absolutist
conception which was promulgated by the central royal-bureaucratic center
which could present itself as the bearer of rational enlightenment; the
second one which emphasized the place of the representative institutions –
parliaments with their juridical bases as in the French case; and the last
which vested it in public opinion, ultimately in the popular will.38 With the
institutionalization of the modern post-revolutionary regimes, these
different conceptions of authority and sovereignty became, as it were, insti-
tutionally fused in the modern constitutional, parliamentary, and judiciary
institutions. The tensions between them transferred into those tensions
between the premises of representative and republican institutions and
those of revolutionary or “national” communal participation – a tension
that was at the core of modern regimes, and of the different conceptions of
democracy.

XV

Out of the combination of the transformation of center–periphery rela-
tions, of the conceptions and practice of accountability of rulers, and the
incorporation of the symbols and demands of protest into the central
symbols of the society, the continuous restructuring of center–periphery
relations has become the central focus of political dynamics in modern
societies. The various processes of structural change and dislocation that
continually took place in modern societies as a result of economic changes,
urbanization, changes in the process of communication, and the like have
led not only to the promulgation of various concrete grievances and
demands by different societies, but also to a growing quest for participation
in the broader social and political order and in the central arenas thereof.
This quest of the periphery or peripheries for participation in the social,
political, and cultural orders, for the incorporation of various themes of
protest into the center, and for the concomitant possible transformation of
the center, was often guided by the various utopian visions referred to
above and promulgated above all by the major social movements that
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developed as an inherent component of the modern political process, as we
shall see further on.

A central part of this process was the development of autonomous
sectors of society as well as of the concept civil society, the latter develop-
ing first in Europe.39 Relatively passive, apolitical sectors of society were
transformed into politically active ones promulgating not only the discrete
interests of different groups but also different and competing conceptions
of the common good. The history of modern polities has in many ways
become the history of the incorporation of the symbols and demands of
such movements and protests into the centers of their respective societies,
the concomitant transformation of center–periphery relations, and the
continuous restructuring of the boundaries of civil society and of the polit-
ical realm.

The cultural program of modernity: antinomies, tensions, and
criticisms

XVI

From the eighteenth century onward, the crystallization and institutionaliza-
tion of this program, with its multiple and continually changing institutional
implications, entailed – like the institutionaliziation of any great transcen-
dental vision of social order – multiple antinomies, tensions, and contradic-
tions which were in many ways rooted in the different meta-narratives of
modernity referred to above; the Christian, the gnostic, and the pagan. These
basic antinomies and tensions in the cultural and political program of mod-
ernity – as well as the more “external” criticisms thereof – had their roots in
those of the Axial Civilizations, especially in the tension between the search
for the implementation of the transcendental vision in the mundane world
and the recognition of the imperfectibility of man, a tension which naturally
bears on the possibility of such implementation in the cultural program of
modernity. In this program these antinomies and tensions became radically
transformed into those between the different interpretations of the auton-
omy and hegemony of man and reason, and of the very possibility of
grounding morality and moral order in such autonomy and hegemony. These
basic antinomies and tensions gave rise to one of the most intensive dis-
courses on social and political dynamics in human history.

The most important such tensions and antinomies were first those
between totalizing and more diversified or pluralistic conceptions of the
major components of this program – especially of the very conception of
reason and its place in human life and society, and of the construction of
nature, of human society, and its history; second, those between reflexivity,
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autonomy, and active construction of nature and society; third, those
between different evaluations of major dimensions of human experience;
and fourth, between control and autonomy, between discipline and
freedom.

The central focus of the dichotomy between totalizing and pluralistic
visions has been between one view that accepts the distinctiveness of
different values and rationalities as against another that conflates the
different rationalities in a totalistic way, which essentially subsumes value
rationality (Wertrationalität) or substantive rationalities under instrumen-
tal rationality (Zweckrationalität) either in its technocratic or moralistic
utopian versions. In this conception there developed a very strong tendency
to conflate science and technology with ultimate values, to conflate
Wertrationalität and Zweckrationalität, substantive and instrumental
rationality, human emancipation with instrumental, even technical, ration-
ality. This tension developed first of all with respect to the very conception
of reason and its place in the constitution of human society. It was mani-
fest for instance, as Stephen Toulmin has shown even if in a rather exagger-
ated way, in the difference between the more pluralistic conceptions of
Montaigne or Erasmus as against the totalizing vision of reason promul-
gated by Descartes.40

This tension between totalizing and pluralistic conceptions of human
existence and social life also developed with respect to the conception of
the course of human history – of its being constructed, especially by some
overarching totalizing visions guided by reason or by the “spirit” of
different collectivities against the emphasis on multiplicity of such paths.
The utopian eschatological conceptions inherent in the belief in the pos-
sibility of bridging the gaps or chasms between the transcendental and
mundane orders also entailed some very specific ideas of time, especially as
related to the course of human history. Among the most important of these
conceptions, many of which have been rooted in Christian eschatology but
also constituted far-reaching transformations thereof, was a vision of his-
torical progress and of history as the process through which the cultural
program of modernity, especially individual autonomy and emancipation,
would be implemented. Such progress was defined above all in terms of uni-
versalistic values of instrumental rationality, as of reason, science, and
technology. But, however future oriented this program was, it also devel-
oped references to an imaginary human communal past. It also had a
strong evangelistic and chiliastic trend, which, together with its “this-
worldly” orientations, gave it a very strong impetus to expansion.41

As against such totalizing visions of history there developed those
visions – perhaps best represented by Vico, and later by Herder42 – that
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emphasized the existence of multiple paths of histories of different soci-
eties. This major opposite (romantic) tendency tended to emphasize the
autonomy of emotions. In its more conservative view – which developed
most strongly in Germany – it emphasized the distinctiveness of primor-
dial collectivities but it shared with the new major cultural program many
of the strong utopian, semi-eschatological conceptions, even if certainly
not the idea of progress.43 In many other countries the individualist, anti-
institutional revolutionary vision was more predominant – while it faded in
Germany.

The second tension that developed within the program was that between
different conceptions of human autonomy and its relation to the constitu-
tion of society and of nature – especially between reflexivity and explora-
tion on one hand and active construction or mastery of nature, human
activity, and society on the other; between the technocratic, engineering
conception and the more explorative, reflexive, critical, and morally auton-
omous conceptions of the construction of society and of attitude toward
nature. The emphasis on active construction of society and mastery of
nature could become closely connected with the tendency, inherent in cog-
nitive instrumental conceptions, to emphasize the radical dichotomy
between subject and object, and between man and nature – reinforcing the
radical criticism that claimed that the cultural program of modernity nec-
essarily entailed an alienation of man from nature and society.

The third major tension that developed within the cultural program of
modernity concerned the relative importance or primacy of different
dimensions of human existence. Of special importance in this context has
been the evaluation of the relative importance of autonomy and predomi-
nance of reason as against the emotional and esthetic dimension of human
existence, often equated with various vital forces, as well as with so-called
primordial components in the construction of collective identities. Closely
related were tensions between different conceptions of the bases of human
morality, especially whether such morality can be based on or grounded in
universal principles such as above all on reason, instrumental rationality,
or multiple rationalities and multiple concrete experiences of different
human communities.

XVII

Cross-cutting these tensions and contradictions in the cultural program of
modernity, there developed within this program, and particularly with its
institutionalization, a strong continual tension between control and auton-
omy, between discipline and freedom.
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This tension is rooted in the fact that the institutionalization of any onto-
logical vision by definition entails the limitations on human creativity
through the mechanisms of social control.44 But beyond this general fact,
and in a sense more central to the understanding of the dynamics of mod-
ernity, this tension has been rooted in the continual – even if continually
changing – contradictions between the basic premises of the cultural
program of modernity and the major institutional developments of modern
societies, which were to some extent at least inherent in this program.

The first such contradiction has been between emphasis on human
autonomy and the strong restrictive control dimension rooted in techno-
cratic and/or moral visionary conceptions of the institutionalization of this
program – a control dimension forcefully analyzed, even if in an exagger-
ated way, from different but complementary points of view by Norbert
Elias and Michel Foucault.45 Among the most important manifestations of
this control dimension were the homogenizing tendencies of the modern
states, especially the post-revolutionary nation state and the conception of
the meaning of being civilized as it crystallized in bourgeois society. This
contradiction has been aptly defined by Cornelius Castoriadis as that
between (“technocratic”) mastery and (human) autonomy.46

Closely related have been the contradictions so strongly emphasized by
Weber.47 Thus, the second such contradiction was that between the creative
dimension inherent in the visions that lead to the crystallization of moder-
nity, the visions of the Renaissance, Reformation, Enlightenment, and the
Revolutions and the flattening of these visions, the “disenchantment” of
the world inherent in the growing routinization above all in the growing
bureaucratization of the modern world.

Third was the contradiction, also stressed by Weber, between an over-
reaching vision through which the modern world becomes meaningful and
the fragmentation of such meaning generated by the growing autonomy of
the different institutional arenas – of the economic, the political, and the
cultural.

Fourth was the contradiction between the tendency to self-definition and
the construction of autonomous political units – above all states and nation
states, and the continual growth of international forces beyond the control
of such seemingly autonomous self-constituted political units.

Given the continual social and cultural changes inherent in the develop-
ment of modern societies, this tension between control and autonomy con-
stituted – as Peter Wagner has shown – a continuous component of these
developments.48

All these tensions have existed from the very beginning of the promulga-
tion of the cultural program of modernity rooted as they were in the
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transformation of the antinomies inherent in the Axial Civilizations. They
constituted a continual component in the development and unfolding of
this program – with their latest formulations to be found in the discourse
of post-modernism.

XVIII

These as it were internal tensions and contradictions within the cultural
and political program of modernity became, in the cultural discourse that
developed around it, closely connected with the more extreme radical
“external” criticisms thereof.

These more radical criticisms of this program – rooted in the meta-
narratives mentioned above and in the premises and antinomies of the
“pre-modern” Axial Civilizations – denied the validity of the claims of the
promulgators of this program that grounded their premises – and their
institutionalization – in transcendental, metaphysical principles and/or
denied them the right to see these claims as epitomes of human creativity.
The central point of most of these, as it were “external,” radical criticisms
was the denial of the possibility of grounding any social order, morality,
or human creativity in the basic premise of the cultural program of mod-
ernity; especially in the autonomy and presumed immanence of man and
in the supremacy of reason. Closely related was the denial of the claims
that institutional development of modernity was rooted in a transcenden-
tal vision and could be seen as the implementation of such vision or of
human creativity. These criticisms asserted that contrary to such claims,
the institutionalization of these programs denied human creativity and
flattened human experience; it led to the disintegration or erosion of moral
order, of the moral or transcendental bases of society; and led to the alien-
ation of man from nature from society and to the weakening of human
will.

These radical criticisms could be undertaken from two opposite, yet
in some ways curiously complementary points of view. The first was the
religious or traditional view which espoused the primacy of tradition and
religious authority over the claims of reason and human autonomy,
emphasizing that it is only the former that can be the bearers of transcen-
dental visions. The other view that criticized the primacy of reason came
from those proclaiming that such primacy denies the autonomy of human
will and creativity.

It was the connection between the external and internal criticisms of the
cultural and political program of modernity – perhaps best epitomized in
the works of Nietzsche and in the continual references to him, and later in
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the works of Ernst Junger or Martin Heidegger49 – that gave rise to this
program’s most radical criticism. These criticisms emphasized above all the
repressive dimensions or aspects of modern social life as it developed in the
nineteenth century and up to the interwar period of the twentieth – espe-
cially the “suffocating” materialistic reality of bourgeois society which – as
against the spiritual and creative spirits of aristocratic age or the image of
free human creativity – undermined the spiritual, moral, and communal
dimensions of social life. In many of these criticisms such materialism was
seen as embodied in technology that was seemingly the tool of the destruc-
tion of the moral and communal fabric of society and often closely related
to the dramatization of the world – the development of the Iron Cage. But
with the passing of time, with the full institutionalization of modern indus-
trial societies, the attitude to technology among many critics of the cultu-
ral program of modernity, especially among the so-called reactionary
modernists – such as, for instance, Ernst Jünger, Hans Freyer, Carl Schmitt,
and Martin Heidegger – became more complicated.50 They attempted to
“spiritualize” technology, to endow it with communal spirit, to portray it
as a great achievement of human will and creativity which was debased
only in the depraved bourgeois society.

It is the multiplicity of starting points of both the discourse of the
modern cultural and political program and the meta-narratives which
influenced the “radical” criticisms thereof, that explains how the program
could essentially be accused of generating directly opposite ends or out-
comes. Thus, as Mark Lilla has shown,51 it could be accused – as by the
Romantics – of releasing an aggressive form of reason; or by Kierkegaard,
Nietzsche, Schopenhauer, and in a different way by Leo Strauss, of sub-
ordinating reason to hedonistic drives.52 Similarly some critics could
accuse this program of denying, by absolutization of reason, the place of
the sacred in modern societies, while others, like Voegelin, would accuse
it of endowing reason with absolute, sacral dimensions.53 Parallelly some
critics would accuse it of depoliticization of authority – while others
would fault it for politicizing, in a Jacobin mode, all human relations. The
development of such seemingly contradictory criticisms of this program
grounded in the narratives of modernity attest to the central importance
of these very antinomies as they were rooted in those of Axial
Civilizations and transformed in the modern arenas, as a continual aspect
of the discourse of modernity. It was indeed the multiplicity of these
starting-points of the modern cultural and political program that attest
to the fact that modernity was continually perceived, within wide sectors
of modern societies, as being – to use Lessek Kolakowski’s felicitous
expression – on “endless trial.”54
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The tensions in the political program of modernity – pluralistic and
Jacobin tendencies

XIX

These tensions and contradictions bore also on the political arena and
became manifest in it. The bringing together, above all in the wake of the
Enlightenment and the Great Revolutions, of the various ideological and
institutional orientations and traditions analyzed above into common cul-
tural institutional frameworks, generated continual ideological and institu-
tional tensions which became inherent components of the cultural and
political program of modernity, and of the political dynamics of modern
regimes. These tensions have been greatly intensified by their combination
with tendencies to the charismatization of the center, to the absolutization
of the major dimensions of human existence, with the development of the
new center–periphery relations and of a new type of political process in
modern societies.

The first such tension was that between a constructivist approach which
views politics as the process of reconstruction of society and especially of
democratic politics, to follow Claude Lefort or Johann Arnason’s formula-
tions, as active self-construction of society, as opposed to a view that
accepts society in its concrete construction.

The second such tension, closely related to the first one and also rooted
in the overall cultural programs of modernity, was that between an overall
totalizing, usually utopian and/or communal vision, usually entailing a
strong constructivist approach, and a more pluralistic view which, while
not necessarily denying a constructivistic approach to politics, entails the
acceptance of multiple patterns of life, of traditions and conceptions of
social interests that develop within it. This tension often coalesced with that
between the utopian and civil components in the construction of modern
political arenas and processes, between “revolutionary” and “normal” pol-
itics, and conversely the acceptance of society in its concrete yet continu-
ally changing and reconstructed composition.55 Closely related was the
third tension between viewing politics as a totally autonomous dimension
of human existence and will as opposed to seeing it as embedded in broader
cultural considerations and social frameworks.

XX

The central focus of these tensions as they crystallized within the modern
political discourse has been the relation between, on one hand, the legiti-
macy of the plurality of discrete individual and group interests, of different
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conceptions of the common will, of the freedom to pursue such interests
and conceptions, and, on the other, of totalizing orientations which denied
the legitimacy of private interests and of different conceptions of the
common good and which emphasized the totalistic reconstruction of
society through political actions.

On the ideological level, the development of such pluralistic conceptions
was historically connected with growing emphasis on the legitimacy of
private interests and conceptions of the common good. This emphasis was
rooted in, or connected with, theories of natural rights, with special empha-
sis on the right to property. The attitude toward property became trans-
formed from the republican view, which stressed its importance for freeing
citizens for responsible participation in the political community, to the view
of property as embodying “natural rights,” almost a precondition of polit-
ical community, making the political community the guardian of prop-
erty.56

This development was closely connected with a radical change of the
meaning of the concept of social contract. First, this idea as it developed
in the modern period has been based on the assumption – an assumption
that was shared by those such as the Romantics who were opposed to the
idea of social contract – that it was human nature that was constitutive of
social order, not to be superseded by any other extra-human element.
Secondly, the modern idea of social contract could, and often did, imply
that the constitution of such a contract could also be connected with the
establishment of a good, possibly ideal order – an order understandable in
terms of reason and amenable to some sort of scientific investigation. It
was possibly with respect to this point that the most radical difference from
the conception of social contract in the reflexive tradition of the Great
Civilizations has emerged. This conception was connected with the distinc-
tion between the civil and political orders, and with the growing perception
of civil society as a distinct, autonomous force or congeries of forces.

It would, however, be wrong to assume that the crux of the modern refor-
mulation of the idea of social contract was just to provide the legitimiza-
tion for individual egoistic interests. The idea of contract could, in itself, be
connected with rather different views of human nature and the best social
order. It could be seen as in Locke, and later on among the utilitarians, as
the harbinger of political liberty. It could be used to justify, as in Hobbes,
the construction of a modern Leviathan.

Moreover, the modern reformulations of the conceptions of social con-
tract did not necessarily take for granted the existence of a natural
harmony between individual interests and the good of society. The legitim-
ization of the political order in contractual terms based on the rights of
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individuals did not necessarily entail the sanctification of the will of all as
against the common will. The various modern formulations of social con-
tract recognized the potential tensions or even contradictions between the
two – and it was this recognition that constituted a central concern of the
modern political discourse.

Whatever their concrete political views, most of the modern contractu-
alists searched for ways in which the emphasis on individual rights could be
connected with the establishment of a good, possibly ideal, order which is
the realization of the vision of reason and good society.

Accordingly, most of the participants in this discourse were concerned
with the assurance of the conditions for the development of a responsible
citizenry, with individuals seen not only as egoistical, hedonistic, utilitarian
beings, but also as at least politically responsible citizens who may also be
carriers of some broader visions, courting not only the common wellbeing,
but the upholding of civility. This concern could be found, as John Dunn
has shown,57 in Locke’s analysis of trust as the basic precondition of
human society (curiously reminiscent of Durkheim’s conception of pre-
contractual elements and solidarity), in the numerous discussions in the
Federalist papers, or in J. S. Mill’s concern with education. It was probably
only in some of the more extreme formulations of utilitarian and recent
rational choice approaches that this concern was given up. Moreover, rec-
ognition of the legitimacy of private interests entailed not only the recog-
nition and even the legitimacy of plurality of interests, of the will of all, but
also, at least implicitly, the plurality of different interpretations of the
general will, of the common good.

But at the same time these developments also strongly exacerbated the
problem of the relations of such multiple interest to any common will, as
in Rousseau’s formulation of the famous distinction between the “general
will” and the “will of all.”58 This problem of the relations between multi-
ple interests and the promulgation of the general will indeed became exac-
erbated in modern societies by the transformation of the conceptions of
representation and of citizenship. These transformations have made
popular sovereignty the bearer or locus of the general will of the common
good of the society, but at the same time have sharpened the problematique
of the location of the general will; and of the relations between the relative
importance of such general vision of the public good – “the general will,”
on one hand, and the discrete interests of different individuals and groups
on the other, and between different conceptions of the common good.

It was indeed in the work of Rousseau, in his analysis of the limits of the
possibilities of a balance between the egoistical will of all and the common
will of a society; and in the confrontation between the republican political
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idea of full participation of citizens in the body politic and the individual-
istic conception of man as a voluntary member of society, that the tensions
between these understandings were brought to their sharpest confrontation
and became fully explored.

It is these different conceptions of the relation between the individual
and the social order that generated some of the basic tensions in modern
political discourse and its dynamics: between liberty and equality; between
emphasis on a vision of the good social order and the “narrow” interests of
different sectors of the society; between the conception of the individual as
an autonomous sovereign and emphasis on the community; between the
utopian and the “rational” or “procedural” components of this program
and the closely related tensions between “revolutionary”and “normal”pol-
itics; and between different bases of legitimization of these regimes. In the
political program of modernity, these tensions and antinomies coalesced,
above all, in the tension (to follow Lubbe’s terminology) between freedom
and emancipation which to some extent coincides also with Isaiah Berlin’s
distinction between negative and positive freedom.59

These various tensions in the political program of modernity were also
closely related to those between the different modes of legitimization of
modern regimes, especially but not only of constitutional and democratic
polities – namely between, on one hand, procedural legitimization in terms
of civil adherence to rules of the game and, in different “substantive” terms,
a very strong tendency to promulgate other modes or bases of legitimiza-
tion, above all, to use Edward Shils’ terminology, various primordial,
“sacred” – religious or secular – ideological components.60

XXI

The crucial differences with respect to these concerns between constitu-
tional pluralistic as opposed to the different varieties of authoritarian, and
above all totalistic or totalitarian orientations or modes of discourse, lay in
the respective views about the possibility of development of responsible cit-
izenry and leadership through an open political process.

The promulgators of the pluralistic conceptions of constitutional
democracy were also fully aware of the possibilities of such erosion, but in
the constitutional pluralistic conceptions, the individual was recognized as
a potentially responsible citizen and not only as purely egoistical, utilitar-
ian, or hedonistic being. In the pluralistic conceptions the possibilities of
such erosion were seen as possibly counteracted by active participation by
citizens in the major institutional – especially political – arenas in which
different interests and visions are articulated, aggregated, and transformed
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into policies in which some visions of common good could be articulated.
Accordingly, in contrast to the bearers of the authoritarian and totalitar-
ian conceptions, they searched for appropriate institutional arrangements
which could assure the open expression of such different visions as well as
of many discrete interests in which the potentially or principled open
nature of modern political process and discourse, and the core characteris-
tics of this process as the political self-reflection of society, can be contin-
uously maintained.

XXII

The central dividing point in the modern political discourse has been
between the bearers of pluralistic conceptions which accepted and even
upheld the legitimacy of multiple private individual or group interests, and
of different conceptions of the common good that developed in connection
with the tensions inherent in the political program of modernity, and those
who denied it.

In the background of these tensions and divisions was concern with the
possible erosion, through the overemphasis on narrow individual or group
interests, of commitment to the common good.

The concern with such erosion developed within pluralistic democratic
and anti-democratic political traditions alike. Such suspicion and preoccu-
pation could be found for instance among the upholders of the constitu-
tional conception of democracy among the Founding Fathers of the
American Revolution, in the fear of factions to be found in the Federalist
Papers. This fear or suspicion has been even more pronounced among the
promulgators of the communitarian participatory conception of democ-
racy and not solely the extreme Jacobin ones – a view that had within itself
the seed of “totalitarian democracy.”

The mirror images of these pluralistic visions were what may be called
various collectivistic orientations or ideologies which espoused the primacy
of collectivity and/or of collective vision. Two broad types of such orien-
tations or ideologies were especially important. One was some form of
ideology emphasizing the primacy of a collectivity based on common pri-
mordial and/or spiritual attributes of – above all – national collectivity. The
other, possibly distinctly modern orientation, rooted as we have seen in
some of the central ideological components of the Great Revolutions, has
been the Jacobin ideology. The essence of the Jacobin orientations and
program was the belief in the possibility of transforming society through
totalistic political action. These orientations, the historical roots of which
go back to medieval eschatological sources, developed fully in conjunction
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with the political program of modernity and they epitomized the modern
transformation of the sectarian attitudes to the antinomies of the Axial
Civilizations.

The Jacobin components of the modern political program have been
manifest in a strong emphasis on social and cultural activism; on the ability
of man to reconstruct society according to some transcendental visions;
with the closely connected strong tendency to the absolutization of the
major dimensions of human experience as well as of the major constituents
or components of social order; and with the concomitant ideologization of
politics. Such Jacobin orientations tend to emphasize belief in the primacy
of politics and in the ability of politics to reconstitute society. The pristine
Jacobin orientations and movements have been characterized by a strong
predisposition to develop not only a totalistic world-view, but also over-
arching totalitarian all-encompassing ideologies, which emphasize a total
reconstitution of the social and political order and which espouse a strong,
even if not always often universalistic, missionary zeal.

These orientations have become visible above all in the attempts to recon-
struct the centers of their respective societies; in the almost total conflation
of center and periphery, negating the existence of intermediary institutions
and association of what can sometimes be called civil society, thus
conflating civil society with the overall community.

The Jacobin component also appeared in different concrete guises and in
different combinations with various political ideological components. The
homogenizing tendencies promulgated by most modern nation states, espe-
cially those that crystallized after the revolutions, were strongly imbued by
such Jacobin orientations. The Jacobin orientation in its pristine modern
forms or versions developed first in “leftist” revolutionary movements
which often conflated the primacy of politics with the implementation of a
technologic or moralistic vision of progress and reason.

But the Jacobin component has been present, as Norberto Bobbio has
very often emphasized in his works,61 not only in socialist but also in
nationalistic and fascist movements. These Jacobin orientations could
become closely interwoven with movements emphasizing the primacy of
primordial communities, as was the case in many fascist and National
Socialist movements. The Jacobin components also constitute very strong
components of many populist movements.62 They could also become
closely interwoven, as was the case in the fundamentalist movements, with
the upholding of the primacy of religious authority. This Jacobin compo-
nent could also become manifest in more diffuse ways, as for instance in the
intellectual pilgrimage to other societies, in attempts to find there the full
flowering of the utopian revolutionary ideal,63 and in many totalistic
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attitudes that flourish in different social movements and in popular culture.
In these various settings, the Jacobin component has become connected
with each setting’s respective stance on the different antinomies of moder-
nity developed within them.

Whatever the concrete manifestations of the Jacobin orientation, it con-
stituted a continual component of the discourse of modernity. It is indeed
the continual confrontation between this component and orientation and
the more pluralistic orientations, as well as between different conceptions
of pluralism and different Jacobin ideologies, that constitutes one of the
central cores of the discourse of modernity.

XXIII

The contradiction between on the one hand the emphasis on an encom-
passing revolutionary or technocratic vision and on the other the accep-
tance of the possibility of multiple views about political and social matters,
of the legitimization of multiple patterns of life and interests, and of the
strong emphasis on procedural rules that is of the essence of constitutional
regimes became fully visible in the later Russian, Chinese, and Vietnamese
Revolutions. Likewise, its ingredients could be identified quite explicitly in
the Jacobin groups and ideologies in the French Revolution and, more
implicitly, in some Puritan groups in England, America, the Netherlands,
and in a more tortuous way in France. In all the latter societies it was the
constitutional republican option that won the day.64 The recognition of the
legitimacy of multiple interests developed despite the revolutionary origins
– with their monolithic, totalistic and exclusive visions – in most of the
modern constitutional-democratic regimes. Indeed one of the most impor-
tant problems in the analysis of those regimes is to understand how the rec-
ognition of the legitimacy of multiple views of the good society could
develop from such revolutionary origins.

These basic tensions in the political program of modernity – i.e. the tension
between the search for the implementation of some overall vision of a better
social order on the one hand and the recognition of the legitimacy of discrete
“narrow” interests of individuals and sub-groups in the society on the other,
and the tension between liberty and equality – have been inherent in all the
modern, post-revolutionary regimes, be they authoritarian, totalitarian, or
democratic constitutional ones. These tensions have become fully articulated
in the different conceptions of democracy – the constitutional and the
different participatory ones – and in their attitudes to both the basic institu-
tional frameworks of the modern constitutional democratic regimes and to
the bases of legitimization of modern constitutional democratic regimes.
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It is the strong historical roots of these tensions and their full articula-
tion in the different conceptions of democracy that explain their close
bearing on the dynamics of modern constitutional-democratic regimes.
The first, constitutional “Schumpeterian” definition, with all its
ramifications, and the closely related pluralistic orientations, were to no
small degree rooted in the heritage of constitutional institutions and prac-
tices as they crystallized in the early modern age.65 The various participa-
tory definitions of democracy were rooted in the attempts at the
reconstruction of the “republican” traditions of antiquity that crystallized
with the Renaissance and the Reformation, but above all in the “communi-
tarian” participatory components of the visions of many heterodox and
intellectual movements of the late Middle Ages and early modernity, and
especially of the Great Revolutions.66

Social movements as bearers of the major antinomies of the
cultural and political programs of modernity

XXIV

Just as the antinomies and tensions in the cultural and political program
of modernity constituted far-reaching transformations of those of the
Axial Civilizations, so also the bearers of these tensions became greatly
transformed in the new, modern setting. In place of sects and move-
ments of rebellion, it was above all social and political movements that
acted in the open public and political arenas that articulated these
dichotomies, tensions, and themes of protest. Such social movements
and movements of protest were rooted in the combination of several
sources – namely, the political processes that took place in the revolu-
tions and in the subsequent structural and ideological characteristics of
modern post-revolutionary regimes; the political program of modernity
and the tensions within it; and the institutional dynamics of modern
societies – and these movements constituted a continual component of
all modern regimes.

It was these movements that were bearers of the major tensions inherent
in the cultural and political program of modernity and the major criticisms
and oppositions to this program. It was such different movements that con-
stituted in the modern societies one of the main bearers, perhaps the main
bearer, of different utopian visions. It was above all in these movements that
the utopian dimensions of modern political life, and its relation to modern
political frameworks and to the more pluralistic components thereof, have
been continually played out.
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Many of these movements laid a very strong emphasis on social and cul-
tural activism, on the ability of man to reconstruct society, together with a
very strong tendency to the absolutization of the major dimensions of
human experience, especially of reason and emotions, as well as of the con-
stituents of collective identity and the legitimization of social order – espe-
cially the primordial, civil, and sacred. Concomitantly it was in these
movements that the Jacobin components and/or collectivistic orientations
could become most prominent and the confrontation with the pluralistic
components of the modern political program could be continually articu-
lated. This tendency was closely connected with the charismatization of the
center as the major arena in which such visions can and should be imple-
mented.

XXV

The major social movements that constituted the transformation in
modern settings of the movements of protest and the sectarian heterodox-
ies of the earlier arenas, developed against the background of the institu-
tional developments of modern societies and regimes as analyzed above all
against the background of the continual tensions and contradictions
between the premises of the cultural and political program of modernity
and the developments within these institutional arenas. It was these ten-
sions and contradictions that generated the dynamics, crises, and transfor-
mations of modern societies.

Several types of such movements developed in modern societies – first of
all in Western Europe, then in the Americas, then later in Central and
Eastern European, Asian, and African societies. One major type of such
movement was center oriented; its major aim was the reconstruction of the
centers of the respective societies as embodying the most important char-
ismatic dimensions of the modern socio-cultural order.

Among such center-oriented movements were first those that aimed at
changing the distributions of power and its bases within a given society.
The most important such movements in modern times were first those that
aimed at the growing inclusion through the extension of suffrage of wider
strata into the central political framework; and second, the socialist and
communist movements which combined such demands with those for
reconstruction of the center and patterns of political economy to be
effected by reconstruction of economic relations and by abolishment of the
more hierarchial premises of their respective centers. Lately many of the
new types of social movements – such as women’s movements and those of
various minorities, all of them demanding changes in principles of alloca-
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tion of resources and of access to the sources of the distributors thereof –
have become very prominent. Many fundamentalist and religious commu-
nal movements became, in the last decades of the twentieth century, as we
shall see in chapters 3 and 4, the most important center-oriented ones. The
second major type of such movements were above all national or ethnic
ones which aimed at the reconstruction of the boundaries of the respective
political collectivities.

But such center-oriented movements were not the only ones that devel-
oped in modern societies. Side by side with these movements developed
many others such as religious reform movements; various cooperative or
syndicalist movements aimed at the reorganization of some aspects of life
of different sectors of society; anarchist movements that opposed the state
in principle; and many popular movements which emphasized autonomous
participation in the political process as opposed to bureaucratic or center
domination.

Many of the movements not oriented to the center emphasized the con-
struction of new spaces to some extent independent of the center, but in
many cases also impinging on it. But in most movements there always
existed some overlapping between orientation to the center and construc-
tion of new spaces. Many of them also developed a total denial of the basic
premise of modernity, and above all of its major institutional implications.
The concrete themes promulgated by them were not static in their orienta-
tion and could in later periods become transposed into center-oriented
ones, and could later become appropriated by non-center-oriented move-
ments once again.

All these movements continually intermeshed with more “traditional”
types of rebellion as well as popular movements of resistance to the con-
struction of the modern state, industrialism, and market economy. All such
movements not only promulgated specific demands but combined them
with broader, overarching visions which often entailed strong Jacobin com-
ponents. Within all these types of movements the major tensions inherent
in the modern political process – especially those between the collectively
Jacobin or “communal” and the pluralistic components thereof, between
different conceptions of the relations between the general will and the will
of all, between the primordial, sacred, and civil components of their legi-
timization, between control and freedom or autonomy – were continually
articulated.

The relative importance of these different types of social movements
varied greatly in different societies and periods. In some periods, move-
ments not oriented to the center predominated on the political scene. Great
differences also developed in different modern societies and in different
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periods of their history, with respect to the extent and ways in which these
movements became interwoven with the other major actors on the political
scene, especially with political parties and interest groups.

Social movements: the political process and the continual
reconstruction of the realm of the political in modern societies

XXVI

Of central importance for understanding the impact of these movements
in modern political dynamics is the fact that they have been closely related
to some of the characteristics of the political process that developed within
modern regimes. The most important among such characteristics are the
emergence of a new type of non-ascriptive, semi-professional “political
class” or “classes,” the members of which compete openly for power and
for broader political support; the development of some continuous organ-
izations for the mobilization of support among the electorate, the most
important of which in modern societies have been political parties; the
emergence of interest groups working through some representatives (such
as different lobby groups), as well as of course social and political move-
ments. Likewise important are the close relations between the promulgation
of policies, the regulation of conflicts, and the process of selection of rulers,
as well as the fact that these processes have been played out – in contrast
with other regimes, with the partial exception of some of the city-states of
antiquity – in the public domain, “in the open” and under continuous
public scrutiny.

But it was above all two additional aspects of the political process in
modern societies – rooted in the combination of the political program of
modernity and the structural characteristics of modern societies – namely
the tendency to the politicization of many social problems and conflicts,
and second the continuous redefinition of the scope of the “political,” that
are of crucial importance for the understanding of the central importance
of the various social movements in modern political dynamics.

Modern political regimes have been characterized by the generally high
level of politicization of the many problems and demands of various
sectors of society and of the conflicts between them – a characteristic
unparalleled in all other regimes, with perhaps the very partial exception of
some of the city-states of antiquity.

These tendencies to politicization have been exacerbated by the fact that
in all modern regimes the boundaries of what is considered the appropri-
ate scope of political action, the boundaries of the political, of the legiti-
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mate, open political arena and action, have been continuously changing.
The transition from a laissez-faire conception of the state – never, of
course, fully implemented in reality – to the post-Second World War
Keynesian regulatory policies and the institutionalization of the welfare
state is perhaps the best illustration of such change – but it constitutes in a
sense only the tip of the iceberg. In fact such changes have been continuous
in these regimes throughout their histories, and as the illustration of the
welfare state shows, they have been closely related to the specification of the
different entitlements due to the different sectors of societies.67

The specification of such changes, the drawing of the boundaries of the
political, has in itself constituted – unlike in most other political regimes in
human history – one of the major foci of open political contestation and
struggle, as articulated above all in periods of intensive change by different
movements. The changes in the realm of the political usually entailed
promulgation of different conceptions of the common good and of the
basic entitlement to which all citizens and various such sectors may make
claim. Such demands for the redefinition of the boundaries of the political
have usually been promulgated by various movements of protest arising
often in periods of change, but also in more “stable” periods.

XXVII

These numerous, continually changing movements developed first of all in
Europe, then in the Americas, and later throughout the world, in close rela-
tion to the problems arising out of the contradictions between the basic
premises of the cultural and political program of modernity and the actual
processes of its institutionalization in multiple concrete historical settings
in Western Europe and beyond it. They arose above all in relation to the
processes of industrialization and development and expansion of capital-
ism; of the construction of new modern political regimes and formations
and international systems; and of the concomitant new types of collectiv-
ities – nations and nation states. Beyond Western Europe these process
movements arose in relation to the expansion of modernity throughout the
world in its imperialist, economic, military, and ideological dimensions,
and to the confrontation between Western hegemony and the Central and
Eastern European, Asian, and African traditions and civilizations.

All these movements addressed themselves critically to different aspects
or dimensions of the political and cultural program of modernity and to
the basic antinomies of modernity, and they entailed specific modes of
selection from among the major themes of the cultural program of moder-
nity and their political and institutional repercussions and interpretations.
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Thus with respect to the first major types of movements that developed in
European societies, the criticisms of the existing order of modernity prom-
ulgated by the socialist movements were mostly couched in terms of the
non-completion of the original project of modernity, not of its negation,
and was oriented toward its fuller implementation. The national move-
ments built on those components of the revolutionary heritage that empha-
sized the right to self-determination of a collectivity – stressing above all
highly particularistic primordial terms. The national or nationalistic move-
ments aimed above all at the reconstruction of the boundaries of newly
crystallizing collectivities. They entailed the confrontation between the uni-
versalistic and more particularistic or ascriptive components of legitimiza-
tion of the modern regimes and could couch their criticism of the existing
order in extreme negations of the universalistic components of the cultural
program of modernity. The extreme nationalist movements denied the uni-
versal and universalistic orientations of these regimes and espoused in an
extreme ideological way the primordial racial orientations. Unlike the con-
servative movements which predominated throughout most of the nine-
teenth century on the “right” wing of the political spectrum, these “new”
extreme nationalist fascist movements evinced strong Jacobin, mobiliza-
tory tendencies. Other combinations and themes, such as various religious,
communal, or universalistic ones, would become, in later periods, the most
important center-oriented themes.

These various continually changing and emerging movements developed
side by side, often competing and in conflict with one another but always
constituting a central component of modern political and social dynamics
and of the discourse of modernity as it developed from the late eighteenth
century on. They were complementary as they both were rooted first in the
historical experience of their countries, and of the modern international
systems or frameworks. But different movements developed in conjunction
with the various aspects or dimensions of this experience, emphasizing
different problems and contradictions between the premises of this
program and its institutionalization. The various movements promulgated
different visions of modern life, of modern social and political order, and
of modernity. All these movements articulated some of the antinomies and
tensions inherent in the cultural and political program of modernity and of
its institutionalization in the different historical settings and contexts.
Accordingly, they could also under some conditions oppose and contradict
one another, and come into intensive ideological and political conflicts with
one another – as was the case in the fierce ideological and political struggle
between communist and fascist movements in the 1930s or between com-
munist and democratic ideologies during the Cold War.
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The concrete contours of such movements – their origins and ideologies,
the major actors active within them, the bases of their support, and the
extent of their being center oriented – has been continually changing in
different modern societies. But they constituted a continual component of
the modern political scene and of modern political processes. While the
concrete problems to which these movements were oriented and their con-
crete aims and ideologies were continually changing, such continually
changing orientations and ideologies promulgated by these movements
were always focused on some of the major components of the modern cul-
tural and political order, its antinomies and tensions.

It was indeed these various movements that posed the most important
challenges to the newly emerging modern regimes which slowly crystallized
first against the ancien régime and to no smaller – possibly an even greater
– extent to the different modern, post-revolutionary regimes. It was in the
continual encounter between these movements and the different modern
regimes in which they developed that the basic characteristics – as well as
problems, tensions, and contradictions – of the modern political process
and of the political program of modernity became fully articulated.
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3

Fundamentalism as a modern
Jacobin anti-modern utopia and
heterodoxy – the totalistic
reconstruction of tradition

Introduction: the historical settings

I

Modern fundamentalist movements constitute one of the major social
movements which developed in the framework of modern civilization and
of modernity. The ideologies promulgated by the fundamentalist move-
ments constitute a part of the continually changing discourse of modernity,
especially as it developed from the end of the nineteenth century onwards.
These movements continually interacted with other such movements often
constituting mutual reference points to one another. These fundamentalist
movements developed in a specific historic context (as did other social
movements), one characterized by both a new historical phase which crys-
tallized in the second half of the twentieth century in the confrontations
between the Western European and Non-Western civilizations, and by the
intensification within the Western countries of discourse concerning the
internal antinomies of the cultural program of modernity – particularly
those regarding the different conceptions of reason and rationality (as we
shall see in greater detail in chapter 4).

Within the broad panorama of the multiple modern movements and dis-
courses of modernity, the fundamentalist movements developed some partic-
ular characteristics that rendered them potentially one of the most extreme,
yet distinctively Jacobin forms of social movements. These characteristics,
which distinguish these movements from the proto-fundamentalist ones,
existed in embryonic form in most of them and came to full fruition under
specific historical conditions in the more “visible” and active movements.

II

The first modern movements which were called fundamentalist developed
as we have seen in the United States during the last decades of the nine-
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teenth, and in the beginning of the twentieth centuries, but their seeds went
back to earlier periods – to the Protestant settlement in the colonies.

Appearing first in Europe, Protestantism itself and sectarian
Protestantism in particular exhibited a potent mixture of strong proto-fun-
damentalism and fundamentalist tendencies which were manifest in many
groups of the radical Reformation such as the Münster Anabaptists, and
to some extent in Calvin’s Geneva and among some Dutch Calvinist com-
munities. Similar, even stronger tendencies were also manifest in some of
the early colonies in the United States. These totalistic Jacobin fundamen-
talist orientations were transformed, and hemmed in, through their institu-
tionalization in more pluralistic settings of which the United States
provides the best example. But fundamentalist tendencies continued to be
very strong in the United States, and the American Protestant fundamen-
talist movements constitute a continual component on the American polit-
ical scene up to this very period. They crystallized against the background
of a long history of evangelistic Protestant movements which developed in
the colonies and have been present in the USA from its very inception.

The term “fundamentalism” came into common usage in the second
decade of this century, with the publication of a series of pamphlets called
The Fundamentals, which appeared between 1910 and 1915, and through a
set of conferences of the World’s Christian Fundamentals Association in
1919. Historians of American religion agree that fundamentalism’s classic
period followed in the 1920s.

The most helpful point of general departure is provided by George
Marsden who both demonstrates that the fundamentalist movement of the
1920s went considerably beyond millenarian circles, and goes on to define
“fundamentalism” in its heyday as “militantly anti-modernist Protestant
evangelicalism.” “Militant opposition to modernism,” he says, “was
what most clearly set off fundamentalism from a number of closely related
traditions, such as evangelicalism, revivalism, pietism, the holiness move-
ments, millenarianism, Reformed confessionalism, Baptist traditionalism,
and other denominational orthodoxies.”1

Revivalist evangelical and fundamentalist groups witnessed a revival in
the middle of this century. Among the most important of such groups were
the Christian Coalition, led by Ralph Reed; its predecessor, the Moral
Majority, led by Rev. Jerry Falwell; and to some extent, the PTL, led by Pat
Robertson – all of which aimed to promote the Christian agenda of moral-
ity and became politically active.2

In Europe there developed, albeit to a much smaller extent, different modern
sects with strong fundamentalist tendencies, especially in the Scandinavian coun-
tries, as well as in Germany whose sects were closely related to the pietist tradi-
tions that were very prominent in the Lutheran tradition.
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In a similar manner, these fundamentalist tendencies developed among
the various Protestant groups, especially the evangelistic and pentecostal
ones, that started to “infiltrate” Latin America around the turn of the
century and gathered momentum in the period after the Second World
War.3

III

In Jewish communities, fundamentalist tendencies and groups started to
develop from the mid-nineteenth century on; in Islamic countries espe-
cially in the twentieth century. In modern Jewish history, and in the more
contemporary scene in Israel and the various Jewish communities in the
Diaspora, several major fundamentalist trends developed. The first,
strong fundamentalist or at least highly intensified proto-fundamentalist
tendency has developed in some sectors of Neo-Orthodoxy in Central and
Eastern Europe, under the impact of the Enlightenment, the struggle for
Jewish emancipation, the development of modern Reform trends in
Judaism, and in continual confrontation with the latter. This trend was
best epitomized perhaps in Hungary, especially in the personality of the
Hatam Sofer and in his famous saying: “The new is forbidden from the
Torah . . .” 4

Given the objective socio-political situation of the Jewish communities
– their living in alien, often hostile, environments – such fundamentalist
tendencies were mostly oriented toward the regulation of the internal
religious and communal life of their communities, and of their ritual and
symbolic relation with the outside world. The situation has changed in the
State of Israel, and to some extent in the Jewish communities in contem-
porary liberal societies – especially, but not exclusively, in the United
States.

In Israel, from about the seventies on there developed two major trends
– with many divisions within them – that demonstrated very strong, even if
varying fundamentalist tendencies. Both constituted responses to the dis-
integration of the initial cultural and institutional Zionist, especially labor,
mold which was predominant in Israel till the mid or late seventies.
However, they developed from different vantage points with respect to this
mold. The first are the ultra-nationalist Zionist groups epitomized in Gush
Emunim (Block of the Faithful) – who constituted the spearhead of the set-
tlement in the West Bank and Gaza. The second group which developed
strong fundamentalist overtones has been the anti- or non-Zionist ultra-
orthodox, which started in this period to move out of their self-imposed rel-
ative segregation into more active political directions evincing many
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fundamentalist tendencies.5 Common to both are challenges in the name of
some pristine, potentially fundamentalist vision to the basic symbolic
premises of the central premises and the institutions of the State of Israel.
Further, each group only partially accepts (often for opposite reasons) the
legitimacy of the Israeli State’s premises and institutions. In both cases,
these tendencies were closely related to their attempts at the reconstruction
of relations between the primordial, historical and religious components of
Jewish collective identity – with each acting in different directions. In the
case of Gush Emunim such partial acceptance has been rooted in the full
acceptance of the Zionist vision, through the imbuing of that vision with a
full Messianic legitimacy. This partial acceptance was evident in the
emphasis on the supremacy of the higher law, in this case a law which they
proclaimed stressed the sanctity of Eretz Israel, as against the law of the
land – that is, against any political compromise with respect to the West
Bank, Judea and Samaria, which would deny the sanctity of the contem-
porary era. Second among them is an emphasis, though in many ways a
weaker one, on the sanctity of the Halakhah.

The developments in the Gush Emunim took place within the basic
Zionist symbolic framework or repertoire, even if they gave rise to far-
reaching changes in the relative importance and concrete definitions of
many of the components of this repertoire. The situation was different with
respect to the various anti-Zionist, or at least non-Zionist, religious orien-
tations, as articulated by Agudat Israel and other extreme Orthodox
groups. In the case of the non-Zionist Orthodox groups – originally con-
centrated around the Agudat Israel Party in what was increasingly called
the “Haredi” sector – there developed, not from the beginning of the state,
but from the beginning of the Zionist movement, the non-acceptance of the
legitimacy of the Zionist vision and later the state and its institutions,
including that of the chief rabbinate. They often portrayed their existence
in Eretz Israel as existence in the “spiritual Galuth, Exile.” Most of them
have accepted the existence of the state at most in a de facto manner. Their
attitude to the state has been purely instrumental, attempting to receive as
many resources from state agencies as possible without granting them any
basic legitimacy.

Although they shared with Gush Emunim an emphasis on the primacy
of the Holy Law, of Halakhah, their vision of this supremacy differs greatly
from that of the Gush. It is devoid, with the exception of some Hasidic
groups, of any Messianic political orientations and activism. Originally,
they were in some sense apolitical – i.e. they did not attempt to engage in
political activity beyond either trying to demand resources from the state,
or to further and support demands for religious legislation made by the
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Religious Zionists. The fundamentalist components of their vision have
been inwardly directed, manifest above all, as Haim Soloveitchik and S.
Heilman have shown,6 in a growing ideologization and rigidification of tra-
dition, of emphasis on more totalistic conceptions and regulations on their
members, and on constructing very rigid boundaries which would distin-
guish them from other sectors of society.

Yet even here there simultaneously took place a very interesting transfor-
mation of the original negative attitude of the ultra-Orthodox groups to
the Zionist movement. Truly enough, the basic negative attitude to the
“revolutionary” dimensions of Zionist ideology – those dimensions
focused on the reconstruction of Jewish tradition – continued, and some of
the more extreme among the ultra-Orthodox groups became even more
intensified in rather strong sectarian, potentially fundamentalist directions.

These fundamentalist potentialities became gradually, yet continually,
reinforced and brought out into the open due to the growing active partici-
pation of the ultra-Orthodox groups in the political life in Israel. At the same
time, more and more of the ultra-Orthodox not only accepted de facto the
State of Israel but to some extent started to legitimize it in terms of settle-
ment in Eretz Israel, thus treating it as a viable, existing Jewish community
which has to be guarded and protected. They increasingly participated in
political life, making more demands not only for financial allocations for
their institutions, but also for imposing their own conceptions on public life
in Israel. Many of them tended to become close to more “rightist” groups
that held “hawkish” tendencies with respect to relations with the Palestinians
– and while they did develop some incipient fundamentalist overtones, they
lacked the strong political Messianic activism of the Gush Emunim.

These fundamentalist tendencies became strengthened and intensified
after the 1996 elections when the various religious parties, most of whom
increased their membership in the Knesset, became important partners in
the new government coalition. As a consequence they became much more
militant than before, and started a series of strong campaigns to impose
religious ways on many public spheres in Israel.

Parallel intensive fundamentalist movements – very similar to the Haredi
sectors in Israel, in fact very closely interwoven with them – developed in the
Jewish communities in the USA and Europe, with their activities being often
more oriented to the Israeli scene than to the countries in which they live.7

IV

In the Muslim world multiple and diverse fundamentalist movements
developed from the late nineteenth century – gathering special momentum
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in the latter part of the twentieth century. In the background of these move-
ments was probably the prior pristine proto-fundamentalist renovative
movements, the Wahabis, the founders of what was to become Saudi
Arabia – and even further back to the Mahdi regime that crystallized in
Sudan in the late nineteenth century. If the Wahabi movement can be seen
as the last and most vivid case of “classical” Islamic, in our terms “proto-
fundamentalist” movement, it is useful to consult Voll again (paraphrasing
him a bit):

the case of Muhammad Ahmad, the Sudanese leader who proclaimed his mission
as Mahdi and drove the Ottoman-Egyptian forces out of his country in the
1880s . . . is the most evocative model for today’s fundamentalist activities. His
mission was to create a more purely Islamic society by eliminating the innovations
introduced by outsiders, even though they called themselves Muslims. The
Sudanese Mahdi rejected the corrupt practices of the Turko-Egyptian rulers and
fought the British, but he did not reject modern military technology. Although he
is frequently described as an opponent of foreign rule and an enemy of Western
intrusions into the Islamic world, he also opposed certain local religious customs,
engaged in ijtihad, and in other ways recalled the example of Ibn 'Abd al-Wahhab.
Although he envisioned his mission in messianic terms, he stands well within the
heritage of Sunni fundamentalism.

Although the Mahdi himself died in 1885, he created a state which lasted until
British and Egyptian forces conquered the Sudan in 1898. The Mahdist movement
remained an important force in Sudanese society throughout the twentieth century.
In the 1940s, the Mahdist movement became the basis for one of the major
Sudanese political parties, and a great grandson of the Mahdi, Sadiq al-Mahdi,
served as prime minister of the independent Sudan in the 1960s and again in the
1980s. The political dynamism of the Mahdist movement, in both the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries, has provided Muslim intellectuals throughout the Islamic
world with an example of effective Islamic political activism.8

In the twentieth century there started to develop, against the background
of the multiple reform movements, also strong fundamentalist movements
in Sunni Islam.

All these movements constituted part of the continual confrontation
between Islam and the West, and represented the multifaceted responses of
various groups of Muslim intellectuals and leaders throughout the Muslim
lands to the impact of the West.9

Among the most important of these movements were, to follow Mumtaz
Ahmad’s list:

The Muslim Brotherhood in the Arab countries, Jamaat-i-Islami in Pakistan, India
and Bangladesh, Dar-ul-Islam in Indonesia, Islamic National Front in Sudan,
Islamic Literary Society in Tunis, Parti Islam Se-Malaysia in Malaysia, and the
Rafah party in Turkey.10
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In the seventies such movements developed in Shi‘i Islam especially in
Iran, but also in Iraq. In this period it was above all Iran, Algeria, North
Africa, and Sudan that became the center-stage of these movements –
spreading in the eighties and nineties through the Muslim diasporas in
Europe and beyond. One of the most important of such developments
from about the late sixties on was in Turkey, the only (formerly?) Muslim
country in which a militant secular regime crystallized.11

One of the strongest of such movements developed in Afghanistan –
there constituting a mixture of “classical” Islamic proto-fundamentalist
movements based on tribes, with more modern organizational, but very
limited mobilizatory tendencies – the Taliban. Several such movements
started to emerge after the breakdown of the Soviet Union, sometimes out
of some of the more traditional ones in Central Asia – but there developed
strong rifts between the leadership that had developed under the aegis of
the former Soviet Union and that of the new leaders in the framework of
the fundamentalist movements. As mentioned above, Muslim fundamen-
talist movements developed also in India and in Pakistan. In Pakistan, and
to some extent Malaysia, these movements developed within the frame-
work of an ideologically Islamic state – a state that, according to these
movements, did not go far enough in imposing an Islamic vision and law.

In many African countries – in East and West Africa alike – radical
Islamic movements with strong fundamentalist orientations continually
developed within the broader framework of the expansion of Islam. They
were in continual interaction – cooperative and contestational alike with
the many other Muslim movements in these countries – gaining very high
visibility in Kenya and Uganda in East Africa, in Guinea, Mali, Ivory
Coast and Senegal in West Africa, and predominance in Sudan. All these
movements were in one way or another much more closely interwoven than
the Wahhabi – and even than the Mahdi one in Sudan – with anti-colonial
struggles, with struggles against Western dominance in its various guises
and hence also with national movements. Many of them also portrayed
themselves as being such national movements.

Strong fundamentalist movements also developed in many parts of the
Muslim diasporas – in Europe, especially in France, Germany and
England, in the Caribbean, Canada and to some extent in the USA.
Significantly enough it was within these groups that some of the most
extreme conceptions of the Muslim ummah were promulgated.

At the same time, in the last three or four decades of the twentieth century,
many communal-religious national movements developed or gathered strong
momentum in many South and Southeast Asian countries after the first
stages of decolonization and the establishment of independent states which
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were initially presumably based on some modern secular premises. Among
them were, in India, first the Area Samaj, later the contemporary BJP
(Bharatia Janatar Party) and parallel movements in Sri Lanka which devel-
oped some seemingly fundamentalist-like, totalistic orientations and ideolo-
gies. These movements were often characterized, to follow Nikkie Keddie’s
nomenclature,12 by strong religious–communal orientations. These commu-
nal-national movements share some very important characteristics with fun-
damentalist movements such as their attempt to construct a new religious
communal identity, attempts to construct communal boundaries, their ten-
dencies to ritualization of violence, and their promulgation of a strong anti-
secular stance. As for the latter, these movements also denote a shift from the
hegemony of some of the ideals or premises of the Enlightenment in the con-
struction of modern nation states, their institutions, and in the collective con-
sciousness or identity of modern societies. Yet, as we shall see in greater detail
later, most of these movements differ in several very crucial ways from the
“pristine” fundamentalist movements analyzed above.

Already the preceding illustrations indicate clearly, as has also been the
case with proto-fundamentalist movements, that even within the same
society and civilization, both in different periods of their histories and in the
same period, there develop a great variety of and heterogeneity of fundamen-
talist movements. They also indicate that the “same” movements – as for
instance some of the Haredim in Israel, or many Muslim groups in Central
Asia or in Africa, may acquire at a certain period strong fundamentalist char-
acteristics which they did not have before – and may perhaps shed them in
other periods.13 Thus all these movements are in continual flux and in close
continual interaction with many other religious, ethnic, and national move-
ments that burgeoned in all these societies. Indeed, to reiterate, these move-
ments cannot be understood except as part of the general, multifaceted
dynamics of these societies, as interacting with the development and unfold-
ing of multiple social and political movements, and not as isolated, self-
enclosed entities.

All these facts notwithstanding, it is possible to point out some features
which characterize – even if necessarily in an ideal-typical way – the funda-
mentalist movements or the fundamentalist tendencies in such movements.

The distinct sectarian utopian characteristics of modern
fundamentalist movements

V

The core characteristics of the modern fundamentalist movements consti-
tute a radical transformation, in a distinct modern mode, of some of the
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basic structural and ideological characteristics – especially the sectarian
utopian – and orientations of the proto-fundamentalist movements that
developed in the various Axial Civilizations which we have analyzed above.
Similar to those of the proto-fundamentalist movements, the basic onto-
logical conceptions promulgated by modern fundamentalist movements
have been characterized by – to follow Emmanuel Sivan’s analysis14 –
attempts at the appropriation and construction of space and time accord-
ing to their respective utopian visions. These utopian visions have often
been imbued with very strong eschatological components which place them
at the end of history, with a message of messianic redemption often follow-
ing an imminent catastrophe – an ontology which comes to full fruition in
their specific “enclave” culture.

These movements also share with the proto-fundamentalist ones several
of the basic characteristics of utopian sectarianism, namely the tendency
to construct sharp boundaries between the “pure” inside and the “pol-
luted” outside, as well as their self-perception as the “elect.” Concomitantly
they continually promulgate images of an enemy or ontological enemy, one
that is about to pollute them or against whom one should be on constant
alert – as for instance the assimilationist Jews and the secular world for the
Jewish, especially Haredi-fundamentalists; or the USA, Israel, and
Zionism for the Muslim fundamentalists. Significantly enough, although in
some cases it was particularistic groups such as the Jews or the USA that
were/are designated as such enemies, it is usually their being the bearers of
some bad, polluted, or satanic universalism that is singled out.15

Similar to many other sectarian-ideological movements as well as many
authoritarian movements of both the left and the right, the fundamental-
ist movements also exhibit a very low threshold of tolerance for ambiguity
on both personal and collective levels.

All of these characteristics, as well as their persistent emphasis on tradi-
tion – on what they proclaimed to be pristine traditions of their respective
religions – and their basic sectarian utopian tendencies, make them seem-
ingly very similar to proto-fundamentalist movements. And yet these char-
acteristics which the fundamentalist movements share with the
proto-fundamentalist ones have become radically transformed in the
modern fundamentalist movements, making them a distinctly modern phe-
nomenon. In some, even if in paradoxical ways, many of the fundamental-
ist groups can be seen (as we shall indicate later) as parallel to the most
extreme “secular” Jacobin movements and regimes – namely the
Communist ones.

Also, the composition of these movements (as we shall see in greater
detail in chapter 4) greatly differs from that of the proto-fundamentalist

90 Fundamentalism, sectarianism, and revolution



movements of earlier periods, and is very much in line with the composi-
tion of some of the more militant modern, especially Jacobin movements.

It is above all, however, with respect to some of their ideological features
that the relations between fundamentalist movements and modernity are
revealed and the modern characteristics of these movements become most
conspicuous; ideological features such as both the mode of construction
of their ideologies of traditions – which constitute the core of their ideol-
ogies – and these ideologies’ institutional implications. The most impor-
tant of these features is the appropriation by these movements of some
central aspects of the political program of modernity, particularly of
various – especially Jacobin – participatory, totalistic, and egalitarian
orientations (even if this egalitarian component is in most of these situa-
tions confined to men). This crucial feature stands side by side with the
anti-Enlightenment aspect of their ideology, and with the denial of claims
of the sovereignty and autonomy of reason and of the perfectibility of
man.

It is this vision that generates within these movements not only a strong
predisposition to the development of a totalistic world view and organiza-
tion which is characteristic of many “traditional” sectarian movements,
including the proto-fundamentalist ones, but also overarching totalitarian
all-encompassing ideologies. These ideologies emphasize a total recon-
struction, organized basically by political action, of the social order. Many
of these movements also, at least potentially, espouse a strong very often
missionary zeal. Thus, it is not just the various components of their ontol-
ogy listed above but rather the bringing together of these components in a
distinct sectarian-utopian Jacobin vision that constitutes the distinctive
features of these movements. Concomitantly, in at least partial contrast to
most pre-modern historical sects and proto-fundamentalist movements,
the enclave culture they construct exists in constant tension with their more
expansionist tendencies which are closely related to their distinct modern
characteristics.

This tension is indeed rooted in some of the distinctly modern character-
istics of these movements. The first of these is, as Raymond Grew has
strongly emphasized (private communication), the very strong emphasis on
choice, on the freedom – and necessity – to make a conscious moral choice
in joining and adhering to these movements – thus at least implicitly
emphasizing the autonomy of human will. This emphasis on moral choice
is conceived in terms of the necessity to combat the evils of the modern
Western world – evils rooted in the weakness of human nature but rein-
forced when given a free rein in modernity with its presumed assumption
of the perfectibility of man.
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This emphasis on moral choice, on confronting the evils of the modern
world, can be also found among seemingly traditionalistic enclaves – like
many of the Haredim – once they are drawn into confrontations with the
secular world and its institutions. Closely related is the tendency among
members of many of these movements to present the joining of such move-
ments and participation in them as the act or process of conversion.16 Thus
the conception of the autonomy of human will acquires in the fundamen-
talist movements some distinct modern features rooted in the combination
of their specific Jacobin orientations and anti-Enlightenment doctrines.

Second, this tension between the mentality of the beleaguered enclave
and strong expansionist tendencies is rooted in the necessity of most such
movements to mobilize continually new membership and to face the
tension between the upholding of a pristine vision and the more mundane
interests and behavior of large parts of such membership. It is this tension
that, as Raymond Grew and Peter van der Veer have shown,17 gives rise in
these movements to strong tendencies to engage in ritual violence that con-
tinually reemphasizes the exclusiveness of the movements and the closure
of their boundaries against the polluted world, against the enemy. These
two tendencies – the emphasis on the necessity of moral choice in the battle
against the evils of the modern world and continual mobilization of wider
sectors – are not of course limited to the fundamentalist movements. They
are indeed characteristics of many modern movements – including the
various communal-religious ones. They become however most fully articu-
lated in a distinct mobilizatory and Jacobin way in the fundamentalist
movements which promulgate, in the name of a moral-religious vision, the
construction of a new collective and individual identity, not only through
religious, but also through political processes and action.

VI

The strong, potentially totalitarian, Jacobin components or tendencies
which can be identified – even if to varying degrees per movement and per
historical period – are manifest first in the attempts to reconstruct their
respective societies; and second, in the almost total conflation of center and
periphery, negating the existence of intermediary institutions and associa-
tion, thus conflating what can sometimes be called civil society with the
overall community. Third, such potential Jacobin orientations can be found
in the strong tendency to the sanctification of the reconstruction of the
center as a continuous liminal arena, with this sanctification often con-
nected with ritual violence and terror.

As in the case of the Great Revolutions and “leftist” totalitarian move-
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ments, the pure pristine fundamentalist movements tend also to minimize,
in principle at least, the importance of primordial components of collec-
tive identity – or at least to make them secondary in relation to the univer-
salistic religious ones – as for instance the Islamic against the Iranian ones,
or as in Sudan, the Islamic against the local and African ones. The empha-
sis on primordial components in these movements becomes strong only in
special cases, as in Judaism, in which the primordial orientations constitute
a basic component of the universal religion. The picture among the com-
munal-religious nationalist movements, which developed especially from
the sixties on in India and in Buddhist countries in South and Southeast
Asia, has been rather different, as we shall see in greater detail later.

The roots of these distinctive modern characteristics of the fundamen-
talist movements, of the combination of utopian sectarianism with strong
Jacobin political tendencies, are to be found in the close relation of these
movements to the cultural and political program of modernity and to
modern political processes as they developed in the Great Revolutions,
especially in the post-revolutionary regimes. Just as the Great Revolutions
were closely related to, indeed rooted in, some of the heterodoxies of their
respective Axial Civilizations, so within the fundamentalist movements,
especially those which developed in the monotheistic civilizations, the
heterodox tendencies of the proto-fundamentalist groups have been trans-
formed into potentially fully-fledged modern political programs with
potentially missionary visions. Above all, many of the fundamentalist
movements share with the Great Revolutions the belief in the primacy of
politics, albeit in their case, religious politics – or at least of organized
action – guided by a totalistic religious vision to reconstruct society, or
sectors thereof. It is indeed, as we have indicated above, the ideological and
political heritage of the Revolutions that epitomized the victory of gnostic
heterodox tendencies to bring the Kingdom of God to Earth, as an attempt
to recognize that the world constitutes the crucial link between the cultural
and political program of modernity and fundamental movements.

Truly enough, such a totalistic orientation did not necessarily always
entail the development of an active political stance beyond the fundamen-
talist movements’ own confines. Thus indeed many of these fundamental-
ist movements, as for instance the “original”Protestant ones that developed
in the USA, often espoused visions of withdrawal from the world, of inter-
nal reconstruction of the self and of the community, as against becoming
involved in the polluted political world, and strongly emphasized that it is
mainly, perhaps only, through such internal purification that the pollution
of the external world can be overcome. Similarly some of the grass-roots
fundamentalist movements in Pakistan or Malaysia – and the different
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evangelistic movements above all in societies like in Latin America in which
the dominant religion is not that espoused by these movements – do not
develop distinct political activities and often promulgate a principled with-
drawal from politics, and they also often emphasize the importance of
internal reconstruction. Indeed most of these movements have put very
strong emphasis on the development of schools and various social services.
It was by virtue of these activities that they were able to attract large sectors
of the population – and it was through these organizations that they were
able to promulgate and propagate their specific religious orientations.

Within these fundamentalist groups very strong Jacobin-like tendencies
were oriented above all to the reconstruction of at least their internal life.
But these tendencies could also harbor some seeds of potentially expansive
political activity, of a strong tendency to engage in some type of political
activity rooted in attempts to construct a new identity based on a religious
moral vision oriented to the broader society. Thus for instance the ideology
of jihad, promulgated openly by some of the Muslim fundamentalist move-
ments, very often found a strong resonance among many of those which
have developed in Muslim societies.

The surge and intensity of such political activity depends on the concrete
historical and institutional settings of the various fundamentalist move-
ments and may develop in a variety of ways – for instance, as designated by
Almond, Sivan and Appleby,18 those of World Conqueror, World Creator,
World Transformer, and the extreme antipolitical mode – that of World
Renouncer. While this last mode has been relatively strong in many of the
earlier modern movements and can, of course, also be found in the contem-
porary scene – in the latter more political and active orientations have
become more predominant.

The Jacobin components and characteristics of the modern
fundamentalist movements

VII

Many of the components of the fundamentalist movements, such as the
utopian, eschatological orientations, the emphasis on a strict interpretation
of a holy script, sectarian attitudes and the like, can be found in many of
the other modern-oriented movements as well as in the popular cultures
that developed in their respective societies – with which the fundamentalist
movements interacted continually, often in confrontational ways. But it is
above all in fundamentalist movements that these components come
together so as to define the very nature of these movements. Needless to say,
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even in these movements the relative importance of these components may
vary greatly, and these components may become interwoven in different
ways with other themes which themselves may become, under appropriate
historical circumstances, either more prominent or more diluted.

Because of all these facts there has developed in the literature on funda-
mentalism a continual far-ranging controversy as to the legitimacy of
calling all these movements fundamentalist. On the most general level it has
been claimed that it is inappropriate to apply a term coined in a specific
setting – that of American fundamentalism – to movements in other relig-
ions or civilizations.19 On more concrete levels, it has been pointed out that
many of the supposedly central characteristics of fundamentalism – such
as emphasis on the literal interpretation of, and adherence to, a holy script
– are either not fully applicable to all of these movements or can be found
also in other ones. It would be beyond the scope of this book to go into all
the details of these controversies. Suffice it to point out that, while many of
these criticisms of the use of the term fundamentalism are indeed well
taken, they do not face up to what are indeed the core characteristics of
these movements which distinguish them from other, relatively similar ones.
The common core of these movements, as was the case with respect to the
proto-fundamentalist movements, lies not in the various details – such as
adherence to a literal reading of a holy text which may indeed greatly vary
– but in their specific type of sectarian-utopian Jacobin tendencies. Such
tendencies may indeed allow for a great variation in details, and needless to
say their strength also varies between such different movements and
between different periods in the history of each such movement. Indeed,
there may also be great differences in the extent to which any movement
develops at any given point in time all the ideal typical “fundamentalist”
characteristics or, on the contrary, the extent to which these may become
blurred. But all these caveats notwithstanding, it is these specific Jacobin
tendencies or characteristics that constitute the most important common
characteristics of these movements and which justify, in our mind, the use
of the term fundamentalism for all of them. At the same time, just because
of this common core which can be found in most of these movements it
seems to us, as we shall see yet in greater detail later on, that the applica-
tion of the term fundamentalism to the numerous national communal relig-
ious movements which have developed lately is not appropriate.

VIII

One of the most interesting and paradoxical manifestations of this com-
bination of the modern Jacobin mobilizatory dimension of modern
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fundamentalist movements and regimes with an “anti-modern,” or at
least anti-liberal ideology, can be found in their attitude to women. On
one hand, most of these movements, as Martin Riesebrodt has shown in
his incisive analysis,20 promulgate a strong patriarchal, anti-feminist
attitude which tends to segregate women and to impose far-reaching
restrictions on them – seemingly, but only seemingly, of a type which can
be found in many of the Arab regimes like Saudi Arabia, the roots of
which were traditional proto-fundamentalist ones. On the other hand,
in stark contrast to such traditionalistic regimes, the modern fundamen-
talist ones mobilize women – even if in segregation from men – into the
public sphere, be it in demonstrations, paramilitary organizations, or
the like.

Indeed the reshaping of the social and cultural construction of
women, and the construction of a new public identity rooted in the
Islamist vision, constituted a very important component in the funda-
mentalist programs in Iran and Turkey, and were very often promul-
gated by educated and professional women who felt alienated in the
preceding secular public space. In the 1996 elections in Iran, women not
only voted and stood as candidates to the parliament, some were elected
– one of them (Ms Rafsannghani, the daughter of the then President)
claiming that there is nothing in Islamic law which forbids women to
take public office. Significantly enough, one of the first acts of the new
government installed by the Afghan group of the Taliban – which
evinced more proto-fundamentalist than modern fundamentalist
Jacobin tendencies – in early October, 1996 was to force women from the
public sphere, out of schools, and even from work.21 Additionally, in
June 1997, the Taliban rulers in Kabul ordered the Iranian Ambassador
to leave the country accusing Iran of attempts to undermine Taliban
rule.

The strong modern components of many of the fundamentalist move-
ments can also be seen in some aspects of their institutionalization as
regimes. When the Islamic revolution triumphed in Iran, it did not abolish
most of the modern institutions – those without any roots in Islam – such
as the parliament, the majilis, and both elections to it and even to the
Presidency of the Republic. The importance of these elections was demon-
strated in May 1997 when, against the (even if implicit) advice or recom-
mendation of the clerical establishment, a more “open-minded” candidate,
Muhammad Khatami, was elected – seemingly by the vote of women and
younger people. It even promulgated a new constitution – something which
some of the earlier traditionalists opposed vehemently. Both the majilis and
the mode of election to it were reconstructed – with some very strong
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Jacobin elements, clothed in an Islamic garb. Interestingly enough, one of
these garbs – the institutionalization of a special Islam court or chamber
to supervise “secular” legislation – was not so far removed from the special
place of juridical institution which is characteristic of modern constitu-
tional regimes, even from the principle of judicial revision.22 Moreover, the
basic mode of legitimation of this regime as promulgated in the constitu-
tion contained some very important modern components. It declared two
different sources of sovereignty – God and the people – without attempt-
ing to reconcile the two.23

Significantly enough, among many of the apolitical evangelical, espe-
cially Pentecostal movements in Latin America, the construction of new
modes of life according to their visions of the Gospel entailed the growing
autonomous participation of women and the weakening of the prevalent
“machoist” culture.24

Indeed, in more general terms, as M. E. Yapp has succinctly put it:
“(Islamic) fundamentalists want a strong state as a major investment in
education and modernity but everything to be done according to the shara.
Most fundamentalists are unconcerned by the contradiction evident in this
combination.”25

IX

It is the combination of these different components of fundamentalist
visions with very strong Jacobin orientations that also explains the very
paradoxical attitude of these movements to tradition and to modernity.
While in many ways the fundamentalist movements are reactive (as many
scholars have pointed out),26 yet this general designation can also be
applied to other, especially various modern-reformist, movements. Hence,
this distinction does not delineate the specific characteristics of the funda-
mentalist movements; the distinct ways in which such fundamentalist
movements and groups reconstruct tradition and select – and reconstruct
– different themes from the cultural and political repertoire of tropes avail-
able to them. The anti-modern, or to be yet again more precise, anti-
Enlightenment attitude and the specific way of promulgating tradition that
develop within the fundamentalist visions are not just a reaction of tradi-
tional groups to the encroachment of new ways of life, but a militant ideol-
ogy which is basically couched in highly modern idiom and is oriented to
the mobilization of wide masses. They are, as Frank J. Lechner and Martin
Riesebrodt among others have pointed out,27 very strongly oriented against
the social and institutional differentiation of modern societies, promulgat-
ing a highly de-differentiated, monolithic, vision of the world.
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The paradoxical attitude of modern fundamentalist movements to
tradition; essentialized tradition as modern totalistic ideologies

X

Thus, although seemingly traditional, these movements are in fact in some
paradoxical ways anti-traditional. They are anti-traditional in that they
negate the living traditions, with their complexity and heterogeneity, of
their respective societies or religions and instead uphold a highly ideologi-
cal and essentialistic conception of tradition as an overarching principle of
cognitive and social organization.

This attitude to tradition is manifest in two very closely connected facts.
First, the often conservative existing religious establishment of their respec-
tive societies constitutes one of the major foci of criticism of these move-
ments – up to the point where these establishments are even seen as one of
those establishments’ major enemies. Second, and closely related, is the fact
that the younger sectors, especially within the cities, be it in Turkey or in the
Muslim diasporas in the West, which are drawn to fundamentalist move-
ments, distance themselves from their traditionalist parents. The tradition-
alist way of life of their parents or grandparents is seen by them as not pure
enough and as a simple-minded compromise with the secular society.28

Most fundamentalist groups tend to espouse a principled denial of the
continued unfolding of tradition and of its interpretation – which does, of
course, in itself constitute a very distinct, new, and innovative mode of
interpretation. The fundamentalists are in principle oriented against any
innovation or lenience within the existing traditions – even if such innova-
tion has been a continuous component in such tradition. For instance, the
Hatam Sofer’s – a major figure, the promulgator of proto-fundamentalist
orientations in modern Eastern European Jewish orthodoxy in the first half
of the nineteenth century – famous injunction that “anything new is for-
bidden from Torah” to which we have referred above went against the great
and continuous tradition of interpretation and innovation which charac-
terized the classical (medieval and early modern) Jewish tradition. Such
injunctions and attitudes were in fact themselves innovations – but innova-
tions presented as representing simple, pristine “old” tradition.29 It is also
very significant that the nature of such innovations, of the exact interpre-
tation of what is new and what is old varies greatly between various funda-
mentalist movements that develop within the same religion or civilization,
and constitute a bone of contention between them.

Thus, fundamentalist traditionalism is not to be confused with a
“simple” or “natural” upkeep of a given living tradition. Rather, it denotes
an ideological mode and stance oriented not only against new develop-
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ments, against different manifestations of modern life, but also against the
continually changing and diversified tradition. Such attitude of these
movements can be seen, as we have pointed out above, in their attitudes to
both the more conservative religious leaders of their respective traditions,
as well as to the more popular manifestations thereof. Thus while for
instance the Jamaat-i-Islam in Pakistan does not differ in its concrete
demands from the more conservative Ulema, yet the whole tenor of their
demands when espoused by the Jemaat is radically different from that of
the conservative Ulema. Thus, to follow Mumtaz Ahmad:

But fundamentalists do differ from the conservative ulama in their concept of Islam
as a deen, which they interpret as a “way of life.” The Jamaat-i-Islami criticizes the
conservative ulama for reducing Islam to the five pillars – profession of faith,
prayer, fasting, almsgiving, and pilgrimage. The Jamaat views Islam as a complete
[. . .] and a comprehensive way of life which covers the entire spectrum of human
activity, be it individual, social, economic, or political. For them, Islam means the
total commitment and subordination of all aspects of human life to the will of God.

As a revitalized formalism, the Jamaat-i-Islami seeks to replace the folk and
popular practices of Sufi Islam with the approved rituals of orthodox Islam. In line
with Islamic modernism, fundamentalists militate against the fatalistic quietism of
the sufi fraternities. They present Islam as a dynamic and activist political ideology
which must acquire state power in order to implement its social, economic, and
political agenda.

This brings us to one of the most important defining characteristics of the
Jamaat-i-Islam and other Islamic fundamentalist movements: unlike the conserva-
tive ulama and the modernists, the fundamentalist movements are primarily political
rather than religious intellectual movements. While both the ulama and the modern-
ists seek influence in public policy-making structures, the fundamentalists aspire to
capture political life . . .”

The Jamaat-i-Islami set as its objective ‘the establishment of the Islamic way (Deen)
so as to achieve God’s pleasure and seek salvation in the Hereafter.’ In order to
achieve this objective, the Jamaat set out the following five programs for itself:
1. To construct human thought in the light of the ideals, values, and principles

derived from divine guidance.
2. To “reform and purify” individual members of society so as to enable them to

develop a truly Islamic personality.
3. To organize these individuals under the leadership of the Jamaat and to prepare

and train them to invite humanity to the path of Islam.
4. To take all possible steps to reform and reconstruct the society and all of its insti-

tutions in accordance with the teachings of Islam.
5. To bring about a revolution in the political leadership of society, reorganize

political and socioeconomic life on Islamic lines, and finally, establish an Islamic
state.30
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XI

It is not, however, just the selection and reconstruction of certain themes
of tradition as the only legitimate symbols of the traditional order and
their upholding of them against the existing situation, and against others,
that is characteristic of the various fundamentalist movements. What is
crucial here is the attempt to essentialize tradition in terms of these themes
and symbols, and in name of a basic premise or pristine vision embodied
in some text – whether in the form of a book or a message, an exemplary
personality, or an event in an idealized period – and concomitantly to total-
ize this vision in a utopian mode.

Such ideological stances also entail a denial of the unfolding of a histor-
ical process and instead promulgate an essentialist, non-historical concep-
tion of a religious civilization, and of tradition.

Aziz Al Azmeh, in his analysis of the Islamic movements, points out
some of the most important aspects of this transformation, which in prin-
ciple apply also to non-Islamic ones:

Eschatology and past example become utopia when they become activist, when
they become a chiliasm, with a sense of total imminence. They become utopia when
legalism and moralism give way to total political contestation. This occurs when the
fundamentalist movement as distinct from historical Islam is ascendant among par-
ticular groups in society. Islamic political and social ideals based on primitivist
models become utopian when these models are activated and valorized, when fun-
damentalism ceases to be a cliché and takes on programmatic specifications and, as
a precondition of this specification, acquires a social and political constituency.
Historically, this has taken two main forms. In the Islamic Middle Ages, radical fun-
damentalism was, as far as I know, invariably chiliastic, associated with the complex
of ideas generically known as Mahdism. North African history is especially replete
with Mahdism both Sunnite and Shi‘ite: the Idrisids, the Fatimids, the Almohads,
Sufi politics like that of Ibn Qasi (d. 1151), a thaumaturge who established a short-
lived state in the Algarve, and countless others. These have already been mentioned
briefly, and associated with Ibn Khaldun’s theory of kinship.

The second form of activist utopianism is contemporary Islamic radicalism, for
which there is no precedent in Islamic history. Like chiliasm, it relies on the
specification of fundamentalism, that is to say, on the precise and imminent inter-
pretation of the pristine model, be that divine pronouncement or utopian example.
This is quite natural in all utopias, for by their very nature these have to establish a
constituency by affirming the univocality of texts and examples which are, in them-
selves, naturally multivocal: Plato specified his Republic in the Laws, Rousseau his
Contract with his projected Corsican constitution.

Similarly, Islamic radicalism, a very recent phenomenon indeed and the illegiti-
mate offspring of Islamic reformism and Wahhabite-Mawdudian fundamentalism,
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was born of a particular specification. It specified jahiliyya, the non-Islam that is to
be converted into Islamic order, as an actual presence. Of course each movement in
this fundamentalism provided particular specifications consonant with its social,
political and cultural import. Wahhabite fundamentalism in Arabia, from the
beginning until the definitive establishment of utopia by the Imam (later King) Abd
al-Aziz (the foundation of Saudi Arabia) and the suppression of the Ikhwan
Wahhabite militia in 1927, decreed all territory identified for absorption by the
expanding Saudi polity as jahiliyya – and by territory I mean geographical territory
to be subjugated, socio-political territory to be linked to the House of Saud in a
tributary fashion, and of course religious territory defined by the diversity of local
cults whose centralization and homogenization under the title of shari’a was a cul-
tural precondition for political centralization. Shari’a here is of course in the main
Hanbalite, characterized by a moralistic rigor which homogenizes public life on the
one hand, and an economic liberalism on the other, much like some early Protestant
politics.

The difference between Arabian and, say, Egyptian Muslim utopianism arises
from distinct historical worlds to which they belong. Arabian utopianism imagines
the chiliastic order in terms of miracle and without necessary political reference to
the state; this is very much in keeping with medieval Islamic habits. Egyptian uto-
pianism, on the other hand, regards its relation to the state as fundamental. It seeks
immediately to take the state by force, as with the radicals professing notions like
takfir. It also seeks, as with the Muslim Brothers in their fundamentalist mode, to
work a rhetorical reconciliation of the notion of shura (a form of Medinan consul-
tation) and of liberal political notions with the aim of gaining power.31

XII

Such essentialization and totalization of tradition – often in a utopian
mode, which is characteristic of the modern fundamentalist movements –
entails the concomitant arrangement – in a hierarchical, relatively un-
differentiated way – of different aspects and layers of tradition according
to the presumed implications of this single vision.

Accordingly fundamentalist movements are characterized by a princi-
pled – though not easily observed in practice – differentiation between
layers of “tradition” in terms of their relation to the pristine vision, and by
the ideological symbolization of many customs – such as pattern of dress,
calendric observance, and the like – which can be used as markers of col-
lective identity to demarcate the boundaries between internally pure and
externally polluted spaces. In practice they may often waver between, on the
one hand, a sharp segregation between “traditional” (ritual, religious) and
non-traditional spheres of life, without developing any strong connective
symbolic and organizational bonds between the two, on the one hand; and
a strong predisposition or demand for some clear unifying principles which
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would connect and unify both arenas, on the other. As a result, there devel-
ops within these movements a strong tendency toward “ritualization” of
the symbols of traditional life on both the personal and collective levels
alike. Increasing attempts to impose traditional symbols on the mundane,
often secular world in relatively rigid, militant ways may then alternate with
the total isolation of these traditional symbols from the impurities of that
world.32

The rather paradoxical attitude of these movements to tradition is
shaped by their basic ideologies; especially by the nature of their criticism
of modernity; their stand with respect to the basic antinomies of moder-
nity; and the closely related characteristics of their attempts to appropriate
modernity in their own terms according to their distinct sectarian and
utopian vision with strong political orientations. It is these characteristics
that give rise to these movements’ tendencies to construct, in a totalistic
mode, an ideologized, essentialized conception of tradition.

XIII

This attitude to tradition prevalent in many of the fundamentalist move-
ments is closely connected with yet another paradox which characterizes
the modern fundamentalist movements – a paradox that could be found
among the proto-fundamentalist movements but became more fully artic-
ulated in the modern setting. The essence of this paradox is that although
these movements present themselves as the pure pristine orthodoxy of their
respective religion, there are in fact, in any given situation, heterodoxies
which are in sharp conflict with the existing religious establishment, with
the prevailing ways of life, and with the preceding tradition. In many cases
the leaders of the fundamentalist movements are intellectuals with strong
antinomian tendencies – with their antinomianism being oriented not only
toward the secular elites of their respective countries but also, as in coun-
tries like Pakistan or Malaysia or Morocco, against the prevalent modes of
interpretation of tradition by the more orthodox Islamists.

The basically heterodox nature of the fundamentalist movements is
evident also in the fact that within any religion or civilization there tend to
develop, at any single point, not one but several fundamentalist move-
ments, and among such movements there tend to develop continual sectar-
ian quarrels and schisms – with such confrontations tending to generate
even greater emphasis on degrees of choice and human will.

Truly enough, such variety may be due to different socio-political
circumstances or to changing constellations of the relations between the
various fundamentalist groups and the political rulers, and the closely con-
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nected possible incorporation of some of the fundamentalist themes or
symbols by the existing regimes.33 But beyond such various contingent
reasons, such variety is also inherent in the very nature of the religious sec-
tarian dynamics of the fundamentalist movements. Despite the fact that
each such movement claims to be the only representative of the original
pristine vision of its religion, they are all in fact new constructions which
may, and often do, differ with respect to which aspect or symbol of their
religion they portray as the essence of the original pristine vision. Thus, as
we have seen, the almost coterminous development of different funda-
mentalist movements in the fold of the same religion can be found in
contemporary Israel, where both the anti-Zionist “Haredim” and the ultra-
national Gush Emunim claim to present the pristine vision of Judaism.34

Similarly, among the Protestant fundamentalist movements in the USA
there developed continuous differences and conflicts with respect to sources
of authority – over texts, and de facto which or whose interpretation of the
text – and over whether or not the proclaimed vision was in fact the true
representation of the pristine vision.

Such variety is even greater given the widespread geopolitical range of
Islam in the Muslim countries where such variety could already be found
in the many proto-fundamentalist or revivalist Islamic movements in the
eighteenth century and prior.35 It is not only that fundamentalist Muslim
movements develop in different political regimes – including ones like
Pakistan or Malaysia which define themselves as Muslim – but that, as the
condemnations by Iran of the Taliban movements in Afghanistan attests
to, there may develop strong contestations between different Muslim fun-
damentalist movements or regimes.36 Significantly enough, in all these cases
there also develop different interpretations of the literal understanding of
texts, and different emphases on various parts of such texts.

These different interpretations are not confined to dissensions among the
fundamentalist movements – they constitute a part of the wider discourses
on tradition and modernity that take place in all these societies, be they
Muslim, Jewish, or especially, but not only, Protestant-Christian or sectors
thereof. This yet again attests to the continual interweaving of these move-
ments with the broader settings in which they act and to the multiple intel-
lectual and political movements and streams within them.

XIV

The upshot of all these tendencies is that these movements are not political
in the instrumental or technical sense but rather in their attempts, albeit
at times via political means, to implement an overall moral vision, to
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construct a new collective identity, and to appropriate modernity in their
own terms. Nilufer Göle presents a very incisive analysis of Islamic funda-
mentalism in Turkey in these terms.

A return to the original sources – comprising of references to the Quran itself and
the Sunna and Hadith (sayings and traditions of the Prophet) and the “asr-i saadet”
period (the age of the Prophet Muhammed and the four orthodox caliphs (622–661)
– is a common feature of almost all islamist movements, calling for revivalism and
struggling against the contamination of “pure” Islam by customary practices.
The ways in which islamist movements situate themselves in relation to western
modernity marks the main difference of the new generation of islamists from the
nineteenth century modernist islamists. While the latter, as in the writings of
Muhammed Abduh, Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, Rashid Rida, tried to accommodate
islamic values with democratic and modern values, the contemporary radical isla-
mists take a non-apologetic and an anti-modernist stand, in the name of an islamic
alternative. The search for an alternative in Islam, especially endows muslim intel-
lectuals with a very strong quest for an authentic identity and provides them with
the emotional, moral and intellectual tools with which they direct a critique to per-
missiveness, consumerism, pollution, corruption and nationalism, all considered as
sinful outcomes of western modernity and civilization.

Contemporary islamism is situated at the crossroads of the critique of traditional
interpretations of Islam on the one hand and of modernism on the other. Hence,
islamism is neither a direct outcome of religious and cultural traditions, nor a
straightforward representation of muslim identity. On the contrary, it stems from
the problematization of muslim traditions and identity. Islamism is a cultural and
political deconstruction of the category of “muslim”; consequently one “becomes”
an islamist when one engages in a critique and refuses to be a muslim the way one
is naturally “born” into it. Islamism implies therefore, a critique and even a discon-
tinuity with the given categories of muslim identity; it is an endeavour to rename,
to reconstruct muslim identity, by freeing it from traditional interpretations and by
challenging modernism. It is “radical” both in its critique of traditions, considered
as responsible for the passivity and the “enslavement” of muslim people, and in its
desire to instaure a radically different civilization, that is a revolutionary change
comprising the islamization of spheres of life ranging from conceptions of self, to
organizations of life-world and politics of government.

Islamism, both in its ideological formulations and sociological practices
posits new hybridations between tradition and modernity, religion and secular-
ism, community and religion. The new actors of islamism, both in their soci-
ological profiles and social practices incarnate the paradoxical, ambivalent
nature of contemporary islamism. Especially the new intellectual and profes-
sional elites owing their identity and social visibility on the one hand to modern
education that they have acquired recently, and on the other, to islamist move-
ments in which they have been taking part in the last twenty years, is of partic-
ular interest.
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Hence, I am arguing that it is in this realm of habitus, cultural-codes and life-styles,
that the stakes of power struggle between the republican elites and the others are
rooted. In other words, the question of life-styles is not a trivial matter of fashion,
trends, individual choices but reveals relations of intersubjectivity, relations of
stratification, relations of power linked to the domain of habitus. One can argue
that upper middle-class kemalist women in particular but also kemalist men, who
acquire education and a professional career and who cultivate their body-language
and way of life in a “secular,” that is non-muslim manner, obtain prestige, social rec-
ognition, therefore “symbolic capital” and form, a distinct social status group.
Hence such a definition of social distinction and social status, rooted in the exclu-
sion of the islamic life-world, forms the main social and political discord between
the secularists and the islamists. In other words, in order to become part of the elite,
one has to master the western code of conduct, discourse and living. Ways of edu-
cation and ways of living distinguish the republican elites as “civilized” and as “pro-
gressist” in counter-distinction to parochial elites who are attached to traditional,
local and religious manners and customs . . .37

The power of the Jacobin component of the fundamentalist
movements

XV

It is these movements’ attitudes to tradition and their attempts to imple-
ment by political means a moral-religious vision that explain what may
seem as a paradox of our analysis – namely that these religious movements,
with their strong emphasis on tradition, have yet acquired characteristics
which have been associated with one of the most extreme, modern, secular
visions – namely the Jacobin.

On the phenomenological level, the answer to this paradox lies in the fact
that it is not the secular dimension of the Jacobin or the “religious” dimen-
sions of the fundamentalists that are crucially important. Rather, it is their
totalizing, absolutizing tendencies which they share that explains this
paradox. These tendencies are rooted in the basic antinomies of the Axial
Civilizations as they were promulgated above all by some heterodox – espe-
cially the proto-fundamentalist – movements with strong gnostic orienta-
tions. In the Great Revolutions these heterodoxies became thoroughly
politicized and moved from peripheries into the center. It was such politiciza-
tion and movement into the center that constituted the core of the Jacobin
movement or orientation and greatly influenced the modern political
agendas of the many social movements including the fundamentalist ones.

What explains the Jacobin tendencies that distinguish the modern fun-
damentalist movements from the proto-fundamentalist ones are the

Fundamentalism as a modern Jacobin anti-modern utopia and heterodoxy 105



former’s development within the framework of modern political agendas;
both their promulgation of a distinct stand with respect to the modern cul-
tural and political program and the ways in which they attempted to recon-
struct tradition in terms of such attitudes to modernity; and their
appropriation of the modern political frameworks on their own terms.

The fundamentalist and the Communist regimes – a comparison of
two modern Jacobin movements and regimes

XVI

Given these very distinctive Jacobin characteristics and tendencies of
the modern fundamentalist movements, it will be worthwhile to
compare them to other distinctive Jacobin movements or regimes to
develop a more nuanced understanding of them. First, it will benefit us
to compare them to Communist ones with which they share some para-
doxical and some mirror-like characteristics, and secondly, we shall
compare them to the major types of nationalistic movements or regimes,
especially fascist and national-social ones, that developed in modern
societies.

Communist and fundamentalist movements and regimes share the ten-
dency to promulgate a very strong salvationist vision or gospel. The visions
promulgated by both these types of regimes contained a strong tendency to
combine different themes of protest with the construction of a new onto-
logical definition of reality, with a total world view rooted in the respective
salvationist vision. Although the content of this vision varied greatly
between them – they promulgated opposite and to a large extent mutually
exclusive visions – they did share the view that the implementation of this
vision was to take place in this world, in the present. Instead of the – basi-
cally unfathomable – future, the implementation of this vision was, as that
of all the Great Revolutions, to be achieved in the present, and thus, present
and future became in many ways conflated.

These visions entailed the transformation both of man and of society,
and of construction of new, personal and collective identities. It was in the
name of salvation that these movements and regimes demanded total sub-
mergence of the individual in the general totalistic community, the total
reconstruction of personality and of individual and collective identity. It
was in the name of such vision that they developed their Jacobin features,
above all the view that many aspects of the social and political orders can
be continuously reconstructed by conscious human, above all political,
action. Both the Communist and the fundamentalist regimes emphasized
the active construction, by political action, of a new social and cultural
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order, the active participation of most sectors of society in such order, as
well as a high level of commitment to it.

In both cases, the institutionalization of such visions gave rise to regimes
characterized by strong mobilizatory orientations and policies aiming at
transforming the structure of society in general, and of center–periphery rela-
tions in particular. Both types of movements and regimes aimed such efforts
at transformation and mobilization, with the sanctification of violence and
terror against internal and external evil forces and enemies – especially those
rooted in the internal dynamics of modern Western “bourgeois” society.

Both types of regimes aimed at the total transformation of the symbols
of collective – and personal – identity, of the institutional structure of the
society, and at the establishment of a new social order, rooted in the revo-
lutionary universalistic ideological tenets, in principle transcending any pri-
mordial, national, or ethnic units – even if not denying these units’ partial
legitimacy, and even if in fact being very closely related to national con-
cerns, and even if in fact many of them developed as part of national reac-
tions to Western imperialism and expansion in its different forms. At the
same time these ideologies defined new socio-political collectivities with
broad, yet relatively definitive, boundaries. In the case of the Communist
regimes, these new collectivities, the collectivities of “workers” and “intel-
lectuals,” embraced all mankind, or at least those parts of mankind willing
to both accept the basic premises of the “gospel” and to define themselves
in terms of the vision presented in this gospel. In the case of the Islamic
fundamentalist regimes, the whole realm of Islam is seen as their arena.
Indeed a new conception of the ummah beyond any specific place was often
promulgated in sectors of these movements with strong appeal, especially
to the Islamic diaspora communities in Europe and Asia. Given the
unusual combination of primordial and universalistic components in the
construction of Jewish collective consciousness in Jewish fundamentalist
movements, there developed a continual tension and oscillation between
these two components. However, contrary to, for instance, the contempo-
rary communal national movements in South Asia, there did not develop
within most communist and fundamentalist movements a total negation of
universalistic orientations. In this context it is important to note that both
the communist and the fundamentalist movements – mostly but not only
the Muslim ones – were international, transnational movements, activated
by very intensive, continually reconstructed networks, be it of various
socialist and communist movements or of Muslim, Jewish and Protestant
networks, and of scholars, pilgrims, or the like. These networks were com-
posed of many different elements among which the fundamentalist Jacobin
characteristics were only one part. But the very existence of such networks

Fundamentalism as a modern Jacobin anti-modern utopia and heterodoxy 107



facilitated the expansion of these groups’ social and cultural visions as well
as their universalistic messages, while at the same time continually con-
fronting them with other competing visions.

It was the salvationist visions promulgated by these movements and
regimes that constituted the ultimate legitimization of the regimes, and
their respective elites were seen as the bearers of the salvationist mission.
In this sense both regimes were based, as Martin Malia38 has put it with
respect to the Communist regimes, on legitimization from the top – i.e. on
legitimization which seemingly was in no need of popular approbation, not
unlike that of the bearers of many transcendental religions. And yet the leg-
itimization of both the Soviet regime and the fundamentalist movements
differed in several crucial respects from that of either traditional religious
salvationist groups, or from that of historical absolutist regimes – the pre-
revolutionary ancien régimes. In contrast to these regimes, the legitimation
of the Communist and fundamentalist regimes alike contained very strong,
far-reaching revolutionary and participatory components, combined with
strong mobilizatory policies, and hence implied a new type of accountabil-
ity of rulers. In principle it was the entire community that was not only the
object but also the bearer of the salvationist vision or mission. The elite
“only” represented it – possibly instituting it – while promulgating the
“real” will of the society,39 or the holy vision of the community even if the
proper interpretation of the vision could be vested in one person or group.
In the Soviet case the elite seemingly represented the universal revolution-
ary vision and were accountable to the people to carry it out. In the Iranian
case – probably the clearest hitherto illustration of a fully institutionalized
fundamentalist regime – the constitution promulgated by Khomeini, itself
a great innovation in the realm of “traditional” Islam, declared in 1982 two
different sources of sovereignty – God and the people.40 The interpretation
of this sovereignty and its institutional repercussions certainly entailed a
different mode of legitimation than the traditional one. It entailed a much
higher degree of participation of the different groups of clerics in interac-
tion with broader sectors of the population, and continual struggles
between different groups of clerics about the correctness of their respective
interpretations of the salvationist vision.

These two types of movements and regimes also shared several of the
basic characteristics of utopian sectarian groups to which we have referred
above – namely the tendency to constitute sharp boundaries between the
“pure” inside and the polluted outside and the continual constitution of an
image of ontological enemy. The enemy is often the same, or very similar,
for both types of movements – world capitalism in the West, above all the
United States, and even Zionists, usually other “universalisms” – as epito-
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mes of evils of modernity. But the grounding for such enmity differed
greatly between these two movements or regimes. In the Soviet case it is the
non-completion or perversion of the original vision of modernity, of
the Enlightenment, while for the fundamentalists it is the basic premises of
the Enlightenment that constitute the major characteristics of the enemy.
Additionally, these two movements, many other such sectarian-ideological
movements, many authoritarian movements of the right and left alike, and
fundamentalist ones, all exhibit a very low threshold of tolerance for ambi-
guity on both the personal and collective levels. This low tolerance of ambi-
guity was closely connected, in both these types of movement (as well as in
the fascist-national socialist one) with the denial of the pluralistic compo-
nents of modern political institutions.

XVII

These two types of movements and regimes also faced at least some rather
parallel problems attendant on their institutionalization – among them the
growing contradictions between the salvational vision and the exigencies of
maintaining some type of orderly political and modern economic regime;
between their tendencies of totalization and the necessity to face, even to
some degree promote, the processes of structural differentiation against
which they were oriented; the problems attendant on the potential corrup-
tion of their elites and the general even if partial “regression” from the uni-
versalistic-missionary vision to the primacy of concrete demands of
statehood. But above all, in distinction from pre-modern regimes which
developed from sectarian groups, these two regimes also faced the tensions
inherent in the relations between their Jacobin tendencies and their accep-
tance and adoption of some of the basic institutional frameworks of
modern constitutional regimes – for instance, constitutions; elections, if
even highly regulated or controlled ones; and parliamentary and juridical
institutions. Needless to say, there also developed far-reaching differences
between these two regimes with respect to the problems attendant on their
institutionalization, some of which were rooted in their different ideologies.
As Ernest Gellner has very succinctly pointed out,41 the Achilles heel of the
Soviet regime was the fact that its salvationist mission was oriented only in
this world, to be tested in society by economic performance, while in the
Iranian case the more “other-worldly” components of the vision provided
a rather strong, even if certainly not absolute, safety net for the regime.

Thus, all these movements continually face problems stemming from
their interweaving with the broader settings in which they develop – while
on the one hand they continually attempt to appropriate for themselves
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these broader frameworks and set their agendas, on the other they must
continually accommodate themselves to these settings. Indeed their very
attempt to appropriate these modern settings continually confronts them
with the demands and premises of many of these settings. Thus within
these regimes and movements there develops continual tension between the
more modern – economic, institutional, potentially secular orientations,
often borne by professional groups who were among the active participants
in the formative stages of these movements or the newly mobile social
groups which their own policies generate, and the more radical religious
and/or political Jacobin leadership.

XVII

But there were, of course, radical differences in their respective visions. As
Raymond Grew has put it (private communication), the phenomenological
starting point of the fundamentalist vision is the individual recognition of
and devotion to religious truth.

The outline of such a society, in turn, puts it in competition and conflict with the
larger society, which produces a series of demands: first, that the larger society at
least not inhibit the fulfillment of the new spiritual enclave. Then it demands that
the benefits enjoyed by the larger society must also be available to the fundamental-
ist one, then comes to see itself as a program for reform of the dominant society
and an alternative to it. Possession of fundamentalist truth becomes a basis for
challenging established ways on every front (although in practice this is attempted
very selectively). This insertion into the larger society furthermore creates the need
to define boundaries, lest the fundamentalist community be dissipated or under-
mined by the corrupting influences around it.

In the Communist case it is the recognition of the social evils of the larger
society, the quest to reconstruct it in the name of a secular vision, and the
social political organization devoted to the implementation of such a vision
that constitute such a starting point – even for the individual quest. For the
Communist, salvation lies in society; for the fundamentalist it basically
remains individual, even if its attainment is regulated by the movement or
by the regime. Moreover, while the Communist vision was oriented to the
implementation of social-historical change, of “progress,” the fundamen-
talist aim was at an outcome that will stop change. Of crucial importance
is that the fundamentalists do not accept, indeed strongly deny the perfect-
ibility of man which stands in sharp contrast to the original Jacobin, indeed
to the very premises of the Enlightenment and the subsequent socialist and
Communist, and to some extent the extreme Fascist and National-Social
regimes (I owe this observation to Bjorn Wittrock).
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XVIII

The differences between the two types of Jacobin – the Communist and the
Iranian Fundamentalist – regimes are manifest above all in their attitudes
to modernity, in their criticism of it, in their attitudes to its basic antino-
mies, and in their appropriation, rejection, and interpretation of this
program’s cultural and political components.

The salvationist vision promulgated in the Communist revolutions and
regimes – especially of the Soviet regime, and to a smaller extent in China
– was rooted in the basic premises of the cultural program of modernity,
above all in its Enlightenment component with strong emphasis on the per-
fectibility of man. It followed the criticism of modernity of the existing
order as it was promulgated by the socialist movements, which did not
entail the negation of the original project of modernity but criticized its
non-completion by bourgeois society and was oriented toward its fuller
implementation. The Communist movement and regimes did not deny the
primacy of instrumental rationality and technology. Rather, they appropri-
ated these themes for themselves and presented their regimes as the sole
bearer of the pristine vision of such instrumental vision, of progress, of
technology, of mastery of nature, and of the rational, emancipatory
restructuring of society. This criticism of modernity also entailed the con-
struction of a specific pattern of cultural collective identity attendant on
the encounter of non-Western European societies with the West and with
modernity. This pattern of collective identity entailed a far-reaching denial
of the claims made, for instance, by the Slavophiles – or of their parallels
in various Eastern European and Asian countries – which promulgated
total opposition to the Enlightenment and to instrumental reason, technol-
ogy and mastery of the environment, as these elements stood against the
authentic spirit or tradition of their respective societies.

As against this ideological stance the basic ideologies of the fundamen-
talist movements entailed the negation of some of the basic tenets of mod-
ernity as a civilizational form. These movements are indeed fully oriented
against some of the basic premises of the Enlightenment, especially against
the change of the place of God (or some metaphysical principles) in the
construction of the cosmos and of man; especially against the premise of
individual autonomy and freedom, and of the perfectibility of man; against
the concomitant emphasis on the sovereignty of reason and of the legiti-
mation of social and political order in such terms; and against the empha-
sis on change, on progress.

But at the same time the utopian sectarian criticisms of modernity
and the anti-modern – or rather anti-Enlightenment – stance of the
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fundamentalist movements, are closely connected with a highly selective
appropriation, transformation, and reinterpretation of various aspects or
dimensions of modernity in very distinct ways which differ greatly from
those of the other major types of modern social movements. The core of
this selectivity is the appropriation of the mobilizatory and participatory
dimensions of the modern political program and some of their basic insti-
tutional formations – like parliaments, elections, and constitutions – while
at the same denying their legitimation in “secular” terms, above all in terms
of the sovereignty of autonomous individuals. Moreover, the very empha-
sis on these participatory dimensions entails also the paradoxical and
perhaps inadvertent acceptance of the autonomy of human will and choice.

Fundamentalist, fascist and national-socialist, and contemporary
communal national movements

XIX

The basic attitudes of the fundamentalist movements to modernity can be
compared not only to those of the socialist or communist ones, but also,
even if briefly, to those of Fascist or National-Socialist character, which
also aimed at the construction of new collective identities, new collective
boundaries, as well as to implement a new vision via political action. The
Fascist and National Socialist movements differed however in their basic
attitudes to modernity both from the socialist and communist movements
which they actually confronted as well as from the later fundamentalist
ones. These national or nationalistic movements, especially the extreme
fascist or national-socialist ones, aimed above all at the reconstruction of
the boundaries of modern collectivities, which entailed the confrontation
between universalistic and more particularistic or ascriptive components of
construction of collective identity of the modern regimes. Their criticism
of the existing modern order entailed an extreme negation of the universa-
listic components of the cultural program of modernity, especially in its
Enlightenment version – hence they also showed less missionary zeal over
transcending national boundaries. Yet significantly enough, the universa-
listic components of the cultural and political program of modernity –
which they negated – constituted such an important reference point to them
that in some ways they attempted to transpose them into their particular-
istic visions, often attempting to present these visions in some semi-univer-
salistic terms of which, paradoxically enough, race could be one.42

A rather similar picture developed with respect to the attitudes of fascist
and national socialist movements to technology. In their acceptance of the
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technological or instrumental aspects of modernity, together with the
denial of any sovereignty or autonomy of reason and of the individual,
they were seemingly similar to the fundamentalist ones. However, the
fascist and national–socialist movements strongly emphasized the primacy
and autonomy of human will – even if not of reason, indeed standing in
many ways against abstract reason – thus sharing a basic Enlightenment
component of the cultural program of modernity. As against this, the fun-
damentalist movements criticized this program from the outside by empha-
sizing, in principle, the submission of human will to divine commandments
– even if at the same time emphasizing, paradoxically enough in a very
strong modern mode, the importance of moral choice.

XX

Here it might be worthwhile to compare the fundamentalist movements
with some of the more extreme, seemingly fundamentalist-like, nationalist
movements designated by Nikkie Keddie as communal religious move-
ments which have become very prominent recently – even though having
earlier historical roots – in many Asian countries, especially in India and in
Buddhist countries in South and South East Asia, which have been often
lumped together with the fundamentalist ones.

These communal-national movements share with the fundamentalist
movements some very important characteristics, especially the attempts to
construct new religious communal identity, communal boundaries, tenden-
cies to ritualization of violence, and a strong anti-secular stance. They
constitute, together with fundamentalist movements and with many
movements in the West, a shift from the hegemony of some of the ideals of
the Enlightenment in the construction of modern nation states, its institu-
tions and in the collective consciousness or identity of modern societies.
Yet, most of these movements differ in several very crucial ways from the
“pristine” fundamentalist movements analyzed above – as well as from the
European fascist and national–socialist movements. First, their major
orientations are particularistic and primordial. Indeed, they are con-
sciously anti-universalistic, emphasizing the distinctiveness of their com-
munity from other such communities, and also, to no small extent, from
the secular order of modernity, which constitute their major “others.”
However, unlike the European fascist or national–socialist movements, the
universalistic components of the cultural and political program of moder-
nity do not for these communal national movements constitute an internal
reference point, or a component of the constitution of their internal cultu-
ral face – they are in a way “negated” as external components.
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Second, they do not espouse strong conceptions of the reconstruction of
the social order according to a vision rooted in an ontological perspective.
In the case of these communal-national religious movements, the construc-
tion of strong communal boundaries and the promulgation of many sec-
tarian tendencies, symbols, and rituals – especially those which emphasize
the distinctiveness of and purity of its own collectivity as against the pol-
lution of the others – do not necessarily entail a totalitarian reconstruction
of society. Most of them harbor strong particularistic visions of exclusion,
but only very few develop into a fully totalistic-Jacobin direction; thus they
do not develop strong Jacobin tendencies to the reconstruction of society
by a politically active center.

Truly enough, some of these seemingly fundamentalist movements
attempted to develop new doctrinal moral contents or canons – in ways
contrary to whatever was seen as the center of “classical” Hinduism. Such
inventions entailed attempts at a soteriological revaluation of the political
arena far beyond what was prevalent in the historical tradition of these civ-
ilizations. The Hindu movements, which attempted to construct such a tot-
alistic view, tended usually to invent some of the religious elements like the
holy scripts which are central in the fundamentalist movements. But the
promulgation of such religious overtones and themes was not on the whole
very successful or, as in the case of the reconstruction of Vedic rituals,
limited to only some sectors of the population.

The same is true to a smaller extent of Buddhist countries – even given
the stronger political implications of Theravada Buddhism – especially of
Sri Lanka, even if (as G. Obeyskeyere has shown) there may in these
circumstances develop other apolitical fundamentalist orientations, groups
or movements.43 It is only insofar as such national components are closely
interwoven with strong universalistic orientations based, as is the case, on
scriptural exegesis, that such movements, most notably the Jacobin ones,
develop such strong Jacobin orientations and organizational characteris-
tics.

XXI

Thus, the major difference between the various nationalist, Fascist and
National–Socialist, and more recent communal religious national move-
ments on the one hand, and the fundamentalist movements on the other,
lies in the fact that the latter espoused very strong universalistic orienta-
tions. In this espousal they were similar to the Socialist and Communist
movements and ideologies. Additionally, just as these latter movements,
the fundamentalist movements espoused universalistic orientations and
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attempted to ground their legitimation in such universalist “transcenden-
tal,” religious, or “secular” bases and to construct some universalistic com-
munities – be they the new “ummah” as espoused by some Islamic
fundamentalist, the modern universalistic community of the workers, or
proletarians espoused by the Communists. But the bases of their respective
universalisms differed greatly between those of the socialist or communist
and the fundamentalist movements. The socialist and communist move-
ments were fully set within the framework of the cultural program of mod-
ernity, above all of the Enlightenment and of the Revolutions, and their
criticism of this program was made in terms of its incompleteness. As
against this the universalistic orientations of the fundamentalist move-
ments were seemingly outside that program, ideologically opposed to it,
denying some of its major premises – such as, for instance, the insistence on
progress and on the march of history.

But at the same time the utopian sectarian criticisms of modernity and
the anti-modern stance of the fundamentalist movements is combined par-
adoxically with the adoption of very strong Jacobin orientations, with their
strong emphasis on the reconstruction of society through political action
and through political participation of wider strata, thus at the same time
appropriating many of the participatory and constructivist components of
the cultural program of modernity and, implicitly at least, the emphasis on
the autonomous exercise of moral choice. Because of this specific type of
Jacobin tendency or predisposition, these movements face continuous ten-
sions – tensions which are inherent in most sectarian movements, but which
are exacerbated in the modern fundamentalist ones – between the strong
participatory orientations rooted very much in the modern conceptions of
center-periphery relations which develop within them, and the authoritar-
ian ones inherent in their basic sectarian ideologies. Concomitantly there
developed in these movements a continual tension between the more instru-
mental and pragmatic, potentially secular orientations and the more
radical Jacobin religious-political ones.

A brief analytical-typological summary: proto-fundamentalist,
fundamentalist, and communal-national movements

XXII

It might be worthwhile at this point to bring out fully the major analytical
characteristics of the various movements which constituted the focus of
our analysis – above all the proto-fundamentalist, the (modern) fundamen-
talist, and the communal-national ones.
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The proto-fundamentalist movements which developed in the premod-
ern period in the Axial, above all monotheistic civilizations, shared with the
modern fundamentalist movements the strong sectarian-utopian elements
oriented to the implementation of a vision of the pristine features of their
respective religions.

It is these orientations that distinguished the proto-fundamentalist
movements from other sectarian movements that developed in their respec-
tive civilizations as well as the fundamentalist movements from other
modern social movements.

The crucial difference between the proto-fundamentalist and modern
fundamentalist movements has been in the strong – even if in some cases
potentially strong – political Jacobin orientations and characteristics of the
latter. The most important of these orientations was the strong emphasis
on the reconstruction, through political means and action, of state, society,
and the individual alike. The roots of those Jacobin tendencies of the fun-
damentalist movements are to be found in the Great Revolutions – the
Puritan, American, and above all the French, and in the later Russian
and Chinese revolutions. In strong contrast to the proto-fundamentalist
movements, the fundamentalist ones moved in the wake of the Great
Revolutions into the very center, into the central political arena linking
them with the quest to bring the Kingdom of God to Earth.

The fundamentalist movements shared their Jacobin tendencies with
other leftist, above all Communist, movements and regimes, and to some
extent with the rightist fascist and national-socialist movements. They
differed however from these movements, as we have shown in the preceding
section, in their basic premises, and above all in their attitudes to the prem-
ises and antinomies of the cultural and political program of modernity.

Of special interest from the point of view of our analysis is the difference
between these “pristine” fundamentalist movements and the communal-
national ones which have burgeoned above all in South Asia and are often
compared to the fundamentalist ones. As we have seen, the major difference
of these religious communal movements from the fundamentalist view was
that their major orientations are particularistic and primordial. Indeed,
they are consciously anti-universalistic, emphasizing the distinctiveness of
their community from other such communities – and to no small extent also
from the secular order of modernity – which constitute their major
“others.” For these movements, unlike however the European fascist or
national–socialist movements, the universalistic components of the cultu-
ral and political program of modernity do not constitute an internal refer-
ence point, or a component of their constitution of their internal cultural
face – they are in a way “negated” as external ones.
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Second, these communal-national-religious movements do not espouse
strong conceptions of the reconstruction of the social order according to a
vision rooted in ontological conception. The construction of very strong
communal boundaries and the promulgation of many sectarian tendencies,
symbols and rituals that take place in these movements – especially those
which emphasize the distinctiveness of and purity of its own collectivity as
against the pollution of the others – do not necessarily entail a totalitarian
reconstruction of society. Most of them harbor a strong particularistic
vision of exclusion, but only very few develop into fully totalistic-Jacobin
direction; they do not develop strong Jacobin tendencies to the reconstruc-
tion of society by a politically active center.

XXIII

The different movements referred to above which developed under specific
historical conditions in the overall development and expansion of modern
civilization, varied greatly with respect to their basic attitudes and different
components of the cultural program of modernity, its tension and antino-
mies, and criticisms thereof, but at the same time they shared a common
reference to this program.

They varied with respect to their universalistic as opposed to communal
or particularistic primordial components of this program; with respect to
the premises of autonomy of man, of human will, reason, with respect to
sources of authority. All these variations entailed different attitudes of the
basic antinomies of this program and criticism thereof – but at the same
time they shared the emphasis on participation and equality and, paradox-
ically, on certain issues of free will and choice inherent in the autonomous
conceptions of man.

These variations were not fixed in their contents. Rather, for all of these
movements there developed in all these dimensions a continuous recon-
struction and renovation of concrete new themes and tropes, attesting to
the continual dynamics of modernity – and at the same time added to this
fact is that the cultural program of modernity constituted a common pos-
itive or negative reference point for all of them.

These various movements developed under different historical condi-
tions. The socialist and the national or nationalistic movements, as well as,
of course, many others, arose and crystallized in Europe under specific
structural conditions such as the basic contradictions in the institutional-
ization and development of the post-revolutionary regimes and capitalist
industrial political economies. The socialist movements arose under the
conditions which brought out the contradiction between on the one hand
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the democratization of modern regimes, and on the other the expansion of
capitalism – that is, the slow, and to some extent intermittent expansion of
the new economic capitalist system along with the continuous struggle for
equality of access to the center and for the possible reconstitution of the
center according to more egalitarian premises. The national-fascist move-
ments built on those components of the revolutionary heritage which
emphasized the right to self-determination of a collectivity – above all in
highly particularistic primordial terms. As against this the fundamentalist
movements develop either in the context of the full institutionalization of
this program, as in the USA; or, as in the case of Muslim, Jewish, and other
Axial Civilizations, in connection with the expansion of Western moder-
nity and the global confrontation between it, in its original Western
version, and non-Western European (or American) civilizations. This
brings us to a more detailed analysis of the broader historical contexts in
which these movements develop.
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4

Historical setting and variability 
of fundamentalist movements

The intercivilizational setting of fundamentalist movements – the
hegemony of the West and the premises of the Western program of
modernity

I

The modern fundamentalist movements developed in specific historical
conditions, have been borne by distinct types of leaders and elite groups
and supported by distinct social groups. Some of the conditions under
which they developed – especially those relating to intercivilizational con-
frontations – were indeed in a very general way rather similar to those we
have identified with respect to the development of proto-fundamentalist
movements. The social activists and ideologues that led to development of
the modern fundamentalist movements – as was the case for both the
various communal-religious and the prior proto-fundamentalist move-
ments – perceived the increasing diversity of ways and styles of life taking
place in their countries or civilizations as undermining the existing “tradi-
tional” ways and as threatening to their self-conceptions. These situations
and changing conditions were perceived and interpreted by relatively large,
vocal sectors of their societies, and especially by strategically placed elites
and influentials as onslaughts on, and threats to their civilizations – per-
spectives and interpretations to which large sectors of their respective soci-
eties were responsive. These conditions, combined with the weakening of
existing – in this case modernizing – secular regimes due to internal pres-
sures and struggles, external pressure, and usually through a combination
of both, provided the background for the development of the modern fun-
damentalist movements.

The distinctive characteristic of the broad historical contexts in which
these fundamentalist and the various communal-religious movements
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developed was of course that of the expansion of modernity, above all
through colonial and imperialist processes of the West and its encounter
and confrontations with many non-Western European religious traditions
or civilizations. But these movements developed in very specific constella-
tions of this expansion and of these confrontations.

From its very beginning this expansion gave rise first to the continual
confrontation between the cultural and institutional premises, and the con-
comitant antinomies and contradictions of Western modernity, with those
of other civilizations – of other Axial Civilizations, including Eastern
European, as well as non-Axial ones, the most important of which has been
Japan. Second, this expansion generated continual confrontations between
the claims to hegemony and the facts thereof of Western European and
North American states as bearers of the programs of modernity, and the
search of the various non-Western societies for an autonomous indepen-
dent place in the new world system and for appropriation by them of many
dimensions of the cultural and political program of modernity. Third, this
expansion generated both the continuous – but shifting – crystallization of
hegemonies within the new, modern, international systems as well as chal-
lenges to them. These confrontations and challenges constituted a contin-
uous and central aspect of these new intercivilizational dynamics.

The concrete historical constellations which served as the background
for the development of the fundamentalist movements constituted a new
phase, a marked shift in some of the major characteristics of these confron-
tations. They entailed a far-reaching shift in the relations between, on the
one hand, the hegemony of Western societies in the international systems
which crystallized with the expansion of modernity, and on the other, the
social and national movements and regimes which crystallized in non-
Western European (or North American–US) countries and civilizations
which developed within the framework of this new political, economic, and
ideological world-system.

II

In the overall period of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries – and in par-
ticular, up to the end of the Second World War, during the Cold War, and
thus through the 1950s to the 1980s – this expansion and these confronta-
tions were characterized by some distinct features – despite natural varia-
tions among, and intensive changes within these periods – which are of
great importance from the point of view of our discussion. This long
period, with the great variations and changes that took place within it, was
characterized by the globally (nearly) unchallenged political, economic,
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and ideological hegemony of Western modernity – except for the continual,
intensive local resistances to this program’s imperialist expansion and its
political, economic, and cultural impositions.1

First, it was demonstrated by the fact that this program constituted the
most important, nearly universal reference point for most of the elite
groups and leaders of the different social movements in non-Western
European societies who were concerned with the reconstitution of their
collective identities in the new global frameworks. Second, this hegemony
was evident in the fact that most of these reconstructive attempts were ori-
ented to the incorporation of these societies into these frameworks – to no
small degree according to their premises, i.e., according to the premises of
the cultural and political program of modernity; further, even those groups
which challenged this program did so with reference to its basic premises,
while indeed at the same time continually reinterpreting them. At the same
time these attempts were often combined with challenges to the hegemony
or hegemonies of the West and with confrontations with it. In the period
between the two world wars these confrontations and challenges were
closely connected with the growing ideological confrontations between the
major political movements and ideologies that crystallized in Europe –
between on the one hand liberal and social democratic ones, and on the
other fascism and communism, as well as between these latter two. Still
later in the period of the Cold War, these challenges and confrontations
were interwoven with the confrontations between the West, especially the
USA, and the Communists, as embodied in the Soviet, and to a lesser
extent, the Chinese regimes. All these confrontations were played out both
within the different states and on the international scene, the two being
closely connected as became most clearly visible in the Spanish Civil War,
and later on in the period of the Cold War in the many insurgencies and
changes of regimes throughout most parts of Asia, Africa, and Latin
America – and they were set fully within the framework of the original cul-
tural program of modernity, of its premises, and antinomies.

These confrontations were closely related to the far-reaching processes of
social change that developed in all these societies. The general characteris-
tics of these changes have been analyzed abundantly and in detail in the
vast social science and historical literature, and are, at least in their general
outlines, well known.2 In this long period of time, and in all the non-
Western European and (North) American regimes which were incorpo-
rated within the new international systems (with the exception of the
“white dominions” such as Canada, Australia and New Zealand, or rather
of the predominant white sectors in these societies), there took place far-
reaching economic and social changes and dislocations of major social
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sectors. There likewise developed many new types of modern capitalist
political economies which were characterized by different modes of rela-
tively dependent status in the new international systems, and within which
there continually developed many possibilities of direct linkages between
such various internal sectors and “outside” international sectors.

Additionally, in all these societies, new political frameworks and states
crystallized. Some of these new states were initially constructed through
colonial expansion by the Western, especially European powers, and later
became transformed through anti-colonial struggles into new independent
states – often building, like in India and Burma or Indonesia, on indige-
nous political traditions. In other societies, such as China, Thailand, and
Japan, new states were constructed through the internal transformation or
adaptation of existing regimes.

They were also based on the homogenizing premises of the modern
nation states – i.e., on the attempt to create a common, homogeneous cul-
tural mode of citizens or subjects who are socialized by various agencies –
educational, military, media – into a uniform mold and who also stand in
direct relation to the State and to the national-territorial community in an
unmediated fashion. They also attempted to construct narratives of
national histories of the cultural programs of (Western) modernity.

Most of these states were also shaped, at least on some of the more
formal levels, according to the premises of modern constitutional regimes
with their implicit emphasis on the rule of law and on the accountability of
rulers – thus undermining many central aspects of the traditional modes of
legitimation. In most if not all of these regimes, the basic premises, themes
and symbols of the Western cultural and political program, as well as the
major Western institutions – representative, legal, and administrative –
have indeed been appropriated by their major elites and institutionalized
within their respective societies, even if such appropriation entailed contin-
ual transformations of these premises and institutions. Also, in many of
these regimes as in Europe, major symbols of protest, among them the
symbols of the great revolutions, were incorporated into their basic sym-
bolic repertoire.

Simultaneously, out of both the continual interaction and confrontation
between these processes of change and dislocation, and the crystallization
of the new institutional premises, there developed in all these societies
many social movements of protest and of resistance that were much more
intensive than in earlier periods of these societies.3 The major themes of
these movements were to no small degree taken – and reinterpreted – from
the new repertoire of the new modern civilization, but also often built on
the traditions of protest and heterodoxies that had existed in all these civ-
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ilizations. A continual focus of these movements was the confrontation
between the premises of Western modernity and those of their respective
civilizations, a confrontation that focused on the attempt to forge out for
their respective societies autonomous places and room for their cultural
authenticity in the new international system. Yet another such aspect has
been the challenge before the Asian, Eastern European, Latin American,
and later African societies, of being “really” modern, of “catching up” with
the West, and of finding niches within the international system in which
they can develop their own autonomous institutions, without being contin-
ually in a dependent or inferior position.

III

All these problems and challenges were continually taken up by the major
movements of collective, “national” resistance, by those movements that
developed as the major responses within these societies, as it were, to the
Western expansion that impinged on them, and by the different regimes
that crystallized in these societies. From the second half of the nineteenth
century through the first half of the twentieth, various liberal and reform-
ist movements seemed to occupy the center stage of the political arenas in
these societies. Later on – especially after the Second World War – social-
ist, communist, or revolutionary movements became more prominent, all
of them interwoven with continual movements of local resistance. At the
same time, especially since the end of the nineteenth century, various
national movements continually developed throughout these periods. In
most, if not all, of these societies, revolutionary and national symbolism
have become an inherent part of the repertoire of symbols of protest; like-
wise, social movements presenting themselves as revolutionary and/or
nationalist became very prominent in many of these societies. In some
cases, as in China or Vietnam, the national and the socialist or revolution-
ary movements did coalesce. In others, they were either antithetical to one
another, or the various socialist movements were subsumed under the
broader national ones.4

The attraction of these themes of protest – liberalism, socialism, and
nationalism – beyond Western and Central Europe was rooted in the fact
that the adoption or appropriation and consequent reinterpretation of
these themes enabled the respective groups of non-Western European
nations to attempt to participate actively in both the new modern (i.e. ini-
tially Western) universal tradition, as well as in the new international
systems of rebellion against many of its concrete institutional and ideolog-
ical aspects, especially of Western “control” and dominance. It was the
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appropriation and incorporation of some of these themes and of the major
modern Western institutions that made it possible for various elites and the
broader strata of these non-Western European societies to appropriate
some of the universalistic elements of the Western program of modernity,
and to claim participation in it. At the same time, such appropriations
enabled these groups to rebel against the international and institutional
realities of the new modern civilization in terms of its own symbols and
premises, and to uphold their own continually reconstructed authenticity,
often presented by them as their distinct “spirituality” in terms of univer-
salistic themes promulgated by this program.5

Such rebellion was facilitated by the fact that the appropriation of the
symbols of liberalism, socialism, as well as as to some degree nationalism,
was based on the transposition of the struggle between hierarchy and
equality to the international scene. Although initially couched in European
terms, these themes could also find resonance in the political traditions of
many of these societies, above all in the conceptions of accountability of
rulers. While appropriating these themes and symbols, the various groups,
social movements, and elites within the non-Western European societies or
civilizations were able to refer to the traditions both of protest and of
center-formation in their respective traditions and historical experience,
and to cope with problems of reconstructing their own centers and tradi-
tions in terms of a new historical reality. A central aspect of such appropri-
ation of these themes by these various elites and movements was the
reconstruction of their histories as national ones defined in the terms of
European Enlightenment and Romanticism. This symbolic transposition
of the ideologies of nationalism and socialism from European to non-
European settings was reinforced by the combination – especially in the
socialist tradition, and to some extent in the nationalist movements – of
orientations of protest with strong tendencies to institution-building and
center-formation. In these ways the appropriation of these themes could
serve as a signal of participation in this new civilization, or at least to some
of its premises, but also as a verdict against the realities of the new situa-
tion when judged according to the very premises of this civilization.6

At the same time there also developed in these periods more extreme
movements which promulgated extreme “nativistic” or “proto-nationalis-
tic” communal religious themes which denied many of the basic premises
of the modern program. On the more intellectual level, such themes were
voiced for instance by the Slavophiles in Russia who promulgated the total
denial of the Enlightenment elements presented as materialistic, egoistic
and soulless, as against the quintessential spiritual essence of their respec-
tive civilizations.7 On the more popular level, there developed the numer-
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ous populistic and “nativistic” movements which expressed in this way their
resistance to the imposition of the modern programs.

The – often very fierce – confrontation between these movements and
those which promulgated the different types of “secular” versions of col-
lective identity constituted a continual focus of the ideological and politi-
cal modern discourse that developed in all these societies; but in this long
period it was on the whole the promulgation of secular collective identity
formulated in some “Enlightenment” or modern Romantic terms that pre-
vailed in most of these societies. In this long period, the more “nativistic”
and proto-fundamentalist movements which acquired some more modern
orientations during this period were on the whole secondary, seemingly
marginal and local.8 The same was true of the numerous movements of
resistance which also continually developed in the multiple peripheries of
the newly constructed nation state – be it among the indigenous popula-
tions of the Latin American societies or the various peasant groups and/or
ethnic minorities in South or Southeast Asia.

National and Communist movements and regimes: the
incorporation of socialist symbols and the crystallization of
different programs of modernity

IV

Thus, however great the differences between them, common to most of
these movements and the regimes they established was emphasis on strong
secular components of collective identity, very often couched in terms
derived from the different streams of the Enlightenment and/or of
Romanticism; on a relatively homogeneous conception of the new political
and national collectivity and its history; and on direct, unmediated rela-
tions between the “state” or nation and its members or citizens. But at the
same time there developed within these movements different modes of
appropriation and reinterpretation of the various themes of the cultural
and political programs of modernity which continually crystallized in
different concrete ideological and institutional patterns.

The most important among such patterns up to the first half of the twen-
tieth century were first, the “later” Communist Revolutions of Russia,
China, and Vietnam,9 and second, the various national movements which
promulgated the establishment of modern-territorial states – these latter
states developed through either anti-colonial struggle as in India and
Burma, or through internal transformation of previous political entities as
occurred much earlier in Japan and Thailand.10
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The “later” Communist Great Revolutions – which gave rise to the crys-
tallization and institutional and ideological hegemony of the totalitarian
Jacobin regimes of the “left,” with their specific salvationist mission, to
which we have briefly referred above in chapter 3 – constituted one of the
most radical attempts of non-Western European societies to become inte-
grated into the emerging international system. These revolutions chal-
lenged the domination and hegemony of the Western program of
modernity in the name of the very premises of this program. The cultural-
political visions and programs promulgated in these revolutions entailed a
far-reaching denial of the claims of different “nationalistic” or “nativistic”
groups such as the Slavophiles or their equivalents in Asian countries which
promulgated, in name of the authentic spirit or tradition of their respective
societies, total opposition to the Enlightenment and to instrumental reason
and rationality, technology, science, and emphasis on mastery of the envi-
ronment.

The collective identity promulgated by the Soviet regime was couched in
terms that placed national identity as secondary, even if it is in fact the
Russian (or the Han in China) components that were predominant in the
construction of their collective identity. But in principle the various
national components were subsumed under the universalistic salvationist
themes promulgated by these regimes even while continuing to be very
strong in a subterranean way. However, these components were, in highly
reconstructed ways, to re-acquire greater, often crucial importance with the
dismemberment of the Soviet regime. In China, in the post-Mao period,
these national and regional identities acquired greater importance, but on
the whole were closely connected with the economic and technological
orientations.

V

The distinct program of modernity promulgated in these regimes was
closely related to the historical conditions under which these revolutions
crystallized – both of which distinguish them from those of the first revo-
lutions, as well as from those in which there developed some modern
national regimes and the contemporaneous fundamentalist and commu-
nal-national movements.

Both the earlier and later revolutions occurred within societies that
developed within the framework of Axial Civilizations and where combi-
nations of this – and other-worldly soteriological conceptions were pre-
dominant – or, as in China, where a highly this-worldly vision has been
promulgated. They differed, however, with respect to the conceptions of

126 Fundamentalism, sectarianism, and revolution



social order and citizenship prevalent in them. First of all, these revolu-
tions occurred, to a much greater extent than their predecessors, under
the impact of international political, economic, and ideological forces.
Second, they already had various revolutionary models before them and
did not have to invent one – although needless to say they transformed
these models greatly. They were also led by much more well-organized
intellectual and political groups usually already established in party-like
frameworks – with highly developed organizational and mobilizatory
skills.

Third, the first revolutions occurred in societies in which rather strong
nuclei of conceptions of citizenship, as well as a partial conception of an
“ex-parte” view of social order existed. As against this, the latter revolu-
tions took place in societies in which conceptions of citizenship were either
very weak or entirely absent, and in which “ex-toto” conceptions of social
order prevailed. However, these revolutions developed in pure Imperial
(not Imperial feudal) societies and in conditions of relatively – in modern
terms – backward economies. The first revolutions – which had no other
revolutionary model before them – developed in relatively centralized,
absolutist, or semi-absolutist regimes which grew out of the Imperial-
feudal background and in which the relative multiplicity of autonomous
elites and sub-elites were continually active.

The later revolutions crystallized in highly centralized Imperial regimes
in which the secondary elites were closely supervised and segregated. These
differences, as well as the class constellations of these societies, influenced
the shape of the post-revolutionary regimes that developed in these soci-
eties. The first revolutions can be seen as in some way continuing the pro-
cesses of reconstruction of the centers and the boundaries of collectivities
that had been taking place in Europe throughout the Middle Ages,
although they gave rise to the most radical types of such reconstructions.
Accordingly, the post-revolutionary regimes in Western Europe evinced a
relatively smaller discontinuity from the pre-revolutionary ones, although
the break from the past constituted at least one important component in
their ideologies. The later revolutions constituted within their respective
societies much more radical breaks, and were characterized by greater sym-
bolic and institutional discontinuity from their preceding regimes. They
also developed in societies whose levels of economic development were, rel-
ative to their periods, rather weak and in which the rulers attempted to
make up for this by speedy and selective modernization. Hence the major
social forces which were active in them – peasants, first or second genera-
tion industrial workers, and very weak middle-class elements – differed
greatly from those prominent in the first revolutions.
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VI

The other most important pattern consisted of the appropriation and
reinterpretation of the different themes of the cultural and political pro-
grams of modernity – albeit in a much more diversified manner than in the
Communist regimes and ideologies – which were promulgated from the late
nineteenth century through the 1950s in a great variety of ways: especially
by the national movements that developed in Asian and late African soci-
eties that promulgated the establishment of national-territorial states and
that later established such states either through anti-colonial struggles as in
South and Southeast Asia, or through the internal transformation of the
previous political regimes as in Japan and Thailand.

Most of the national movements and new regimes which crystallized in
the major Asian countries in the second half of the nineteenth century and
the first half of the twentieth entailed the promulgation of rather secular
conceptions of nationalism, constructed very much in terms of the
Enlightenment and of Romanticism, and set within the basic framework of
the cultural and political program of Western modernity.

This was true first of all of the numerous national movements and
regimes which developed in Eastern Europe before the First World War and
especially in the period between the two wars – many of which had some
distinct fascist and/or semi-romantic features. Beyond Europe, the con-
struction of Indian national identity by the Congress Party, and later by
Gandhi and Nehru – perhaps the most interesting and important illustra-
tions of this tendency – were predominant during this anti-colonial strug-
gle and in the early stages of post-colonial independence in most of these
societies. This was so even in many Muslim societies where the relation
between their respective nationalisms and the universalistic claims of Islam
constituted a continual problem.11

Particularistic primordial and religious communal components or
symbols were often promulgated by these nationalist and even by socialist
movements – but they were on the whole secondary to the more secular
national or revolutionary ones; that is, they were subsumed under the latter
and did not constitute the distinctive markers of the collective identity and
consciousness of these movements.

Indeed, many of these movements emphasized that their own traditions
were the bearers of the pristine universalistic values espoused by the cultu-
ral program of modernity and were much more faithful to these values than
the West with its imperialist exploitation and practices – and very often the
national histories that were written in this period were couched in such
terms. Thus, significantly enough, many of the reformist religious move-
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ments that developed in this long period – be it the Brohmo Samaj founded
in 1827, the Arya Samai (Society of Arians) founded in 1875, or the
Muslim reformists like Muhamm’d Abdul’s and Jamal-al-Din of Afgani –
while calling for the revival, seemingly in a traditional way, of the pristine
traditions of their respective civilizations, often portrayed these traditions
in highly humanistic or rationalistic terms, as being compatible with science
and calling for the purification from superstitious beliefs or practices.12

VII

These movements and regimes crystallized in conditions which differed in
many respects from those of the late revolutions. Most of these movements
and early modern regimes developed, with the exception of Thailand and
Japan, within the framework of the European imperial-colonial Empires
and as the most important challenges to these Empires. They usually devel-
oped in societies in whose historical experiences some mixture of imperial
and patrimonial regimes was predominant.13 The regimes – again with the
exception of Japan and Thailand – which developed as a result of anti-
colonial movements, built on these earlier patrimonial or patrimonial-
imperial historical experiences, the most important characteristics of which
were some form of segregated – regional, ethnic, and religious – sectors; a
relatively weak permeation of the center into the periphery, and of
impingement of the periphery on the center; and the prevalence – especially
in these sectors – of multiple patterns or bases of legitimation. Closely
related to these tendencies in many of these civilizations and societies were
the relatively weak traditions of autonomous access of different sectors to
the political center, of conceptions of citizenship, and of an autonomous
civil society. Such access was in these societies controlled by the center itself,
and within them – with the partial exception of Muslim countries – there
developed at most only kernels of a conception of law as an autonomous
area distinct from the political and administrative arenas, or as not fully
embedded in communal practice.

A great variety of regimes developed in these societies ranging from con-
servative modernizing, to semi-revolutionary nationalistic ones, such as the
Nasserist regime in Egypt, the Ba’ath movements and regimes in Syria and
Iraq, or similar regimes existing for some period of time in Burma, and in
some African countries like Tanzania. Unlike the Communist regimes, the
various national movements and regimes did not promulgate distinct social
or economic visions. In many of them there developed, after the attainment
of independence, strong statist regimes which attempted to regulate the
capitalist economies that had become predominant in them under the
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impact of Western expansion. In the more radical regimes, “revolutionary”
themes were promulgated in conjunction with statist orientations – in
others more conservative modernizing regimes were predominant.

VIII

In their emphasis on the superiority of their own traditions over the uni-
versalist premises of the cultural program of modernity, the nationalist
conceptions promulgated by most of these movements and regimes consti-
tuted, in a way, the mirror image of the socialist or communist ones. At the
same time socialist themes and symbols were also incorporated in many of
the national movements – albeit in distinct ways. In the nationalist
regimes, the socialist and communist themes and symbols did not become,
as was the case in the Communist regimes, the central, hegemonic collec-
tive symbols of an entire regime and in the construction of the collective
identities thereof, but developed in distinct ways in different societies.

The differences in the relative importance of socialist symbols in the con-
struction of the collective identity of the different non-Western European
societies have been very closely related to different modes of construction
of the new, modern collective identities that crystallized in them; and to
their basic orientations to the cultural and political programs of modernity
to the West and to Western hegemony, thus indicating different attempts to
define their own standing in these hegemonic international systems.

Societies in which the symbols of socialism were incorporated into the
central repertoire or where such incorporation was attempted at early
periods include Russia, China, to some extent Burma under U Nu and Ne
Win, as well as some African countries such as Tanzania in the 1960s and
1970s. In Japan and in Thailand such symbols were not incorporated into
the symbol systems of the collectivity. The same is basically true of India,
despite the fact that many socialist declarations and policies were under-
taken in Nehru’s, and to some extent in Indira Gandhi’s time.

The extent of appropriation of socialist symbols as components of new
collective identities by the major elites and protest groups of these societies
depended on the degree to which the predominant, basic ontological con-
ceptions and premises of social order promulgated by the respective hege-
monic elites contained the following components: strong universalistic
elements, strong this-worldly utopian and millenarian elements and orien-
tations, and the extent to which tensions between hierarchy and equality
were of great symbolic and institutional importance in these societies. Thus
socialist symbols were incorporated into the central symbols in a “pluralis-
tic” way in Western Europe; in a totalistic way in Russia, China, and to
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some degree in the Middle East where universalistic and utopian elements
were very strong; and they were absent in Japan, and in India – where either
other-worldly orientations were predominant or utopian orientations did
not focus on the political realm.

Additionally, the incorporation of socialist symbols into the central
premises and symbol systems of these societies depended on the extent of
internal cohesion between their elites in the new international situation; the
ways in which they were incorporated into the new European-dominated
international setting; and the degree to which there developed a strong dis-
crepancy between their aspirations to participate in the new universalistic
program of modernity together with their desire to maintain the strong uni-
versalistic components of their own traditions. Thus, indeed, the standing
of Russia and China as centers of a great, potentially universalistic civil-
ization was sharply undermined by this encounter, giving rise among many
of their elites to a strong predisposition to the incorporation of such
symbols. In the case of Japan, on the other hand, where modern collective
cultural identity was successfully reconstructed, albeit mostly in primordial
terms with very weak universalistic tendencies, side by side with the attain-
ment of strong international standing, the predisposition to incorporate
socialist symbols into its central symbols was much weaker, and limited to
marginal elites which were unable to influence the center and/or broader
groups. This weakness of socialism was reinforced by the prevalence of the
premises of hierarchy, as well as by the weakness of a strong transcenden-
tal dimension in the basic definition of the ontological realm prevalent in
Japan.

In African and Middle Eastern societies, different and changing constel-
lations of some of these factors affected the incorporation of different
aspects of socialism. In most African societies, colonialism has drawn into
the international orbit, political and cultural units mostly from pre-Axial
Civilizations with very weak universalistic orientations and has involved –
at least among the more educated and urbanized elites – a very strong pre-
disposition to participate in the broader setting of the new modern civiliza-
tion. The ideology of African socialism developed in this context, later to
recede with the development of a more negative attitude toward the West.

In the central Islamic, and above all in the Middle Eastern Arab coun-
tries, the predisposition of different elite groups and regimes like the Ba’ath
ones in Syria and Iraq to incorporate socialist symbols into the central
symbols of their societies was connected with the weakening of many ele-
ments of their own Great Traditions and especially with the uncertainty
about relations between the new emerging political centers and the univer-
salistic claims of Islam. At the same time, the persistence of this
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ambivalence, combined with the fact of Islam’s being a universalistic civil-
ization, resulted in the selection in the post-Second World War period of
some socialist symbols and broad socialist political programs – albeit with
a tendency to legitimize them in terms of the Islamic tradition and symbols.
These symbols became less important with the resurgence of Islamic
identity and of so-called Islamic fundamentalism – although in these
movements claims were often made that Islam contained the pure non-
materialistic aspects of social justice, and significantly enough, such claims
were made not in terms of the premises of the Western program of moder-
nity but in those of their own authentic civilization. In this context, it is very
interesting to note that many of the activists in various Muslim Arab coun-
tries who were drawn to different socialist themes and movements became
later very active in the fundamentalist movements of the eighties and nine-
ties. It is significant that the predisposition to incorporate socialist symbols
has been on the whole weaker in those African societies with a strong, tra-
ditional, or more modern Islamic identity, which gave them the possibility
of participating in an already existing Great Tradition.

IX

Whatever the differences in incorporation of socialist symbols into the
basic collective symbols of these societies, in most of them socialism was
not closely connected either with highly developed industrialization or with
the working classes. Hence, quite obviously, many important differences
from the European pattern emerged in the organizational structure of
socialist parties or movements.

One of the most important characteristics common to most of the
socialist or communist parties or movements in these societies has been
their weak and intermittent relation to any broad social bases and the prev-
alence within them of professional or semi-professional political agitators
with varying degrees of organizational effectiveness. These factors also
affected the nature of class symbolism in the socialist movements of these
societies. In countries like Burma, in many of the African countries, and in
some Islamic ones, where there was only a weak tradition of active politi-
cally-oriented class-consciousness, it was the welfare-distributive aspect of
socialism that was emphasized – sometimes even with a denunciation of
any emphasis on class conflict, as against a strong emphasis on collective
harmony and collective well-being. In some of these societies or revolution-
ary movements, class-consciousness was stronger and attempts were made
by some leaders of some of the revolutionary movements to connect it at
least symbolically to the working class.
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The socialist movements and themes were not the only ones that
attracted different groups in these societies. The same has been true in the
interwar period and in the early stage of the Second World War of fascist
movements and themes, which were appropriated by different elite groups
in these societies as yet another mode of rebellion against the West – and
its hegemony – but also mostly promulgated in Western terms. Significantly
enough, however, numerous fascist groups developed not only in the
Eastern European societies but also in the various Asian countries, and
fascist-like corporatist themes were often promulgated by the nationalist
movements or regimes though their overall impact was not very great. This
was probably due to the fact that the pristine fascist or national-social
movements that developed in Europe promulgated distinctive ideologies of
primordiality and particularism that were specifically bound to the Western
tradition or identity and were not easily universalized beyond the West.
From this point of view it is interesting that they found greater resonance
in Latin American countries.

X

From the end of the Second World War until the 1960s and 1970s, these
different movements and regimes which occupied the center stage of their
respective political scenes appropriated and continually reinterpreted many
of the themes and antinomies of the cultural program of modernity, giving
rise to different combinations of these themes and to different institutional
patterns. Whatever the differences between these societies (which were
indeed very great), during that long period most of them were set within
the basic framework of the original Western European cultural and politi-
cal program of modernity.

But again, such appropriation of these themes and institutional patterns
was not a simple process of duplication. Rather, it entailed the continual
selection, reinterpretation, and reformulation of such themes with different
emphases on different components of this program. Such different sym-
bolic interpretations have been continually developing with respect to these
programmatic interpretations; in these societies’ conceptions of themselves
and their pasts; in their constructions of new collective identities; and with
regard to their negative or positive attitudes to modernity in general, and
to the West in particular.

Or, in greater detail, these different interpretations entailed selective
emphases or interpretations of different components of these programs
such as man’s active role in the universe; the relation between
Wertrationalität and Zweckrationalität; the conceptions of cosmological
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time and its relation to historical time; the belief in progress; the relation of
progress to history as the process through which the cultural program of
modernity may be implemented; the relation between the individual and
the collectivity; and between reason and emotions.

In many of these civilizations the basic meaning of “modernity” was
rather different from the original Western vision rooted in the ideas of
Enlightenment and that suggested progress, the unfolding of the great his-
torical vision of reason, self-realization of individuals, and social and indi-
vidual emancipation. While within many of the non-Western European (or
North American–US) societies, modernity was conceived as growing in
participation both on the internal and international scene, particularly with
regard to ideas of equality and participation, the other dimensions – espe-
cially those of individual liberty, of social and individual emancipation, of
individual autonomy as closely related to the historical unfolding of reason
– all of which were constitutive of the Western European discourse on
modernity from the Enlightenment on – were not necessarily always
accepted.

The crystallization of such changing programs entailed a continual
reinterpretation of these themes in relation, on the one hand, to the major
components of the modern cultural or political program, its antinomies
and contradictions and, on the other, to attempts to define the authenticity
of their own cultural heritage in the new modern situation and to appro-
priate modernity in terms of this heritage. The search for their own authen-
ticity in the new setting and of their relation to the hegemonic programs of
modernity as promulgated by Western powers, constituted a major focus of
such continual reinterpretation that moved continually between several
basic poles. One such major pole was the tendency to negate modernity –
especially Western modernity – as undermining the true spirit or pristine
nature of their respective civilizations. The other such pole was the appro-
priation of modernity by these civilizations and the concomitant attempts
to identify theirs as truer than the other Western one, and at the same time
to assure that their societies will indeed live up to the different and contin-
ually changing images of modernity. Sometimes situations would develop
such as in Japan whereby technological success was seen as proof of the
superiority of their spiritual sensibilities.

These differences between the different cultural programs of modernity
were not purely “cultural” or academic. They were closely related to some
basic problems inherent in construction of modern institutions. In the
political realm, these different cultural programs of modernity also entailed
different conceptions of authority and of its accountability, different
modes of protest and of political activity, and different modes of institu-
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tional formations. They were concomitantly closely related to the tension
between the utopian and the civil components in the construction of
modern politics; between “revolutionary” and “normal” politics; between
the general will and the will of all; between civil society and the state; and
between individual and collectivity.

Changing intercivilizational settings, globalization, the weakening
of Western hegemony and new challenges to it – the development
of communal-religious and fundamentalist movements

XI

Whatever the differences between the socialist, communist, and national
movements and regimes with regard to the relative importance of socialist
symbols in the construction of collective identity, all of these movements
and regimes were set, as we have seen above, within the basic framework of
the cultural and political program of Western modernity.

The development and seeming predominance, or at least very high vis-
ibility, of the fundamentalist and communal-religious-national movements
on the contemporary scene signal a far-reaching change or shift in the
nature of the confrontation between the non-Western European civiliza-
tions and the West and its basic premises of the modernity program. It is
this far-reaching change or shift with respect to the position of the West
and the premises of the cultural and political program of modernity that
distinguishes the new contemporary national, communal-religious, and
above all, modern fundamentalist movements from the various socialist,
communist, and national movements.

As against the seeming acceptance of these premises combined with the
continual reinterpretation thereof that was characteristic of the earlier
movements, the contemporary fundamentalist and most communal-
religious movements promulgated a seeming negation of at least some of
these premises, a markedly confrontational attitude to the West, and
attempts to appropriate the global system on their own terms couched in
the modern, non-Western, often anti-Western, mode.

Above all these latter movements promulgated a radically negative atti-
tude to some of the central Enlightenment – and even Romantic – compo-
nents of the cultural and political program of modernity, especially to the
emphasis on the autonomy and sovereignty of reason and of the individ-
ual. They, especially the fundamentalist ones, promulgated a totalistic ideo-
logical denial of these “Enlightenment” premises, and a basically
confrontational attitude not only to Western hegemony but to what was
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defined by them as Western civilization usually conceived in totalistic and
essentialist ways. In these movements, confrontation with the West did not
take the form of searching to become incorporated into the new hegemonic
civilization on its own terms, but rather to appropriate the new interna-
tional global scene for themselves, for their traditions or civilizations – as
they were continually promulgated and reconstructed by the impact of
their continual encounter with the West. The communal-national move-
ments built on the earlier “nativistic,” “Slavophile”-like countries – but
reinterpreted them in radical, political, modern, communal-national ways.
The fundamentalist movements, while minimizing in principle, if not in
practice, the particularistic components of the communal-national move-
ments, grounded their denial of the premises of the Enlightenment in the
universalistic premises of their respective religions or civilizations, as newly
interpreted by them.14

Significantly enough, in these movements socialist or communist themes
or symbols were no longer strongly emphasized. Themes of social justice
were usually promulgated in terms of their own autochthonic traditions –
often portrayed as inherently superior to the materialistic socialist ones. In
this context, it is worth reiterating that the activists especially in various
Muslim Arab countries who were drawn to different socialist themes and
movements became very active in the communal fundamentalist move-
ments of the eighties and nineties.15

XII

These far-reaching changes in the mode of confrontation between these
movements and the West developed in a new historical context. The most
important aspects of this context, some of which were commented on in
great detail by Nikkie Keddie, were: first, changes in the international
systems and shifts of hegemonies within them, above all weakening of the
Western ones; secondly, the exhaustion of the Cold War’s ideological and
political confrontations culminating in the disintegration of the Soviet
regime; thirdly, the development throughout the world, but especially in
non-Western societies, of a series of highly destabilizing processes in con-
nection with the multiple processes of economic and cultural globalization
of a series of highly destabilizing processes; fourthly, ideological and insti-
tutional developments in Western societies of what has been often desig-
nated as a post-modern direction; and fifthly, the closely connected decline
or transformation of the ideological and institutional premises of the
modern nation state, and the development of strong tendencies to multicul-
turalism.16
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To enlarge now on these points: First, these movements developed in the
period of the disintegration or at least weakening of the “old” Western heg-
emonies and of weakening of the modernizing regimes in different non-
Western societies; often in situations in which the perception of such
weakening became relatively strong among active elites in the non-Western
countries – as for instance after the October War and the oil shortage in the
West.

This perception of the weakening of Western hegemony was connected
with important, economic changes in the West, and in global economy. The
general economic features of this period was the demise in the West of the
Keynesian Welfare State, with its combination of steady and reasonably
rapid economic growth, near-full employment, rising real wages and stan-
dards of consumption, government intervention through monetary and
fiscal policies, the development of welfare systems and some socialist
experiments (especially in Britain), and by the domination of the American
dollar and the American economy. These changes in the internal economies
of these societies were connected with the relative decline in America’s eco-
nomic hegemony as manifest in the greater economic consolidation of
Europe, and above all by the growing power of Japan as an economic force,
followed by the emergence of Asian countries – South Korea, Taiwan,
Hong Kong, and Singapore – as forces in world trade.

Secondly, a crucial event on the international scene was the demise of the
Soviet Union and accordingly of the salience of the ideological confronta-
tion between Communism and the West – a confrontation which was set,
as we have seen, within the framework of the original cultural and political
program of modernity. This demise, which also gave rise to multiple, often
very aggressive, ethnic and regional conflicts, could be interpreted, perhaps
paradoxically from the point of view of the promulgators of the “end of
history” thesis, as an exhaustion of the Western cultural program of mod-
ernity.17

Thirdly, in close relation to these changes, there also took place processes
of globalization of the economy manifested in growing movements of
capital and labor forces and manifest in intense movements of international
migration, seemingly beyond the control of national governments, and
accompanied by growing parallel processes in the cultural arena – be it in
matters of consumption and media, giving rise to a continual flux of pat-
terns of entertainment and dress. Fourthly, and in close relation to the pre-
ceding, a series of highly destabilizing processes developed on a global
scale. The most important among them were as Nikkie R. Keddie has
pointed out:18 highly uneven developments by region, class, race, and
gender; economic slowdown or stagnation in the developed world, the
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Middle East, much of South Asia, Africa, and Latin America; and fifthly,
increasing internal and international migration; greater choice for women
in lifestyle, marriage, and motherhood; rising divorce; growing education
and urban growth which allow many people to express discontents more
effectively; the concomitant skewing of the population toward the very
young age-groups, and strong tendencies to global cultural homogeniza-
tion, to what has been called de-traditionalization, or decoupling between
cultural and local identities. Some of the most interesting manifestations
of such developments has been connected with the emergence of new
diasporas – such as the Muslim or Indian ones in Europe or the United
States; or with the extension and growing self-consciousness of older ones
– such as the Chinese or Asian ones.

Sixth, at the same time a rather paradoxical situation developed on the
internal political scenario of many societies all over the world. On the one
hand there developed in most societies a continual strengthening of the
“technocratic” rational secular policies in various arenas – be it in educa-
tion, family planning, and the like. But on the other hand these policies
were not able to cope adequately with most of these new problems atten-
dant on the processes analyzed above. All these processes became closely
connected with the weakening or transformation of the basic ideological
and institutional premises of the hitherto prevailing model of the modern
nation state, giving rise in many parts of the world to different combina-
tions of strong tendencies to multiculturalism with growing ethnic national
and religious conflicts.

XIII

But it is not only within the societies of Asia, Latin America, or Africa that
developments took place which went beyond the initial model of Western
modernity and of the modern nation state. At the same time in Western
societies themselves there took place new developments and discourses
which have both greatly transformed the initial model of modernity in what
has often been designated as a post-modern direction and have undermined
the original vision of modern society and of the modern nation state.19

These developments signalled rather far-reaching changes in the under-
standings of modernity in Western societies, entailing the weakening in
Europe of both the till then hegemonic and homogenizing conceptions of
the project of modernity as embodied in the modern nation and/or revolu-
tionary state, and in the strength of the secular components in the construc-
tion of collective identities as they developed – or were perceived as having
developed – in the West. In the United States these changes gathered
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momentum in the sixties in the context of the weakening of the religious
components in the American public sphere and consciousness and of the
seemingly successful institutionalization of what was seen by many groups
as godless rational modernity.

On the cultural level these developments entailed first, a growing ten-
dency to distinguish between Zweckrationalität and Wertrationalität, and
to the recognition of a great multiplicity of different Wertrationatitäten.
Cognitive rationality – especially as epitomized in the extreme forms of sci-
entism – has become dethroned from its relatively hegemonic position, as
has been the idea of the “conquest” or mastery of the environment –
whether of society or of nature. Second, these developments also entailed
a very important shift of the utopian orientations predominant in these
societies from the construction of modern centers to other arenas.

These developments were closely connected to far-reaching social and
cultural changes, signalling the decomposition of the preceding “bour-
geois” culture, with its strong regulative tendencies so forcefully depicted by
Max Weber and from different points of view by Norbert Elias and Michel
Foucault.20 There developed a weakening of the former, relatively rigid,
homogeneous definition of life patterns, and hence also of the boundaries
of family, community, or of spatial and social organization. Occupational,
family, gender and residential roles have become more and more dissoci-
ated from “Stände,” class, and party-political frameworks, and tend to crys-
tallize into continuously changing clusters with relatively weak orientations
to such broad frameworks in general, and to the societal centers in partic-
ular. In the political sphere and in the conception of the citizenship role
there have developed tendencies to the redefinition of boundaries of collec-
tivities: to a growing dissociation between political centers and the social
and cultural collectivities, and to the development of new nuclei of cultu-
ral and social identities which transcend the existing political and cultural
boundaries.

One of the most important institutional changes connected with those
tendencies has been the development of various structural, semi-liminal
enclaves within which new cultural orientations, new modes of search for
meaning – often couched in transcendental terms – tend to be developed
and upheld, partially as counter-cultures, partially as components of new
cultural scenes.

As a result of these processes and changes, there continually developed
new types of social and economic cleavages and restructurings of the social
strata and the relations between them. Additionally, from about the
1970s there developed a new underclass of those who seemed to become
unemployable in the age of economic and technological globalization.
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Concomitantly a weakening occurred in the distinction between the polit-
ical “left” and “right,” and through reconstruction, the political center that
was strong at least in Europe and Japan weakened – likewise, political dis-
course became increasingly focused on a narrower range of issues, which
were increasingly de-ideologized, above all in their relation to the center.

All these developments have culminated in a shift in the nature of protest
movements – as manifested in the development of the new movements of
protest that developed from the sixties on, starting from the student rebel-
lions, up to the women’s and the ecological movements, all of which
stressed growing participation in work, different communal orientations
and the like. Instead of a conflictual–ideological focus on the center and its
reconstitution or on economic conflicts, both of which characterized the
earlier “classical” social movements of modern and industrial societies, the
new movements were oriented at what one scholar has defined as the exten-
sion of the systemic range of social life and participation; or by the empha-
sis on construction of new social spaces as against orientations to the
center.

All these changes have been connected with a far-reaching shift from
viewing the political centers and the nation state as the basic arenas of
the charismatic dimension of the ontological and social visions. While the
political center of the nation state continues to be the major arena for
the distribution of resources, it no longer constitutes the major focus of the
charismatic dimensions and utopian orientations of various social move-
ments – or of large sectors of the society. This shift was connected with
increasing confrontations in many societies, in both local and global scenes
and arenas, between the original Western conceptions of modernity as
embodied in the modern nation state or revolutionary state, and the newly
emerging local, regional, and transnational conceptions of collective iden-
tity.21 In Western Europe there took place many processes of “trans-
national” Europeanization. While these processes weakened the cultural
and political homogeneity of the Western European nation states, they gen-
erated tendencies to new exclusiveness – either on the local level or on the
“European” level – oriented against Eastern Europe, “Islam,” and/or the
United States. At the same time in Eastern Europe, in the wake of disinte-
gration of the Soviet Union, national tendencies and consciousness became
intensified. Concomitantly throughout Europe there emerged different new
diasporas and minorities, often giving rise to the intensification of “ethnic”
or “religious” confrontations. All these gave rise to continual discussions –
above all in the West, but spreading very quickly beyond it, that placed a
strong emphasis on multiculturalism as a possible supplement to the
modern nation state model or as possibly displacing it.22
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It was these changing situations that constituted the major background
for the development and growth of the fundamentalist movements – in the
United States and in the non-Western European countries alike. In these
situations, the encounter with fundamentalist movements became part of
the internal Western discourse. It was in this discourse that these move-
ments were dubbed as fundamentalist, and the confrontations between
them and the predominant secular or religious groups have sometimes been
portrayed in terms of an internal “Western” cultural discourse, and have
often been perceived as internal cultural critique. In the non-Western soci-
eties and movements the confrontation with the West did not take the form
of a search, on the part of the non-Western elites, to become incorporated
into the new hegemonic civilization according to the prevalent themes or
premises thereof. Rather, it signalled a search for new modes of incorpora-
tion in the emerging global framework of modernity. While on the one
hand these movements dissociated themselves ideologically from this
global framework, yet on the other hand this framework continued in fact
to constitute a basic ideological and institutional point of reference for
them. Accordingly, these movements tried to appropriate this new frame-
work on their own terms, in terms of their newly reconstructed collective
identities, often presented in essentialistic, universalistic civilizational
terms as distinct from the West and opposed to it.23

XIV

In close relation to these new historical circumstances, in which the modern
fundamentalist and communal religious movements developed which dis-
tinguish them from the historical contexts in which the proto-fundamen-
talist movement or those in which the social movements of earlier stages of
modernity developed, parallel differences can be also identified with respect
to the social groups or categories which promulgate the various fundamen-
talist or communal-religious visions and those which have been responsive
to such promulgation. While these groups and the ways in which they came
together necessarily varied greatly in different societies and in different his-
torical situations, and these variations still have to be systematically ana-
lyzed, several common characteristics can be pointed out.

The common denominator of these groups has been that they have
undergone rather distinct processes of far-reaching social, cultural, and
economic dislocation. While the nature of such dislocation, on the whole,
differed between the more active promulgators of such visions and those
responsive to them, there naturally may develop different degrees of over-
lapping – varying in different situations – among them. With respect to
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both groups it is not just “simple” economic deterioration or dispossession
that is of importance, although such deterioration may greatly help in gen-
erating fundamentalist predispositions and the possibility of mobilization
of broader sectors of the population by fundamentalist or communal-reli-
gious activists. It is rather dislocation from either the centers of these soci-
eties or from relatively secure, embedded social and economic frameworks
or niches that is of crucial importance.

As in the case of the proto-fundamentalist movements, the major prom-
ulgators of these fundamentalist or communal-national religions or visions
tend to come mostly from sectors dislocated from the cultural, political,
and social centers of their respective societies. In contrast, however, to the
pre-modern situations, in which the major bearers of the proto-fundamen-
talist visions came usually from some sectors of the traditional religious
leaders and communities – in the modern fundamentalist movements, a
very important part was played also by various “modern” educated groups
– professionals, graduates of modern universities, and the like – who find
themselves dispossessed from access to the centers of their respective soci-
eties or from their cultural programs. Thus, for instance, it was not only the
dislocation of the Shia clergy from strong positions in the cultural center
or close to it, that has been important in the success of the Khomeini rev-
olution. Of no smaller importance was the fact that highly mobile, mod-
ernized, occupational and professional groups, which developed to no
small extent as part of the processes of modernization, were controlled by
the Shah and barred from any autonomous access to the new political
center or participation in it – very much against the premises inherent in
these processes.24 Such groups were especially visible in Turkey, India,
Pakistan, and in many of the Muslim diasporas in Europe – but they were
also important in other Muslim or South Asian societies.

The broader social sectors which tended to be responsive to such mes-
sages consisted mostly of those economically dispossessed groups, which
were caught up in distinctive modern economic processes – processes
closely related to the dynamics of globalization analyzed above. These were
not necessarily the lowest economic echelons – peasants, or urban lumpen-
proletariat – but rather groups from the middle or lower echelons of more
traditional economic and broader sectors, who experienced continuous
social and occupational mobility into urban centers especially into the new
occupations.25

These groups often find themselves in a situation of social anomie in
which old ways of life have lost their traditional standing. They are caught
in the pressure for the greater economic efficiency that is demanded by glo-
balization and international markets, they are losing their security nets, and
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the programs promulgated by the existing modernizing regimes are not
able, for the reasons analyzed above, to provide them with meaningful inter-
pretations of the new reality. A very important group which may be highly
susceptible to communist-religious or fundamentalist messages consists of
younger generations of seemingly hitherto well-established urban classes
who distance themselves from the more secular style of life of their rela-
tively successful parents. But even more important are the relatively recent
members of second-generation immigrants to the larger cities from provin-
cial urban and even some rural centers, as M. E. Yapp has put it:

In general, one may say that the fundamentalists are young, poor and urban, and
that they are products of modernization and in particular of urbanization and the
great educational expansion which that has allowed . . . Fundamentalism is an
attractive formula for them because it has resonances from the traditional society
of their upbringing and a program for success in the modern world. In different
times, socialism, fascism, communism, or even liberalism might have charmed their
minds, and may yet do so, but fundamentalism is the currently fashionable alterna-
tive to the tired Western-style program of the existing elite.26

The attraction to fundamentalist movements among these social sectors
is very visible also in various sectors of the Muslim diaspora – especially,
but not only, in Europe.27 Here also it was those groups which underwent
processes of dislocation to modern occupational and cultural settings,
combined with blockages to full political and cultural integration in their
respective host societies, and with a very ambivalent attitude to the cultu-
ral program and collective identity of these societies, that became most
prone to join the fundamentalist groups.

Nulifer Göle has analyzed very incisively major characteristics of the
groups in Turkey:

The new actors of islamism, both the leaders and the followers in almost all
Muslim countries such as Egypt, Iran, Turkey, Pakistan, are among the recently
urbanized and educated social groups. They often become “islamist” by following
a common path: after their move from little provincial towns to cities, they encoun-
ter, during their years in high school and the university, the works of some authors
which would define the landmarks of contemporary islamist ideology, such as
Pakistani Abu al-Ala Mawdudi, Egyptian Sayyid Qutb, Iranian Ali Shariati, and
more particularly for Turkey, Ali Bulac and Ismet Ozel.

The formation of new islamic actors can be traced to the post-1983 period in
Turkey when islamist engineers rose to political power within the ranks of the
Motherland Party, islamist veiled women became visible in modern university cam-
puses of big cities, a flourishing publication of islamist periodicals, newspapers and
books shifted the current intellectual agenda in Turkey from the dominance of
leftist intellectuals to that of islamist ones. These new agents incarnated the move
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of Islam from the periphery of the system to its center to the extent that they them-
selves were the products of that center, of its educational institutions and urban life.
Such a move is not taking place without cultural tensions, social conflicts leading
to political disputes over new issues. As these new actors of islamism are beginning
to obtain the same cultural capital with the republican elites, share the same univer-
sity classes with them, occupy the ranks of parliament and participate in equal
terms to public debates at television, they start to gain public visibility, social rec-
ognition, legitimation and prestige. The republican secular elites, they react primar-
ily in political terms and struggle against islamic fundamentalism (“theriatcylyk”)
in defense of secularism (“laiklik”); yet there is a realm of class conflictuality which
escapes to the linguistic consciousness but constitutes a fundamental threat to their
social power and privilege to be an elite. . .

. . . The radical rupture with the local culture renders the process of identification
of rising peripheral classes with the established elites difficult. Such a cultural gap
between the elites of the center and the peripheral groups – which does not neces-
sarily imply economic deprivation but a symbolic one – is another feature of assy-
metrical realities and trajectories between the western and the non-western
modernities and politics. The very project of modernization, resourcing itself from
external references alien to local morality, gender identities and daily spatial prac-
tices, perverts the relationships between the elites and the people. The established
elites do not provide a familiar model for the projection and identification of aspi-
rations and of guidance for life and professional strategies of the newly rising
groups.

One common feature of these authors is their effort to redefine islamic “authen-
ticity” in a manner that would no longer be apologetic to western modernity. A
return to the original sources – comprising of references to the Quran itself and the
Sunna and Hadith (sayings and traditions of the Prophet) and the “asr-i saadet”
period (the age of the Prophet Muhammed and the four orthodox caliphs [622–661]
– is a common feature of almost all islamist movements, calling for revivalism and
struggling against the contamination of “pure” Islam by customary practices. The
ways in which islamist movements situate themselves in relation to western moder-
nity marks the main difference of the new generation of islamists from the
nineteenth-century modernist islamists. While the latter, as in the writings of
Muhammed Abduh, Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, Rashid Rida, tried to accommodate
islamic values with democratic and modern values, the contemporary radical isla-
mists take a non-apologetic and an anti-modernist stand, in the name of an islamic
alternative. The search for an alternative in Islam, especially endows muslim intel-
lectuals with a very strong quest for an authentic identity and provides them with
the emotional, moral and intellectual tools with which they direct a critique to per-
missiveness, consumerism, pollution, corruption and nationalism, all considered as
sinful outcomes of western modernity and civilization.

The veiling of women emerges as the most visible symbol of the islamization of
the life-world because islamist body-politics defines a distinct sense of self (“nefs”)
and community, where the central issue becomes the control of women’s sexuality
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and the social separation of sexes. But, in addition to that, other social forms, such
as beards for men, taboos on chastity, promiscuity, homosexuality, alcohol con-
sumption and the like, define new moralist practices and the semiology of the
islamic way of life.

Islamic faith and the islamic way of life become a reference point for the re-ide-
ologization of seemingly simple social issues such as the covering of girl students at
the university, the permission for prayer spaces in public buildings, the construction
of a mosque at the center of Istanbul, the non-mixity in the public transportation
system, the censorship on erotic art and the discouragement of alcohol consump-
tion in restaurants. All these demonstrate the islamist political problematization of
cultural issues and criticism of a “secular way of life.” Islamism rather than being
in continuation with traditional interpretations and practices of muslims in general,
expresses an exacerbation of muslim identity and its reconstruction in and “vis-à-
vis” the modern world. Furthermore, localizing the partners and the source of this
dispute as “Islam versus the West” would be an oversimplification, disregarding the
significance of the indigenous conflictuality between the secular elites and the isla-
mist counter-elites.

In other words, islamist movements render visible a realm of conflictuality, one
whose terms are defined by different discursive constructs and normative values of
ethics, gender relations, and life-styles. Therefore, islamists and secularists are dis-
puting the hegemony over the cultural model which is not separable from class
conflictuality . . . .28

XV

These processes of dislocation differed greatly from those which developed
in earlier periods, in the period of the burgeoning of the national, socialist,
and Communist movements analyzed above. The processes of dislocation
that developed in those periods gave rise to movements focusing on the
restructuring of the respective centers which were also seen as capable of
coping with the results of these processes of dislocation, and these sectors
did not conceive their dislocation as being directly related to broader inter-
national, global forces. This situation has radically changed with the devel-
opment of distinct processes of globalization which have been taking place
in the contemporary scene, and with the inability of the nation states to
cope with many of the problems attendant on these processes.

It is in such situations of double dislocation that in many social sectors
there developed an acute sense of onslaught, challenge, or threat – be it mil-
itary, political and/or cultural – above all by the promulgation in name of
“Godless” reason, of extra-religious vision, often in combination with the
acceptance of, or giving in to, utilitarian, mundane concerns, of their
respective civilizations. In many such situations the combined impact of
internal change and impingement of external forces is seen by these groups
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as undermining, in the name of autonomous reason and/or of purely ego-
istical hedonistic impulses, the basic religious premises and their religion or
tradition, giving rise to a diversity of ways and styles of life together with
potentially degenerative tendencies. It is the crystallization of such situa-
tions and perceptions that provides the most propitious background for the
development of modern fundamentalist and communal-national move-
ments, and it becomes intensified when existing regimes – in this case above
all the various secular-national regimes – became weaker through internal
strife or external pressure. It is these specific characteristics of these pro-
cesses of dislocation that explain the specific features of the totalistic ideol-
ogies and orientations of these movements.

XVI

Such processes of dislocation have been abundantly illustrated – even if
perhaps not studied systematically enough – within various Middle Eastern
and some Southeast Asian societies. Parallel processes of dislocation lie
also in other societies, even if differing in details, in India in connection
with respect to the recent upsurge of Hindu national-communal move-
ments, as well as – significantly enough – in the USA.

To follow Douglas R. Spitz’s review of some recent studies on Hindu
Nationalism:

The main thrust of the authors’ argument is that the rise of the BJP [Bharatiya
Janata Party] is basically due to two complementary trends. First is the growing
alienation of Hindus – especially those of the rapidly increasing educated middle
classes – from the essentially western rationalistic Nehruvian vision of India as a
centralized secular state, based on a “composite” cultural inheritance. Second is the
increasing attractiveness to these alienated classes of the Hindu nationalist vision
of India as a nation-state based on the indigenous dominant Hindu culture. In
accounting for these trends the authors suggest that the Nehruvian concept may be
unsuited to Indian realities because it ignores the primacy of religious identities in
the lives of most Indians. Moreover, its advocates placate Muslim and Christian
sensibilities by downplaying “the religious and cultural content of Hinduism as the
mainspring of Indian civilization” (p. 222). This, along with the progressive degen-
eration of Indian political life under the aegis of the increasingly unprincipled
Gandhi-dominated Congress party and its secularist allies, gave impetus to the
Hindu nationalist revival which was already underway, fueled by growing Hindu
middle class apprehension about increasing Muslim political assertiveness, the
political mobilization of dalits and tribal peoples, and the threat posed by Sikh and
Kashmiri separatists to India’s territorial integrity. The organizational and mass
consciousness-raising activities of the RSS and VHP spearheaded this revival. The
BJP was able fully to exploit these developments after 1984 when, under the lead-
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ership of L. K. Advani, it abandoned its platform of Gandhian Socialism and
reverted to the earlier Bharatiya Jana Sangh program of unambiguous Hindu
nationalism and Integral Humanism. This restored the credibility of its Hindu
nationalist credentials with the RSS, whose cadres are essential to the BJP organ-
ization.

The authors conclude that, with its solid base in the urban Hindu middle classes
and growing but still “soft” support among rural and poor Hindus, the BJP is a
potent national force in Indian politics, despite its failure as yet to penetrate deeply
South India. However, they feel that its ideology is too narrowly Hindu and anti-
Muslim to form a viable alternative to Nehruvian secularism, and that its use of
Hindu religious symbols will prove of limited electoral appeal, especially if it is
unable to restrain the violent “lumpen” militancy of the VHP.29

XVII

Parallel processes of dislocation, again naturally differing in concrete
details, have been also identified in the seemingly most developed modern
society – the United States – with respect to those sectors which have been
the most anti-governmental or anti-statist orientations among large, white
sectors of American society.

To follow Thomas B. Edsall’s report in the Washington Post (10/20/96, p.
A13),

A new mapping of the American electorate shows that voter hostility to govern-
ment is most concentrated in the white, small-town middle class.

In face-to-face interviews with 2,047 adults, the Gallup Organization found
majorities who believe that the “governing elite” is “insensitive to the people’s con-
cerns (64 percent), unconcerned with values and morality (59 percent), uncon-
cerned with the common good (54 percent) and only concerned about the elite’s own
agenda (69 percent).

The survey was conducted for a study called “The State of Disunion”run
by James Davison Hunter, a sociologist at the University of Virginia and
author of “The Culture Wars” and “Before the Shooting Begins.”

“Those who are most worried, upset and angry about America in general
– indeed, those with the most negative sentiments all around – are the white,
well-educated middle classes who are most prominently from small towns
in the East Central states and the West,” Hunter wrote. “Those at the
bottom of the socioeconomic spectrum are, in fact, the least upset with the
US government.”

Hunter wrote that people in the West, more than in any other region, are
discontent with the governing elite, as are evangelical Christians.

One of the survey’s findings is that members of the activist Christian
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right are far more upscale and better educated than both evangelical voters
generally and the entire population. One-third of the religious right has a
college degree or better compared to one-fifth of the general public,
42 percent holding professional jobs compared to 20 percent of all those
surveyed and 14 percent with incomes in excess of $75,000 a year, com-
pared to 8 percent for everyone, according to the survey.

Hunter, working with Carol Bowman, director of Survey Research at
Bridgewater College, defined the Christian right as “evangelicals who
describe their political beliefs as conservative, identify themselves as sup-
porters of the conservative Christian movement in politics, favor allowing
voluntary prayer in public schools, believe homosexual relations are ‘wrong
for all,’ believe that abortion during the first three months is ‘wrong for all’
[and] believe that abortion is murder.”

The survey also found that the Christian right is the most torn in its views
about the United States. On the one hand, its constituents rank among the
highest of all groups in terms of their “respect for the political institutions
in America.” But at the same time, “the Christian right articulates a
remarkable pessimism about the current state of affairs in American
society. This pessimism is unrivaled among other Americans . . . 81 percent
of Christian right supporters said they thought America was either in a
strong to moderate decline, compared to 51 percent of the total popula-
tion,” and the perception of decline among Christian right supporters
extended to the areas of family life, the work ethic, spiritual life and educa-
tion.

The Hunter study sought to determine not only distrust of government,
but also the degree to which voters view government in “malevolent” and
hostile terms. “Of the two-thirds to three-quarters of Americans who gen-
erally suspect that the government is run by selfish, big interests, only a
minority repeatedly expresses unequivocally conspirational allegations [in
response to a series of questions]. Still, one-quarter of the population
repeatedly express the conviction that the government is run by a conspir-
acy.”

These conspirational views are held most strongly by those living in
towns of less than 10,000 (31 percent compared to 21 percent for those
living in cities of 50,000 or more). The survey said “strong suspicions of
conspiracy flourish in the West, fade as they move eastward, and perish on
their trek across the Alleghenies.”

On the subject of homosexuality, the survey detected a general pattern
of “public ambivalence,” Hunter wrote. Of those surveyed 60 percent dis-
agreed with the statement that “homosexual couples should have the right
to marry,” and 65 percent disagreed with “homosexual couples should be
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allowed to adopt children.” Conversely, 64 percent disagreed with the state-
ment that “homosexual behavior should be against the law if it occurs
between consenting adults,” 69 percent disputed the view that “AIDS is
God’s way of punishing homosexuals,” and 51 percent disagreed with the
statement that “landlords should not have to rent to homosexuals if they
are morally opposed to homosexuality.”30

XVIII

Rather parallel, even if much more complex and varied, developments took
place in various Latin American countries, which saw, as we noted above,
a very widespread expansion of Protestant, especially evangelistic and pen-
tecostal, movements.31 The broader historical contexts in which these
movements developed were rather similar to those which were connected
with the development of the fundamentalist and communal-national relig-
ions ones – namely the weakening of different secular modernizing in Latin
America, above all patrimonial-bureaucratic constitutional, or military
authoritarian regimes, and widespread processes of dislocation attendant
on the various processes of globalization analyzed above. The development
of these movements in many Latin American countries has to be under-
stood also in the context of the prolonged alliance of most of the higher
echelons of the Catholic church with the more conservative oligarchic and
authoritarian elements in these regimes and the slow but continual inroads
from at least the beginning of the twentieth century of Protestantism into
the heartlands of Catholicism. Given these specific characteristics, the great
religious effervescence that developed from about the sixties on was not
confined to Protestant groups alone – although these, especially evangelis-
tic and pentecostal groups continually gathered momentum then. Indeed,
as D. H. Levine has shown, these movements can be seen as part of a
broader intensive religious effervescence which also encompassed the
broader majority Catholic sectors.32

Ontological conceptions and the development of fundamentalist
and communal-religious movements – some comparative indications

XIX

The preceding analysis has identified two sets of conditions – namely broad
global, social, economical, and cultural processes and the closely related
distinct processes of social dislocation of different elite groups and social
sectors – as being of crucial importance in explaining the upsurgence of the
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religious components in the construction of collective identities in many
non-Western societies as well as in the Americas. But while these conditions
seem to develop in most of the countries analyzed, their “results” – i.e., the
nature of the movements that developed within them and the impact of
these movements – vary greatly between them. Thus it is, of course, neces-
sary to distinguish, first, between the conditions conducive to the develop-
ment of the communal-national and fundamentalist movements, and
second, between the different impacts which these movements have in their
respective societies.

As was also the case with respect to the development of proto-
fundamentalist movements, four conditions are of great importance in the
development within the broad panorama of the resurgent religious iden-
tities of the more distinctive fundamentalist ones. First, the basic ontolog-
ical premises and conceptions of social order prevalent in these
civilizations, especially the relative centrality of the political arenas in these
conceptions; second, the closely related importance of political utopias in
the political tradition of these societies; third, the concomitant conceptions
of accountability of rulers predominant in these societies or civilizations;
and fourth, the relative strength of institutions mediating the access to the
sacred.33

Thus, among the modern and contemporary societies it is above all
within the societies which crystallized in the framework of monotheistic
civilizations or sectors thereof that there developed the strongest tenden-
cies to the development of the fundamentalist movements with strong
totalistic-Jacobin tendencies. These tendencies, as those to the development
of proto-fundamentalist movements, were connected first of all to the fact
that it was within these civilizations, even in their modern post-revolution-
ary permutations, that the political arena has been perceived as the major
arena of the implementation of the transcendental utopian visions. Even
were such visions couched in modern secular terms, they were rooted in the
interweaving in their historical experience of this and other-worldly orien-
tations to the construction of the mundane world. Similarly, as with respect
to the proto-fundamentalist movements, the tendency to the development
of modern fundamentalist ones was strongest in those societies in which
there did not develop strong institutions mediating the access to the sacral.
Accordingly within (Western) Christianity the divide, as we have seen
already above, has been between Catholicism and Protestantism, and it is
in the latter that have developed strong semi-Messianic utopian stances
focused on the political arena.

The importance of the prevalence of such ontological premises and con-
ceptions of social order for the development of fundamentalist movements
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stands out clearly in the country in which the first modern fundamentalist
movements developed – which were also the first to designate themselves as
such, and probably invented the term fundamentalism – namely, the United
States. It is the prevalence in the United States of ontological conceptions
rooted in the Protestant tradition that provides at least a partial clue to the
seemingly rather puzzling situation in which a strong tendency to the devel-
opment of fundamentalist movements developed in the very core of mod-
ernity. At the same time, as we shall yet see in greater detail later on, the
analysis of the American case is important not only for the understanding
of the conditions conducive to the development of fundamentalist move-
ments, but also for understanding the different paths of their development,
and their impact in their respective societies.

XX

Of special interest from the point of view of the continual interaction
between the fundamentalist movements and the broader setting in which
they develop are the Muslim fundamentalist movements which developed
within states based on Islamic ideology – Pakistan, Bangladesh, and to a
smaller extent Malaysia – as well as contemporary evangelical Protestant
movements above all in the United States. The Islamic ideology promul-
gated in these states by different regimes – however much of their intellec-
tual roots, especially in Pakistan, are to be found in some of the earlier
Islamic modern fundamentalist thought, above all in the writings of
Mawdudi34 – tended, initially at least, on the whole to espouse a more com-
munal-religious nationalism, and much less a Jacobin fundamentalist one.
In these regimes the promulgation of Islamic laws – sometimes in its most
extreme aspects, such as cutting off the hands of thieves – constituted more
an attempt to use traditional regulations as markers of communal identity,
and not as part of a broader program for instruments for the totalistic
reconstruction of society. In many of these regimes non-Islamic, “secular”
laws continued to be upheld in many arenas. It was just because of this fact
that these regimes could become objects of attack of more extreme funda-
mentalist groups which developed within them. It is, however, very
significant from the point of view of our analysis that such tendencies
developed in Islamic societies and communities.

The situation in the various contemporary, evangelical, missionary,
Protestant movements, most of which originated in the United States,35

which have lately burgeoned throughout the world, is more complicated
but in principle, though certainly not in detail, similar to the situation in
Muslim societies. Within these movements there tend to develop strong
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Jacobin orientations, certainly inward, but often also under appropriate
circumstances, outward-oriented. These orientations are grounded in the
Protestant tradition with its strong universalistic orientations and politi-
cal orientations; in their scriptural emphases and the emphases on direct
access to the sacred. Their vision and mission is conceived in highly uni-
versalistic terms, even if very often with a very strong emphasis on
America as the bearer or incarnation of this mission, but in line with a
continual theme of American collective identity as the bearer of the uni-
versalistic mission. Significantly enough their enemies, the “other” of
these groups are not some other communal or national groups – but com-
peting universalisms, some with very strong fundamentalist or at least
Jacobin tendencies – namely Islam, Communism, Catholicism-and-femi-
nism.36

At the same time, while eschatological evangelical themes are very
strong among most of them, not all of them develop full Jacobin tenden-
cies. It is not only that most of them are active in pluralistic settings and
institutions which do not facilitate the full development of such tenden-
cies. Even internally many of them tend often to emphasize more revival-
ist or millennialist themes and only secondarily Jacobin ones. Moreover,
fully-fledged, externally oriented, political Jacobin tendencies tend to
develop mainly in those societies in which their own religion is hegemonic
and in which these movements constitute “internal” heterodoxies chal-
lenging the existing orthodoxy. When the development of these move-
ments constitutes, as in Latin American countries, a part of the
permeation of Protestantism into countries in which Catholicism has been
predominant, most of the evangelistic, pentecostal, with potentially
Jacobin tendencies, movements tend not to develop fully-fledged autono-
mous political activities oriented to the reconstruction of their entire soci-
eties. Rather they tend to ally themselves with the more conservative
political forces – even if on the ground they reconstruct the traditional
modes of life and social spaces. But the transition between the internal and
external Jacobin emphases – in both directions – is much easier in the cases
of the various Protestant and Islamic groups than in that of the commu-
nal-utopian national movements in Asia.

XXI

As against the strong tendency to development of fundamentalist move-
ments in many sectors of monotheistic civilizations – this tendency, as well
as that to the development of communal-religious national groups, has
been much weaker, as was also the case with respect to proto-fundamental-
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ist ones, in the realm of Confucian civilization or civilizations – in contem-
porary (mainland) China (PRC), Taiwan (RC), and Singapore. All these
regimes developed from within a civilization in which transcendental
visions were constructed in wholly secular and this-worldly terms, thus
minimizing the possibility of development of fundamentalist tendencies
from within the cultural or intellectual, even potentially dissident, cores of
these regimes.37

True enough, all these societies saw the continuous development of many
semi-subterranean cults, including some Christian evangelist ones, but fun-
damentalist tendencies were relatively weak not only in mainland China
but also in Taiwan and Singapore. Likewise, these cults and tendencies seem
to have been rather muted and dispersed with relatively weak impact.
Needless to say, the heavy hand of totalitarian or authoritarian regimes
played an important role in the mostly subterranean or marginal existence
of most such groups. Similarly, the wide promulgation of the official ideol-
ogies might have generated some, even if only passive, acceptance of these
regimes.

It was indeed with the weakening of the authoritarian regime in Taiwan
that many such cults, and above all many Christian evangelical groups,
became much more widespread and started to flourish, as happened also in
PRC. However, these cults or religious revivals do not appear to have
evinced, at least till now, strong fundamentalist tendencies.38 It is only
among the continually growing Christian evangelical groups that the begin-
ning of some such tendencies could be identified. At the same time the
strong nationalistic tendencies which started to develop there with the
weakening of the Communist regime and of their hitherto hegemonic
ideologies tended also to be couched mostly in secular-nationalistic, and
not religious, terms.

The developments in Korea – especially of the continual growth of
evangelical Protestant groups since the late nineteenth century, and their
gaining of great momentum while adding strong fundamentalist tenden-
cies in more contemporary periods – are of great interest from the point
of view of our analysis.39 While systematic research on these develop-
ments is still in the very beginning, the continual success of such groups
in Korea has been attributed, even if in rather general terms, to the decay
of the last Confucian royal regime in the nineteenth century; the strong
identification of many of these churches with the Korean national tradi-
tional resistance, especially under the Japanese regime; the very weak leg-
itimization of the post-Second World War regimes; and the growing
modernization and concomitant far-reaching social dislocations that took
place under these regimes. Indeed, it seems plausible to suggest that it is
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the loss of legitimation of the regime and the weakness of central institu-
tional structures, combined with very intensive processes of social change
that provided a fertile ground not only for the acceptance of Christianity
among wide sectors of the Korean population but especially for greater
susceptibility to the more evangelistic, potentially fundamentalist, sects.
Yet given the fact that these movements developed in a society and polit-
ical order in which the basic premises were certainly not Christian or
Protestant, and therefore could not constitute “internal” heterodoxies –
and whose cultural elites were greatly depleted and weakened during
the Japanese occupation – their Jacobin tendencies were confined more to
the reconstruction of the internal life of these communities or toward the
creation of wider spaces for their communities than to the reconstruction
of the overall political and social order.

XXII

The tendency to the development of fundamentalist movements, ideologi-
cal politics, and to the ideological reconstruction of the political center in
a Jacobin mode, has been much weaker in those civilizations with “other-
worldly”orientations – especially in India and to a somewhat smaller extent
in Buddhism – in which the political order was not perceived as an area of
the implementation of the transcendental vision. Indeed, in these societies
it was above all communal-religious, often national movements, that tended
to develop as the major contemporary, center-oriented movements. Given,
however, the centrality of the political dimension in the expansion of mod-
ernity – even in other-worldly civilizations, such as Buddhism and
Hinduism – the religious communal movements which develop within these
have very strong political orientations or dimensions.40 Many such politi-
cal movements tended to clothe themselves in religious, often fundamental-
ist garb – to which several trends of so-called Hindu-fundamentalism
attest.41 But most of these movements differ in several very crucial ways
from the “pristine” modern fundamentalist movements analyzed above.
First their major orientations are particularistic, primordial, and not uni-
versalistic. Most of them harbor some particularistic vision of exclusion,
but only very few develop a fully totalistic-Jacobin direction. They do not
promulgate, or at least promulgate only very weak conceptions of recon-
struction of the social order according to any social vision rooted in an
ontological perspective. The “others” – to be excluded or distanced from –
are other national, ethnic, and religious communities, instead of other
“universalistic” communities, civilizations, or religions. But even if the
Jacobin fundamentalist tendencies are relatively weak in these movements,
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there may indeed develop tendencies to very intensive inter-communal vio-
lence, to no small extent rooted in the tendency to politicization of religion
which is very strong in all of them.42

These differences between the communal-national religious and funda-
mentalist movements are closely related to the characteristics of the bearers
or carriers of these visions – especially to the prevalence of autonomous
religious or intellectual groups in the fundamentalist movements as against
carriers of solidarity in the communal-religious ones.

The puzzle of the weak development of fundamentalist movements
in Japan

XXIII

The case of Japan is of great interest from the point of view of the compar-
ative analysis of fundamentalist movements, especially for the understand-
ing of the relations between proto-fundamentalist and fundamentalist
movements, and for understanding the antinomies of both the Axial
Civilizations and of the cultural program of modernity.

While nationalistic movements and ideologies have continuously devel-
oped in modern Japan, it is rather difficult to discern the development of
fundamentalist groups with extreme Jacobin ideologies and orientations.
The many new religions, nationalist movements, and various extreme ter-
rorist sects that have developed in early modern – the Tokugawa and early
Meiji periods – and in contemporary Japan, did not develop into fully
fledged fundamentalist groups with distinctive Jacobin ideologies and pat-
terns of organization and orientation. Most of these sectarian movements,
as well as those which developed in Japan in earlier periods, did not evince
some of the main characteristics of the sects and heterodoxies which devel-
oped in the various Axial Civilizations and of their modern transforma-
tions. But at the same time, Japan’s sectarian movements have all
constructed new spaces to which their members could escape, as it were,
from the restrictions of the existing order, and develop lifestyles of their
own, and in which new types of activities and modes of discourse devel-
oped and many potentially subversive themes were promulgated.

This development was very much in line with the characteristics of the
numerous Buddhist and even Taoist sects which developed throughout
Japanese history. Most of these sects underwent a process of “de-
Axialization” – and, as we have in our analysis strongly emphasized the
close relation between the development of fundamentalist movements and
some core characteristics of the Axial Civilizations, it would be of great
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interest from the point of view of this analysis to explore the roots of these
processes of de-Axialization.

XXIV

Both Confucianism and Buddhism have greatly influenced the entire cultu-
ral and social ambience of Japanese society.43 Their influence was very far-
reaching. But the nature of this influence and the impact of Confucianism
and Buddhism in Japan were different from that of Confucianism in China,
Korea, and Vietnam, or of Buddhism in, above all, Southern Asian coun-
tries.

Institutionally in Japan neither Confucianism nor Buddhism has
changed the structure of the center or of the ruling elites. In Japan, the
“importation” of Confucianism did not develop those central institutional
aspects that shaped the Confucian regimes in China, Korea, and Vietnam
– namely the examination system and the crystallization through this
system of the stratum of literati and of the imperial bureaucracy, who
recruited to a large extent through these examinations. Buddhism also
developed some very distinct characteristics in Japan that distinguished it
from those Buddhist communities in India, China, and Southeast Asia.
The most important of these characteristics was the development of very
strong this-worldly orientations and of a very sectarian, familistic, organ-
izational structure of Buddhist groups or sects.

In close relation to such far-reaching institutional changes, some of the
major premises or concepts of Confucianism and Buddhism were also
transformed in Japan in a highly this-worldly direction. The ontological
conceptions that stressed (as in all Axial Civilizations) the chasm between
the transcendental and mundane orders, between “culture” and “nature,”
were shifted in a more “immanentist” direction.44 This meant a much
stronger emphasis on the mutual embeddedness of the cultural and natural
orders and on nature as given.

The ideological transformation of Buddhism and Confucianism in
Japan was probably most fully manifest with respect to the conception of a
national collectivity and its relations to the broader Buddhist and
Confucian civilizations, as well as with respect to conceptions of authority,
especially Imperial authority. The crux of this transformation was the redi-
rection of the universalistic orientations of Buddhism and Confucianism
to a more particularistic, primordial direction.

Neither Confucianism nor Buddhism changed the distinctive definition
of the Japanese collectivity which had predominated for many centuries in
the hegemonic discourse in Japan – it being constructed in terms of sacred
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liturgical community, with emphasis on its sacredness or divinity and on
the uniqueness of the Japanese collectivity or nation. The strong universa-
listic orientations inherent in Buddhism, and more latently in
Confucianism, were subdued and “nativized” in Japan. This conception of
a divine nation, of sacred particularity – to follow Z. J. R. Werblowski’s
felicitous expression – while obviously emphasizing the sacredness and
uniqueness of Japan, did not entail, as was the case in the monotheistic
religions and civilizations, the connotation of it being uniquely “chosen” in
terms of a transcendental and universalistic mission. It did not entail the
conception of responsibility to God to behave according to such precepts
or commitments.45 When Japan was defined as a divine nation, this meant
a nation protected by the Gods, as being a chosen people in some sense, but
not a nation carrying God’s universal mission.46

Parallel developments took place with respect to the basic concep-
tions of political authority and of the accountability of rulers – which
constituted, as we have seen, core components of Axial Civilizations.
Unlike in China (and Korea and Vietnam), where in principle the
Emperor, even if a sacral figure, was “under” the Mandate of Heaven,
in Japan he was sacred and seen as the embodiment of the Gods and
could not be held accountable to anybody. Only the Shoguns and other
officials could be held accountable, and then in ways not clearly specified
and only in periods of crisis, as for instance at the end of the Tokugawa
regime.

At the same time, and in close relation to the tendency to “Japanize” the
different universalistic religions, has been the fact that Japan has never
become, in its own eyes and in the collective consciousness of most of its
sectors, an integral part of other, broader civilizations, even if it has con-
tinually been oriented to them. Throughout its history, although continu-
ously in contact with other civilizations, Japan has perceived itself as
mostly a self-enclosed civilizational and national entity.

One crucial derivative of this definition of the Japanese collectivity has
been the impossibility of becoming Japanese by conversion. The Buddhist
sects or Confucian schools – seemingly the most natural candidates for
channels of conversion – could not serve as such in Japan. True enough, in
the pre-Heian period and in later times, Koreans as well as other groups
became assimilated into the different regional Japanese settings. But these
earlier experiences of assimilation did not entail a “conversion” or princi-
pled acceptance into a common collective entity sharing a specific transcen-
dent vision. When more articulated conceptions of such a collective
consciousness have developed in modern times, they have excluded even the
possibility of such assimilation.47
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XXV

This process of transformation of the basic Confucian and Buddhist con-
ceptions or premises in Japan was closely related to a parallel process of
transformation of the respective cultural elites which were the carriers of
these conceptions.

On mainland Asia, the Confucian and Buddhist elites were relatively,
sometimes highly, autonomous. The Confucian elites constituted a new,
distinct, autonomous political-cultural stratum recruited in principle, if
not always in practice through the examination system, the basic contents
of which were promulgated and set up by them. The Buddhists, at least in
the religious arena, were also highly autonomous and not embedded in the
existing structures of power or family.

In contrast, in Japan both the Confucian scholars and the Buddhist sects
were deeply embedded in the existing power structure and kinship and
family settings. Although the Confucian academies in Japan were often rel-
atively independent institutions, they were highly dependent on the rulers
for any offices for their teachers or students. The Confucian scholars served
in Japan at the courts of the rulers according to the criteria set up by the
rulers, and they served at the rulers’ will. The Buddhist sects became
strongly embedded in the familistic setting predominant in most sectors of
Japanese society.

Linked to these characteristics of the Confucian and Buddhist groups
was the relative weakness of autonomous cultural elites – the potential
bearers of utopian orientations. True, many cultural actors or specialists –
priests, monks, scholars, and the like – participated in such coalitions. But
the cultural, religious, and intellectual elites, while often engaged in very
sophisticated cultural activities and discourse, evinced little autonomy in
the social and political realm, i.e. as actors upholding values and orienta-
tions not embedded in existing social frameworks, but enunciated and artic-
ulated by them, and according to which they are recruited.

One of the most important outcomes of all these processes of transfor-
mation, of the de-Axialization of Confucianism and Buddhism in Japan,
was that the type of confrontation between orthodoxy and heterodoxy that
developed in various ways in the different Axial Civilizations did not
develop in Japan.

Thus, the central aspects of the processes of de-Axialization of
Confucianism and Buddhism in Japan have been the immanentization of
the transcendental; particularization of the universalistic orientations; the
weakness of autonomous cultural elites, and of the concomitant weaken-
ing of the potential for challenging both the premises of the existing order
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and of authority in name of those transcendental principles according to
which rulers could be judged and called to accountability.

Concomitantly, the numerous movements of protest that developed in
Japan in pre-modern and contemporary periods alike, did not usually chal-
lenge the basic premises of the system – but were very effective in creating
spaces for new types of social and cultural activities. The numerous “new
religions” that developed in Japan from the Tokugawa period to the present
are very good illustrations of these tendencies. Their accommodative
stance, with its very strong emphasis on the good life in the present, was in
many ways the opposite of fundamentalist orientations – even if some of
them developed very strong nationalist orientations.

XXVI

Japan’s encounter with the West evinced a pattern rather similar to that of
Confucianism and Buddhism. Of special interest from the point of view of
the comparative analysis of modern fundamentalist movements is both the
Meiji Restoration – which has often been compared to the Great
Revolutions48 (revolutions which, as we have seen, provided a central com-
ponent in the development of various Jacobin, including fundamentalist,
modern movements) – and this Restoration’s impact on the possibility of
the development of totalitarian tendencies in Japan. Here of special inter-
est is the examination of the relation between the weakness of full fledged
Jacobinistic movements and orientations in Japan and the basic character-
istics of the Meiji Ishin which distinguish it from the Great Revolutions –
despite the great similarities between them.

The basic long-range processes and causes leading to the downfall of the
Tokugawa regime were very similar to those of the Great Revolutions.
Similarly, just as in the Great Revolutions, the Meiji Ishin ushered in not
only a new mode of legitimation, but a new – essentially modern – overall
cultural program which encompassed most arenas of life, changed the com-
position of the ruling class entirely, and moved in the direction of structu-
ral change and modernization.

And yet from the very beginning the Meiji Ishin differed in some very
crucial ways from the European, American (and later on the Russian and
Chinese) revolutions. The first such difference is of course manifest in its
very name – even if the term Ishin is possibly closer to Renovation, or to
“being pulled in a new direction,” rather than simply Restoration as it has
been called in Western literature.

Above all, the cultural and political program promulgated by different
groups which were active in the Meiji Ishin differed greatly from that of
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most of the Great Revolutions. Indeed, the crux of this difference was
rooted in, or closely connected with, the Axial and non-Axial roots of the
Great Revolutions and the Meiji Ishin, respectively. It was in a way the
reverse image of those of the Great Revolutions – and in many ways it was
no less radical. The Meiji Ishin was proclaimed a renovation of an older,
archaic system which in fact never before existed, and not as a Revolution
aiming to change the social and political order; to totally reconstruct the
state and society alike in accordance with transcendental principles pro-
claiming a new direction.

To reiterate, the cosmology and ontology entailed in the new cultural
programs were promulgated as the renovation of an older archaic
system, which in fact never existed, not as a revolution aimed at chang-
ing the social and political order in an entirely new, universalistic direc-
tion. While millenarian restorative themes were prominent in different
sectors of the uprisings before and during the Restoration, utopian,
future-oriented orientations, rooted in a universalistic-transcendental
vision, were, in contrast to the other revolutions, very weak and almost
nonexistent.

Concomitantly, in the Meiji Ishin there did not develop – as was the case
in the Great Revolutions in Europe, the USA, Russia, and China – a uni-
versalistic, transcendental, missionary ideology, or any components of
class ideology, two elements which were also very weak in the peasant rebel-
lions and movements of protest of the Tokugawa period. The cultural
program promulgated in the Meiji Ishin – and later on by the Meiji state –
consisted of a mixture of pragmatic orientations to the question of how to
adapt to the new international setting with strong Restorationist compo-
nents or orientations. It constituted a combination of the restorationist nat-
ivistic vision with what may be called functional prerequisites of modern
society, such as efficacy, achievement, and equality.

XXVII

These distinct characteristics of the Ishin ideology were closely related to
some of the structural characteristics of the revolutionary renovative
process itself – which again distinguished it from that of the Great
Revolutions. The most important of these characteristics which distinguish
the revolutionary processes that toppled the Tokugawa bakufu from those
of the Great Revolutions were the relatively weak connections between
different rebellious groups, their relative segregation, the almost total
absence of sacralization of violence and the construction of the center in a
liminal mode.
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Indeed, what is perhaps most distinctive about the Meiji Restoration as
compared to the Great Revolutions was the almost total absence of dis-
tinct, autonomous, religious or secular, intellectual groups as active, inde-
pendent elements in the political process of the Restoration acting not
simply as the background for the revolutionary process – which stands out
in marked contrast to the Puritans in the English Revolution and their
descendants in the American one, the ideologues in the French Revolution,
or the Russian Intelligentsia.49

XXVIII

It was this cultural program of modernity, rooted as it was in the non-Axial,
immanentist ontologies prevalent in Japan, that guided the crystallization
of the Meiji state, the later development of modern Japanese society, and
to some extent at least, the specific characteristics of the major institutional
formations of modern Japan.

One of the most important repercussions of this program can be found
in the political arena in the strong tendency to conflate national commu-
nity, state, and society – a tendency which has become especially prevalent
in the modern and contemporary arenas.

Such conflation has had several repercussions for the structuring of the
ground rules of the political arena. The most important of these repercus-
sions have been the development, first, of a weak concept of the state as dis-
tinct from the broader, overall, in modern terms, national community
(national being defined in sacral, natural, and primordial terms), and
second, of a societal state characterized by both a strong tendency to
emphasize guidance rather than direct regulation and the permeation of
the periphery by the center.

Closely related has been a very weak development of an autonomous
civil society, although, needless to say, elements of the latter, especially the
structural and organizational components thereof (such as different organ-
izations) have not been missing. One of the most interesting corollaries of
this embedment of the political arena and civil society, unlike within the
overall community, has been the absence in the historical (“feudal”) and
early modern conceptions of autonomous legal rights and of representa-
tive institutions. In Japan, however, unlike in many absolutist, or totalitar-
ian systems, the absence of such institutions was not connected with a
strong symbolic distinction of the center, of the state, or with strong efforts
by the center not only to control, but also to restructure and mobilize the
periphery – according to a new vision destructive of the values hitherto
prevalent in the periphery.
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The specific type of civil society that developed in Japan is perhaps best
illustrated by the continual construction of new social spaces which provide
semi-autonomous arenas in which new types of activities, consciousness,
and discourse develop, which, however, do not impinge directly on the
center. Those participating in them do not have autonomous access to the
center, and are certainly not able to challenge its premises.

This weakness of civil society was not due to its suppression by a strong state,
but rather to the continual conflation of state and civil society with the national
community. Rather, the relations between state and society have been effected
in the mode of patterned pluralism, of multiple dispersed social contracts.

Closely connected to these characteristics of the major institutional arenas
of modern Japan is the development of a rather distinct pattern of political
dynamics, especially concerning the impact of movements of protest on the
center. The most important characteristic brought about by the relatively
weak-principled ideological confrontations with the center – confrontations
characterized above all by the lack of success in mobilizing wide support by
those leaders who promulgated such ideological confrontation – was the
quite far-ranging success in influencing, if often indirectly, the policies of the
authorities and the creation of new, autonomous, yet segregated social spaces
in which activities promulgated by such movements could be implemented.

The processes of democratization and the continual diversification of
sectors and elites that took place after the Second World War have expanded
the access of broader sectors of society to the organs of government and
imbued these organs with a greater respect for the legal specification of the
rights of citizens and for legal procedure. They have not, however, greatly
expanded the scope of an autonomous civil society which could promulgate
its own criteria of legitimation and impose them on the state in the name of
principles transcending the state and the national community alike.

It was these characteristics of the modern Japanese society, especially of the
Japanese State, civil society, and of the relations between them, that explain
why the seemingly liberal tendencies that developed in the Taisho period never
gave rise to a full-fledged – in the Western case – liberal regime. Similarly, it is
these characteristics that explain why the repressive military regime that devel-
oped in the thirties never developed, despite the use of many fascist symbols
and themes, into a full-fledged fascist regime with a mobilizing party and mass
movements oriented at the total reconstruction of society.50

XXIX

It is all these specific characteristics of the modern Japanese society, rooted
as they are in the distinct cultural program of modernity and in the distinct
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characteristics of the Japanese political system, that explain the weakness
or non-development of fully-fledged Jacobin fundamentalist movements in
Japan – very much in line with parallel developments of sectarianism in
pre-modern Japan.

The ultimate roots of this non-development (or at most the very weak
development) of fundamentalist movements with full-fledged Jacobin
characteristics in Japan, are found in the processes of the de-Axialization
of the impact of the Axial Civilizations, and later of the universalistic
modern orientations – and attest to the close relation between the develop-
ment of proto-fundamentalist and fundamentalist movements and the
antinomies inherent, first, in the Axial Civilizations and second, in the
Axial roots of the cultural program of modernity.

The bracketing out of universalistic and transcendental orientations and
of the continual confrontations between such orientations and the civil or
primordial ones in the construction of modern Japanese collective consen-
sus, has weakened – indeed undermined – the possibility of development of
full-fledged Jacobin ideologies with their strong tendency to the absolutiza-
tion of central aspects of human experience. Additionally, the conflation of
state and civil society has minimized the possibility of development of that
component of the Jacobin vision which entailed the totalistic reconstruc-
tion of society through political action.

The various religious and/or nationalistic groups which can be seen as
having contained the seeds of such fundamentalistic orientations went the
way of most movements of protest in Japan throughout most of the
Japanese historical experience – namely, as we have seen, there developed
the relatively weak principled ideological confrontation with the center –
these were characterized above all by the lack of success of leaders of
such confrontation movements to mobilize wide support; which resulted
in the concomitant creation of new autonomous but segregated social
spaces in which activities promulgated by such movements could be
implemented.

Collective identity, institutional formations and the development
and impact of fundamentalist and communal-religious movements
– the USA

XXX

The potentialities for the development of the conditions under which these
religious movements in general, and fundamentalist ones in particular, take
form could indeed be found in all those civilizations in which the basic
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ontological premises were conducive to such developments. Indeed, from
this point of view there existed great similarities between the proto-funda-
mentalist and the modern fundamentalist movements. In contrast to the
former, however, modern movements were characterized by some distinc-
tive features – by the potential Jacobin tendencies of the fundamentalist
movements, and the highly politicized totalistic ones of the communal-
national movements, and by their appropriation, albeit in highly restrictive
and extreme anti-pluralistic terms, of the homogenizing tendencies of the
modern territorial state.

However, beyond these common features, the characteristics of modern
movements varied greatly between civilizations and societies with regard to
their scope of development, the nature of their impact on their respective
societies, and the extent to which certain types of movements were able to
predominate over others. Likewise, these features varied greatly between
different periods in the modern and contemporary history of these soci-
eties. In all these societies and civilizations, fundamentalist ideologies con-
stitute only one mode of response to processes of changes attendant on the
crystallization and expansion of modernity, and their importance and
impact vary greatly in different situations and settings.

The extent to which there develop within these movements the ideal
typical fundamentalist orientations and characteristics, and above all the
nature of the impacts of these movements on their respective societies, have
been greatly influenced not just by the ontological premises and premises
of social order that are prevalent in these societies and their respective
bearers, but by the interrelation between these premises, the construction
of collective identities, and the strength of the structure of political insti-
tutions of the respective societies or civilizations.

Here a closer look at the American (USA) case is of great interest and
importance. It is, as we have seen, the prevalence of ontological concep-
tions rooted in the Protestant tradition that provides at least a partial clue
to the rather puzzling situation in which a strong tendency to the devel-
opment of fundamentalist movements developed in the very core of mod-
ernity, in a society often conceived by many of its members and by others
as the epitome of modernity. However, the analysis of the American case
is important not only for the understanding of the conditions conducive
to the development of fundamentalist movements, it is also important for
its ability to lend understanding to both the different paths of these move-
ments’ development, and their various impacts in different societies. Of
central importance here is, of course, the fact that the fundamentalists
never did “take over” in the United States despite seemingly strong
attempts by many such groups. They were not able to monopolize the
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public agenda and political life. They always had to play within the con-
stitutional framework and its basic premises and contours, and within the
framework of the basic components of the American collective identity.
This combination, in the United States, of the tendency to develop fun-
damentalist movements with their rather specific and seemingly, especially
in comparison with some Muslim countries, limited impact on the
broader institutional settings, can be better understood only when related
to the place of Protestant ontological conceptions and premises of social
order in the construction of the American (USA) collective identity, polit-
ical order, and the symbolic and institutional premises of its political
order.

The mode of the constitution of collective identity and institutional
order that crystallized in the USA distinguishes it not only from non-
Western modes but from the original Western European ones, thus attest-
ing to the fact that already within the West there developed different
programs of modernity. The American (USA) collective consciousness
constructed a civilization which was based on a political ideology trans-
formed from a religious experience but maintaining its religious orienta-
tions – a hitherto unique occurrence in the history of humankind. Unlike
the case in the Roman Empire, where the common citizenship was defined
in secular-legal terms, with some undertones of a certain common cultural
ambience, in the USA, the religious roots and components of the common
bond were crucial.

The American civilization and “way of life” were constructed in terms of
a common political ideology with religious roots and an emphasis on
Christian heritage, rather than, as was the case in Europe, in terms of a
combination of religious tradition with historical, ethnic, and national
identity with almost no territorial or historical components. The collective
consciousness was not related to a common historical origin, to common
historical memory, mythical or actual – i.e. it did not comprise strong pri-
mordial components. Instead, it was the rather specific type of civil relig-
ion defined by Robert N. Bellah that constituted the core of this collective
identity.51

In Samuel Huntington’s words,

For most people national identity is the product of a long process of historical evo-
lution involving common conceptions, common experiences, common ethnic back-
ground, common language, common culture and usually common religion.
National identity is thus organic in character. Such however is not the case in the
United States. American nationality has been defined in political rather than
organic terms. The political ideas of the American creed have been the basis of
national identity . . . . The United States thus had its origins in a conscious political
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act, in assertion of basic political principles and in adherence to the constitutional
agreement based on those principles.52

Concomitantly the premises of this civilization entailed the constitution
of a social order, of a collectivity whose collective identity was not couched
in hierarchical terms, that is, in which the problems of the hierarchical
orders of the society were not related to the problems of the constitution
of the body politic.

XXXI

Religion played a central and rather paradoxical role in the construction
and dynamics of the American cultural and political programs, its collec-
tive consciousness, and its identity. The paradoxical nature of this role has
been manifest in the fact that on the one hand this program has been to no
small extent developed from religious, above all Protestant traditions, and
from the strong totalistic components thereof, while on the other hand one
of its major institutional derivations has been the separation of church and
state. This separation was not based on secular, anti-religious premises,
which could be found especially in the European Enlightenment. Rather,
insofar as it was rooted first in the Enlightenment, it was based on the
deistic premises – and above all on the strong opposition to any established
(state) church – as part of the opposition to strong government. Second, it
was rooted in the historical experience of escaping from the wars of relig-
ion, the concomitant recognition of the impossibility of imposing any
single religion on the multiplicity of sects, and the consequent strong
emphasis on religious tolerance between different religious groups – even if
in the first colonies the established church was initially institutionalized.

Thus religion was seemingly pushed into the realm of the private – but
in fact it was pushed into the realm of the non-governmental, associational
public arena where it played a most central role, and thus found its way into
the political arena. As Wendy F. Naylor has put it, the separation of church
and state did not necessarily entail the separation of religion from politics.53

Religion – religious organization, symbols, and discourse – constituted a
continual component of the public and political discourse. It is not only
that American society has been the most religious Western society in terms
of the acceptance of religious beliefs, membership in religious organiza-
tions, and attendance at religious services – facts which by themselves attest
to the importance of the religious component in the public associational
life. But beyond this, the religious component and imagery played a contin-
ual role in the structuring and construction of the symbolic dimension of
American collective identity and politics. This dimension was indeed very
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closely related to the specific utopian and future-oriented components in
the American cultural and political program and in the construction of
American collective identity. This religious component further constituted
a continual component not only of the “cultural” but also of the political
arena in the United States.

Religious symbolism and discourse constituted central components of
the emphasis on the necessity to preserve the purity of the American com-
monwealth against the various attempts of the forces of evil threatening it
from the inside or outside – a theme which was continually promulgated by
American politicians. Similarly American individualism in its specific
dimension was very often promulgated in religious terms and symbols.

Above all the religious component was continually interwoven with the
reinterpretation of the American collective consciousness, and at the same
time the construction of the American collective consciousness and iden-
tity constituted a central part of the agenda of many religious associations
and activities in the United States.

This was the case, as Christopher Adamson has shown, already in the
very beginning of the Republic:

Following the American Revolution, the social foundation supporting a settled
ministry and sustaining the Old World tradition of an established state church
began to crumble, prompting Alexis de Tocqueville to observe that in the United
States, “the ideas of Christianity and liberty are so completely intermingled that it
is almost impossible to conceive of the one without the other.” Large numbers of
ordinary Americans who had internalized egalitarian, anti-aristocratic attitudes
while advancing the patriot cause began to search for and find spiritual meaning in
evangelical forms of religious expression. Indeed, the revivals sweeping the north-
ern and western states between the American Revolution and the Civil War have
been described as “the Revolution at work in religion.” . . . The Second Great
Awakening sacralized the meaning of the American Revolution, so that American
nationalism prior to the Civil War rested not just on the power of national symbols,
such as the face of George Washington or the flag, but on the pervasive influence
of evangelical Christianity. The operation of thousands of voluntary religious
organizations helped to create a common world of experience which defined what
it was to be an American. Whereas revivalism helped to forge a national identity
south of the border, Protestant Christianity in Upper Canada was a far less cohe-
sive force, largely because its evangelical, pietistic potential did not survive political
reactions to the War of 1812. The counterpoint to the Christian republicanism of
the Americans was a fundamental Christian Loyalism. “Loyalty with us”, declared
the leading Wesleyan Methodist, Matthew Richey, “is an integral and essential part
of religion.”. . . Republican Christianity was defined by an evangelical conception
of the church as a voluntary society of converted believers. This conception threat-
ened the fundamental premises of Christian Loyalism north of the border. Given
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that the colony’s political survival hinged on the preservation of close ties with
Britain, evangelical and non-evangelical Upper Canadians were forced to work out
a modus vivendi.54

This rather unusual place of religious components in the construction of
the American collective identity has been very closely related to the special
attitudes to authority and to the basic institutional frameworks, especially
as embodied in the constitution. The strong religious, utopian dimension
of the American cultural and political program and the overall ideological
format of this program, gave rise to one of the most important aspects of
American society – a combination of a very strong and emphatic accep-
tance of the basic institutional, especially constitutional framework on the
one hand, with a very strong suspicion of those in authority and of distrust
of the government on the other – generating a very specific mode of com-
bination of moralism and pragmatism in political life. The overall
community – the Republic or Commonwealth – and its basic institutional-
symbolic frameworks could easily become the foci of the charismatic-
utopian dimension or orientation of the search for the pure, unpolluted
community, or of the covenant binding it together, while the concrete polit-
ical institutions, process, and office-holders could easily become the focus
of mistrust. Such mistrust was closely connected to the very strong popu-
list orientations prevalent in America and could give rise to the search for
participatory politics undiluted by the political process – a theme promul-
gated lately for instance by Ross Perot with his emphasis on symbolic elec-
tronic town meetings.

Concomitantly there developed in the United States a rather unusual
combination of, on the one hand, the center being defined much more in
terms of the overall community, of the republic with its constitutional
arrangements, and much less in terms of the concrete political institutions
or activities, and on the other, the fear of expansion of government – a com-
bination that constituted a continual theme in American political dis-
course. This combination could sometimes be seen in different designations
of the country: “America” would often be used to designate the overall
community the bearer of the strong utopian vision, while the United States
would designate the more mundane concrete governmental institution (I
owe this observation to Tom Burns).

This attitude to authority was very closely related to a more general char-
acteristic of American politics and political discourse – a continual oscilla-
tion between on the one hand a pragmatic, “realistic” attitude most fully
epitomized on the one hand in pork and barrel politics, and in a very unsen-
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timental, sometimes brutal attitude to the political game, and on the other,
a highly moralistic, often missionary, self-justifying, and sanctimonious
attitude. This oscillation generated in the USA, in S. P. Huntington’s words,
the continuous “promise of disharmony”55 – but a disharmony based on
full acceptance of the premises of the center and of the search for the rees-
tablishment of the utopian harmony inherent in these premises.

XXXII

All these factors have been important in explaining the major characteris-
tic of the movements of protest that developed in the USA, of which the
various revivalist, evangelist, and later fundamentalist movements consti-
tuted a continual component. Protest was indeed built in to the very prem-
ises and institutional framework of the American political arena as
promulgated in its “myth” or creed, and it was the basic American politi-
cal and constitutional discourse and its tensions that have also provided the
basic framework of themes and movements of protest that developed from
very early in the USA, and continue till today.

The major themes of protest that developed in the USA were set very
firmly within these basic parameters of the American political and consti-
tutional discourse. The major themes of protest crystallized in such move-
ments – be it in the various revivalist movements, the abolitionists, or the
first movements of displaced farmers or industrial workers that developed
in the first half of the nineteenth century – and focused on the
identification and the exposition of the evils threatening the basic prem-
ises of the American system. They were oriented against those aspects of
social life which were seen as contaminating the purity of American life –
against the pollution of this purity by various evil forces (especially those
mentioned above) – and to the elimination of this pollution. Most of these
movements shared many of the basic premises of the American cultural
program: its strong future orientation, messianism, this-worldliness,
emphasis on active participation and commitment to the social order. The
strong interweaving of these themes of protest with the constitutional and
legal debates and discourses did, of course, greatly reinforce this tendency
to the acceptance by most of these movements of the basic premises of the
American civilization. The two most important evils exposed by many
such movements – and in the general political discourse – were first, those
of unbridled egoism and second, the concentration of power and wealth
– both of which were seen as undermining the basic foundation of
Americans’ life, of the covenant which brings the American people
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together. The negation of the inequality generated by such concentration
of wealth or power was couched not in class terms but in terms such as
“producers” as opposed to “parasites,” or later in the twentieth century, in
terms of denial of access to the possibilities of competition, to the fruits
of the good life, and to full and equal participation in the political and
moral life of the community.

These themes, which were couched in terms of the basic premises of the
American creed and constitutional discourse, were upheld by almost all of
the movements of protest that developed in the USA – with each move-
ment naturally emphasizing different themes and combining them with
different concrete social and economic ones, which naturally varied greatly
in different periods. Whatever the differences between these movements,
they were not oriented to the reconstruction of the center and the commu-
nity but rather to their purification; to bringing them up to the fuller real-
ization of the utopian vision of the American community. Indeed the most
distinctive characteristic of the major movements of protest that devel-
oped in the USA was that they were above all oriented to the upholding of
the premises of the American vision, which constituted a central compo-
nent of the American collective consciousness and political creed.

XXXIII

It is all these factors – the modes of construction of American (USA) col-
lective identity, the premises of its social and political role, and the basic
characteristics of the movements that developed in them – that constituted
the background for the continual tendency for revivalist, evangelical, and
later fundamentalist movements to develop in the USA, and these move-
ments constitute a continual component of American political life.56 The
fundamentalist movements which started to develop from the 1920s on,
constituted a distinctly new type of such movements – although they built
on the earlier millennial and evangelical ones, and continually overlapped
and interacted with the many such movements which burgeoned together
with them. These new fundamentalist movements and ideologies developed
over a period when the older “synthesis” between the religious, republican,
and liberal components in the American collective consciousness weakened
and the “secular liberal” or “scientistic” became predominant – a process
which started with the progressive era and continued to gather momentum
after the Second World War.

These movements spread and became increasingly oriented to the
broader social and political arenas at the same time that dissociation and
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even confrontations between many sectors of American society were on the
rise, especially between what Robert Wiebe referred to as the local against
the national class. These confrontations developed in conjunction with
growing government intervention, with the movement of the courts in what
was perceived by many sectors of the local classes as a liberal-secular,
“godless” direction, and with far-reaching changes taking place in
American society and in the political institutions, especially the parties.
These movements, from the 1970s on, became closely connected with, and
continual and central components of the American right and the upsurge
of American conservatism – and exhibited, especially with respect to their
attitudes toward government and governmental action and in their strong
ideological orientations, some very specific characteristics which distin-
guish them from, for instance, contemporaneous European “conservative”
movements.

Jason Epstein in his review of two books by Lind and Hodgson57 on
recent American conservative movements with their strong religious
“right” component, brings out forcibly some of the major characteris-
tics of these movements and their place on the broad American scene.

From the suburbs of Mecca to pools of Beverly Hills, there is no wonder that
rootless multitudes now yearn increasingly for the absolute and submit to its
avatars, who flourish as disorder accumulates. This yearning, now so prevalent
in the United States, has resulted not in the classic conservatism of Plato and
Burke but in its degenerate form, the intolerant worship of idols and dogma
whether promoted by the falsified Islam of the Muslim Brotherhood or the
falsified Christianity of Pat Robertson, whose invariable companions are self-
deception and the deception of others. True conservatism, on the other hand,
demands that the levers of change be placed beneath the world as it is, not as we
would like it to be.

Lind and Hodgson show how for the past half century or so a band of quixotic
counter-revolutionaries – Jacobins of the right attacking the symptoms of moder-
nity – descended in the North from Joe McCarthy, the John Birch Society, and
William F. Buckley and in the South from Strom Thurmond and George Wallace –
has attempted to distract Americans from their actual challenges, including their
obligations to their own poor and to the solvency of their children and their chil-
dren’s children, by turning them against a “demonized version of their government
and toward the recovery of a grossly fictitious golden age, the residue of sermons,
films, and editorials in the Wall Street Journal. The result is a puritanical politics
of simpering virtue versus hellish depravity, in which the middling condition of
actual lives is ignored.58

Epstein continues with the analysis of some of the distinct themes
espoused by these groups:
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In his very useful survey of right-wing populism in postwar America, Godfrey
Hodgson identifies as its three main components anti-communism, racism, and the
fear of social disintegration: in other words a reaction to the intrusion of the outside
world upon the long-isolated enclave of white male dominance. In a positive sense,
one might say that the experience of the American right, as Hodgson presents it,
has been its irritable and reluctant awakening from the long dream of exceptional-
ism to find itself alongside a disreputable and no less irritable bedmate called
history, from whom there is no possibility of divorce, while a century’s dirty dishes
are piled in the kitchen below. Whether the bedmates reconcile or prolong their
quarrel is an open question. Should the quarrel continue, however, the loser will not
be history.

The American right, Hodgson notices, comprises two incompatible com-
ponents: authoritarian traditionalists, who are usually members of funda-
mentalist or evangelical religions, and radical individualists, including
“libertarian” businessmen, speculators, and their journalistic and academic
apologists in departments of economics, particularly at the University of
Chicago. Hodgson makes too much of their incompatibility. What binds
the two is their hostility to federal regulatory and taxing power or, in a
larger sense, their shared conviction that the United States ought to be
a largely homogeneous culture, a fairy-tale version of its disheveled self, a
Disneyland whose brave citizens are free to make their fortunes no matter
what the damage to competing interests, where differences are settled man
to man, where women sing in church when they are not at their stoves incu-
bating embryos, where overt non-conformists are not welcome and the
income tax has been repealed.

In fact, an actual invasion of America had been under way since the early
1960s, one that had nothing to do with sexuality, Communists, or desegre-
gated schools. This was the invasion of foreign goods, which were often
better made, cheaper, and more useful than American ones. By the 1970s,
this invasion would devastate much of the old industrial economy of the
United States, including the high wages for industrial workers which for
years Americans had taken for granted. This unprecedented competition,
implemented by new technologies in transport and communication, within
the once largely impregnable American market, would indeed turn the
world upside down for most Americans and contribute to the selfishness
and xenophobia of the Republican right. “But the structural decline in
American economic growth that began in 1973 would not only be ignored,
its profound consequences for the United States would repeatedly be denied
by the radical right and its publicists even as American productivity growth
and hourly wages remained stagnant or fell and federal indebtedness con-
tinued to mount.”59
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XXXIV

Thus the preceding analysis indicates that it was the combination of deep-
rooted Protestant orientations prevalent in many sectors of American
society which constituted a basic component of its premises and percep-
tions in many sectors of American society of the weakening of the relig-
ious components in the construction of American collective identity that
has given rise to evangelistic, later the fundamentalist movements in this
society. At the same time, however, it was the continual prevalence in the
United States of an interweaving between the religious and civil compo-
nents of collective identity (even though tension always existed between
them and their relative importance varied in different periods); the preva-
lence of the US “civil religion”; the continual working of pluralistic insti-
tutions; and the autonomy and cohesiveness of the center and its openness
to broader strata, that has assured the relatively limited impact of these
movements on their society – particularly when compared to many Muslim
societies, and also, to some extent, to Israel and Jewish communities in the
USA and Europe. Thus indeed while the fundamentalist tendencies with
potential Jacobin orientations have been stronger from the sixties or seven-
ties on, they never “took over” in the United States despite seemingly strong
attempts by many such groups. They were not able to monopolize the
public agenda and political arena – even if they were greatly influential –
because of the basic institutional, constitutional, and federal structure, the
strong pluralistic or open dimensions in the construction of the American
collective identity, and the basic premises of the American political system.
They always had to play within the constitutional framework and its prem-
ises and basic contours. Thus, for instance, a banner carried by one of these
active “rightist-fundamentalist” groups after Oklahoma proclaimed “Reno
is the best reason to uphold the second amendment” – and while this may
appear bizarre to many, it is the legitimization of their demands in consti-
tutional terms, in terms of the Bill of Rights, that is highly significant
here.60

Collective identity, institutional formations and the development
and impact of fundamentalist and communal-religious movements:
Asian societies, with a comparative look at Europe

XXXV

The analysis of the American case indicates that the impact of fundamen-
talist movements on their respective societies is greatly influenced not just
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by ontological premises and the premises of social order that are prevalent
in these societies, but by the interrelation between these premises; the con-
struction of collective identities; the strength of the structure of political
institutions; the autonomy of the major elites; the structure, autonomy,
cohesiveness, and accessibility of the center – and the mutual openings and
trust between these different elites and broader social strata in the structur-
ing of the center of the respective societies or civilizations. The importance
of these conditions could be identified already in earlier historical periods
with respect to the conditions conducive to these movements’ development,
and in the impacts of proto-fundamentalist movements in these various
societies, as briefly alluded to in chapter 1.

Many of the “historical” Muslim societies in the Middle East and
beyond in Western and Central Asia, were characterized by the prevalence
within them of patrimonial regimes, or as in the case of the Ottoman
Empire, of imperial regimes with very strong patrimonial tendencies. These
regimes shared with the patrimonial regimes which developed in such non-
Axial Civilizations as Mesoamerica, and the Ancient Near East of
(Hinduized) South Asia, strong tendencies to the development of rather
pluralistic institutional arrangements, especially in the form of segregated
– regional, ethnic, and religious – sectors; a relatively weak permeation of
the center into the periphery and impingement of the periphery on the
center; as well as the prevalence, especially in these sectors, of multiple pat-
terns or bases of legitimation.61

There exists, however, a rather important difference between the patri-
monial-like systems which developed in the framework of the Axial
Civilizations, like in Christianity and above all in the realm of Muslim
civilization, and those which developed in the realms of non-Axial
Civilization, especially in South and Southeast Asia. In the latter cases,
the basic structure and orientations of the hegemonic elites, especially the
weakness or nonexistence of autonomous cultural or intellectual elites
and the embedment of most elites in the broader ascriptive settings, did
not facilitate the development of religious movements oriented to the
reconstruction of the political arena. The story was different in those
societies, like the many Muslim societies, or parts of Christianity (in the
Russian Empire, or in a different vein in Ethiopia) in which the develop-
ment of patrimonial regimes was due more to historical contingency or
to political-ecological conditions. In these societies the existence of
strong, even if for a long period only latent, orientations to the recon-
struction of the political arena was manifest in such movements as the
proto-fundamentalist ones in Islam, or revolutionary ones as in Russia or
China.
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This does not mean that any of these civilizations (or religions), espe-
cially that of Islam, as has been often claimed in the controversies around
the interpretation of contemporary fundamentalist movements, is inher-
ently fundamentalist. What it does mean, however, is that given appropri-
ate historical conditions which lead, under the combined impact of
intercivilizational processes to which we have referred above, to the weak-
ening of the more patrimonial or neo-patrimonial regimes, the chances of
development of proto-fundamentalist, and in modern times, of fundamen-
talist movements, and their attaining an important place in the center-stage
of the political arena are very great. This is to some extent at least in con-
trast to those patrimonial regimes in which these pluralistic-semi-patrimo-
nial characteristics persisted even if in continually changing forms, as was
the case to some extent in the modern regimes which developed in the
framework of “other-worldly” civilizations as we shall see in greater detail
later on – India being one of the most interesting cases.

XXXVI

The importance of these conditions – i.e., of the interweaving between
different components of collective identity, of pluralistic institutional
frameworks, and cohesiveness of centers – can be identified even more
clearly and forcefully with respect to the development of modern funda-
mentalist and religious-communal movements with their distinct modern
characteristics, and above all with respect to their impact on their respec-
tive societies. It is indeed the modern characteristics of these movements
rooted in their close relation to the political program of modernity and its
institutional implications, that intensified the importance of these condi-
tions on the development of these movements, as well as their own impact
on these respective societies.

In the various contemporary Muslim, South, and Southeast Asian soci-
eties referred to above, it was the weakening under the impact of the more
global conditions and pluralistic features analyzed above, as well as the
growing rigidity of the centers and the weakening of the solidary relations
between the center and the various elites and broader social strata, that has
provided a fertile ground for the development of fundamentalist or of
South Asian communal-national religious movements. It is the combina-
tion of these factors that greatly influenced the scope and intensity of both
the feeling of dispossession of many sectors from the respective centers of
their societies, and of perception of threat to their respective civilizations.
Given the nature of the premises and processes of the modern political
order, and the potentially inherent politicization of all social movements,
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there developed in all these societies the possibility of a continual feedback
between these movements and the continual weakening of the pluralistic
institutional arrangements.

Under such conditions the impact of these movements on their respec-
tive societies may be reinforced by several factors. First, they may be rein-
forced by the very weak tradition in many of these civilizations and
societies of access to the political center and of weakness of the concep-
tions of citizenship and autonomous civil society, paradoxically those very
conditions which have in earlier periods minimized within them the poten-
tialities of development of revolutionary movements.

Second, the development of fundamentalist or communal-religious ten-
dencies among groups of intellectuals and political activists with strong
totalistic orientations were often reinforced in many non-Western societies
by the prevalence within them of the ex-toto conceptions of social order;
the suspicion of autonomous individuals and civil society; the grave con-
cerns over the eroding possibilities in the public order of discrete private
and group interests; and by a very strong suspicion of the legitimacy of dis-
crete private and group interests, and of “normal” politics. Such concerns
constituted, in a sense, a mirror image of similar concerns among centers
of constitutional democracies in the West – they were closely connected
with suspicion of representative institutions and of legitimacy rooted in
observance of the rules of the game. However, unlike the constitutional
democracies in the West, in many of the Asian and African societies, these
concerns were not set within the context of a strong tradition of citizen-
ship, civil society, and of representative institutions.

XXXVII

A brief comparative look at the historical experience of modern Europe as
it bears on our problems might be of interest here.62 Extreme fundamental-
ist movements did not develop to any great extent in most Western
European countries and whenever movements with such tendencies did
develop – for instance in Scandinavian countries and in some Calvinist
enclaves, especially in the Netherlands – they never attained the importance
that they did in either the United States or Muslim societies. The study of
such movements is not very developed, and the reasons for these move-
ments’ relatively weak development in European countries and the varia-
tions in their development have not been systematically investigated.
Following, however, the preceding analysis, I would like to suggest that one
possible starting point for the explanation of the relative weakness of such
movements – beyond their being hemmed in, in Catholic countries, by the
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centuries old regulative institutions of the Church – are some of the histor-
ical characteristics of the construction of collective identities in Europe.

One of the most important characteristics of the construction of collec-
tive identities in European historical, and especially modern experience, has
been the continual interweaving of primordial, civil, and universalistic
components. It was such continual interweaving that has minimized the
chances of development of religious fundamentalist movements in most
European countries, and of those movements which did develop, to pene-
trate the center stage of the political arena. But as we have seen already in
chapter 2, many extreme “left” and “right” Jacobin nationalist movements
– and regimes – did develop in Europe, and it might be worthwhile to have
a brief look at the relations between the development of these movements
and the different models of construction of collective identities in different
European nations.

The central aspect of the construction of collective boundaries and
identities, which influenced the strength or weakness of the tendencies to
the development of such extreme Jacobin exclusivist movements and
regimes in Europe was the way in which modern universalistic or civic
components of collective identity were combined not only with the older
religious ones, but also with newly reconstructed – in a modern way – pri-
mordial ones. In all modern European societies the primordial compo-
nents of such identity, continuously reconstructed in such modern terms
as nationalism and ethnicity, were confronted by the modern universalis-
tic and by civil components. The mode of interweaving these different
components of collective identity greatly shaped the scope of pluralism
that developed in them.

It was in those societies in which the primordial components were sub-
sumed relatively successfully under the civil and universalistic ones and all
were “peacefully” interwoven in the construction of their respective collec-
tive identities, that a relatively wide scope of pluralistic arrangements were
allowed.

It was the contrary tendencies to the absolutization of the major dimen-
sions of human experience and social order and concomitant principled
exclusivity that provided a propitious background for the development of
various extreme movements with strong Jacobin tendencies – the leftist rev-
olutionary, the extreme nationalistic, as well as the extreme religious ones
– among some of which there existed potentialities for fundamentalist
movements in various European Protestant countries such as the
Scandinavian countries, the Netherlands, or Switzerland. But as in
England, Holland, Switzerland and in the Scandinavian countries, the crys-
tallization of collective identity was characterized by the close interweav-
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ing of the primordial and religious components with the civil and univer-
salistic ones, without the former being denied, allowing a relatively wide
scope for pluralistic arrangements, the impact of the potentially fundamen-
talist movements was relatively weak. In Catholic countries it was the
Catholic Church with its “traditional” techniques of hegemony which was
crucial in hemming in the impact of potentially fundamentalist tendencies
in the central political arena.

In those societies or sectors within which there developed strong tensions
between the primordial and the civil universalistic components in the con-
struction of the collective identities of the modern nation-state (as was the
case in Central Europe, above all in Germany and in many social move-
ments in Western Europe) there developed a stronger tendency to crises and
breakdowns of different types of pluralistic arrangements. The tension
between the primordial, civil, and universalistic components in the con-
struction of their collective identity gave rise in these societies and move-
ments to strong emphasis on the centrality of the primordial components
in construction of the modern collective consciousness, very often com-
bined with extreme absolutist Jacobin tendencies.63

XXXVIII

The importance of yet another dimension of the construction of collective
identity and institutional formations in influencing the impact of funda-
mentalist movements is their development and impact in countries, like
Korea or Latin American ones, in which basic religious or civilizational
premises differed from those of the fundamentalist movements – i.e., in
these societies such movements did not constitute internal heterodoxies
confronting the predominant orthodoxies. In both these cases, the poten-
tial Jacobin tendencies of such movements were mostly confined to the
reconstruction of the internal life of these communities rather than
towards either the creation of wider spaces for their communities, or the
reconstruction of the overall political and social order.

As we have seen, in many of the Latin American countries there devel-
oped a far-reaching overlap in the concrete religious practices and orienta-
tions between the developments in the Protestant and the Catholic sectors,
and very often the boundaries between the two were blurred. Yet on the
whole the Protestant sectors, especially the evangelical and Pentacostal,
tended to be basically in a minority position, and to develop stronger col-
lective identity and boundaries. Some of the differences between these
Catholic and Protestant groups were closely connected to the different pat-
terns of dislocation of the people which were attracted to these groups.64
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The most important such difference was that, given the fact that these soci-
eties were predominantly Catholic, not only was it the Catholic groups
which were by far the most widespread, but it was above all different sectors
within the Catholic elites which were the carriers of many of the Catholic
movements such as Liberation Theology. The leaders of various Protestant
groups did not on the whole come from such centers, and accordingly, the
whole manner of their involvement in the broader political arenas and
impact on them developed in rather distinct ways. They were often dubbed
or designated as a-political. Insofar as such designation entails the devel-
opment of strong tendencies toward the reconstruction of the central
premises of the political arena, it was on the whole correct. The weakness
of such tendencies was also to no small extent reinforced by the more con-
servative forces with which these groups tended to ally themselves. But at
the same time their designation as apolitical seems to be misleading insofar
as it implies that they had no impact on the broader political arena or
culture of their societies. Not only did they introduce an element of hetero-
geneity and religious pluralism, and hence of political dissent – which was
hitherto very weak in these societies. Of even greater importance is the
closely related fact that in their own spaces and confines they introduced –
as did, but possibly to a lesser extent, the Catholic popular groups – a very
strong egalitarian and participatory element – including, as we have seen,
a growing participation of women and weakening of the patriarchal-
machoist components of the political culture.65

Collective identity, institutional formations, and the development
and impact of fundamentalist and communal-religious movements:
the historical and contemporary experience of India

XXXIX

The importance of these conditions – i.e. of the interrelations of ontologi-
cal visions, the construction of collective identities, and the patterns of
legitimization of political regimes – to both the development of commu-
nal-religious and fundamentalist movements, as well as these movements’
impacts on their respective societies can be greatly illuminated by an anal-
ysis of modern Indian historical experience, and paradoxically through its
comparison with the American experience.

The most important starting point for such an analysis is the rather sur-
prising persistence of a constitutional democratic regime in India since
independence – together with Israel, and partially Sri Lanka, as the only
such “post-colonial” post-Second World War regimes. The fact that India
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has remained a democratic constitutional regime since independence in
1947 has confounded many prophets of doom who had predicted the
demise not only of the constitutional regime in India, but also of the Union
of India as such. To give only one illustration, in India, The Dangerous
Decades, a very incisive and influential book published in 1960, Selig
Harrison made two predictions.66 One was that the level of conflicts – inter-
caste, inter-regional, or inter-linguistic would increase in India, and the
other was that because of the intensification of conflicts, the Union of
India would be put in great jeopardy. The interesting fact is that while the
first prediction did come true, the second did not, at least not until now.
Moreover, the Union of India continued despite numerous turbulences to
be a constitutional democracy – the largest such democracy in the world.

Several reasons seem to be of special importance for explaining this
rather astounding fact. The most important such reason for this rather sur-
prising fact is the highly accommodative stance of the center to the poten-
tially conflictual demands by numerous social groups and movements –
indeed demands rooted in many of the conflicts observed and predicted by
Selig Harrison and many other scholars67 – be they economic demands,
especially of peasants and industrial workers; economic conflicts focused
on demands on affirmative action, especially with respect to positions in
civil service for unscheduled or lower castes; and demands for cultural or
linguistic autonomy and recognition for the numerous regional and linguis-
tic groups. This accommodative stance was to some extent suspended
during Indira Gandhi’s Prime Ministership in 1966–1977 and 1980–1984 –
to be returned to after her assassination.

This relatively high level of accommodation of the center was based on
a very pragmatic attitude, with relatively weak ideological components.
This attitude was to some extent contrary to the experience of many
European states, whether in the Austro-Hungarian and Russian Empires,
or needless to say to the experiences in Eastern Europe in more recent times.
This pragmatic accommodative attitude entailed relatively widespread
acceptance – among the elites and the broader sectors of society – of the
legitimacy of the demands of various groups for participation in the polit-
ical arena, and the concomitant acceptance of the central political institu-
tions and their legitimation by many such sectors of the society. It was
indeed the continual development of this accommodative stance, that lies
at the heart of India’s hitherto continuity as a constitutional state.

The roots of the development of this pragmatic attitude in India can be
found in some very important aspects of the pre-colonial Indian historical
experience, aspects that were further reinforced by several elements of
India’s colonial experience under the British and its struggle for indepen-
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dence. The most important aspects of this historical experience have been
the conceptions, definitions, construction, and legitimization of political
arena, and the relations of this to other institutional arenas.

The basic legitimization of this arena developed in two interwoven direc-
tions – one rooted in the conception of dharma, or the duty of subjects to
rulers, as well as the duties of rulers to listen to the demands or problems
of subjects; and second, the pragmatic judgment of the performance of
rulers.

Different sectors’ places in the social order were in principle prescribed
by their ritual standing in the purity-auspiciousness schemes, but at the
same time the relative autonomy and continual reconstruction of the
various community and caste frameworks enabled the development of con-
tinual political dynamics, and the acceptance by the rulers of the legitimacy
of the claims of different groups.

At the same time the interrelations between the political and other arenas
were characterized by the relative autonomy of the major social groups and
elites, the complex of castes and villages, and the networks of cultural, eco-
nomic, and political communication, which were characterized by a high
degree of autonomy – but an autonomy embedded in ascriptive, albeit wide
and continuously reconstructed, frameworks.

The nature of this autonomy has been captured by R. Inden, who defines
the various local and caste groups as both subjects and citizens who,
although taxed and controlled by the kings were also allowed a high degree
of self-regulation: they “had an inherent, but limited and partial capacity
(we might call it rights) to combine within and among themselves and order
their own affairs.”68

Given these characteristics of the relations between the political and
other arenas in India, there developed no basic ideological confrontation
between state and society – until recent times, under the impact of
European rule – and no wars of religion.

These conceptions of the political arena have had far-reaching repercus-
sions on the political dynamics that developed in India, two of which are
of special interest in a comparative framework. The first is that in India –
despite its “empires” – there never developed a conception of statehood as
a distinct, absolutist, ontological entity. Secondly, there were – until
modern times – no wars of religion.

Political imagery nonetheless played a very important role in the con-
struction of the Indian collective consciousness – especially in encounters
with other, above all Islamic, civilizations. Such encounters, as Sheldon
Pollock has shown, have, for instance, intensified the importance of the cult
of Rama in large parts of India since about the twelfth century, and that of
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the political components in the self-definition of both the Indians and the
new “others.” Significantly, however, even the intensification of this politi-
cal component did not give rise to attempts to impose one Axial vision
(Hinduism) on the other (Islam) – that is, to confront the other civilizations
with the universalistic exclusiveness of one’s own.69

XL

The development of the modern Indian polity – which started under the
British and fully crystallized with the establishment of the Union of India
after the independence in 1947 – in tandem with partition and the creation
of Pakistan has, of course, given rise to a uniform political framework in
which the possibility of confrontation between different groups became
much greater than before. This development created the potentiality of the
numerous conflicts and confrontational stances predicted by the various
scholars and observers.

It has, however, been the unique characteristic of the development of
India – in contrast with most other post-colonial countries – that it was
hitherto able to minimize the disruptive effects of such confrontations on
the political order and to keep them within the respective constitutional-
colonial and post-colonial frameworks – that of the Union of India.

This ability was connected with the fact that with the establishment of
the Union of India, the distinct characteristics of the relations between the
political and other institutional arenas were not radically different from
those that were prevalent in the previous periods, even though, given the
basic democratic and constitutional premises of the system, they changed
considerably. The basic conceptions of rulership did not necessarily change
but became more and more reformulated in modern semi-welfare terms.70

The relative non-ideological, highly pragmatic approach to the political
arena reinforced the acceptance of the legitimacy of the claims of various
sectors of the society. Such claims became transformed into legitimate
political demands based on more autonomous and “open” bases – provid-
ing a very strong push for democratic participation in the political process.

The major reason for the fact that the numerous confrontational pos-
sibilities that developed in India did not give rise to continual breakdowns
of the modern Indian political system, was that building on the earlier his-
torical experience as well as on the colonial one, the constitutional demo-
cratic system that developed in India was characterized, as Arend Lijphart
has shown in his incisive analysis, by several consociational-like features
based on power-sharing principles. The most important such features were:
(1) grand coalition governments that include representatives of all major
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linguistic and religious groups, (2) cultural autonomy for these groups, (3)
proportionality in political representation and civil service appointments,
and (4) a minority veto with regard to vital minority rights and autonomy.71

Second was the prevalence of the seemingly secular civil legitimization of
the Indian state promulgated by Gandhi, Nehru, and the Congress Party.72

In this conception the Hindu component of the new collective identity was
defined not so much in primordial communal terms but rather as a sort of
general “humanistic” secular dimension of the Indian constitutional order,
of the secular Indian state. India was conceived as a territory – not as sacred
ground. While the more communal-religious components of Hindu collec-
tive identity were continually promulgated by many groups and move-
ments, such as the Vishna Shindu, their conceptions were for a long period
bracketed out – even if not totally denied – of the central political arena,
the official construction of the Indian collective consciousness, and above
all, of the legitimation of the Indian state as they were promulgated by the
Congress.73

XLI

It is the combination of all these factors – above all of the continual accom-
modational, power-sharing tendencies, the relatively weak sanctification of
the political sphere rooted in the “other-worldly” components of the onto-
logical conceptions prevalent in India, and the continual semi-secular
pattern of legitimation of the state – that explains the relatively secondary
place of communal religions and the weakness of fundamentalist move-
ments in India in the first phases of independence. It is above all the com-
bination of two factors that provided for the development of the intensive
communal national movements epitomized by the BJP Party: first, the
weakening and erosion of the institutional arrangements of this political
system, as for instance of the political parties – a process which became
intensified during and after Indira Gandhi’s regime – and resulted to no
small extent from the paradoxical results of these accommodative policies;
and second, the connection between growing economic expansion and the
continual discrepancy and tensions between different sectors of the popu-
lation, tensions exacerbated by the various “affirmative action policies”
undertaken as part of numerous accommodative policies.74

It was in this situation that there developed processes of dislocation
which, as suggested in the quotations from D. R. Spitz above,75 were in prin-
ciple very similar to those connected with the rise of the fundamentalist
movements with strong Jacobin tendencies that developed within many of
the Muslim societies and, in a different way, in the United States, as
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indicated by T. B. Edsall. Moreover, the rise of such movements was con-
nected – in perhaps surprisingly parallel ways to that of the fundamental-
ist movements in the United States – with changes in the relations between
the components of modern collective identity, especially between the
“secular”and different communal components of their respective collective
identities, generating also a weakening of the legitimation of the Indian
state in terms of a secular vision, as originally promulgated by Gandhi and
Nehru – and further, touched on the central aspects of both of these con-
stitutional regimes.

It was all of these developments that provided the background to con-
tinual development in India of communal-religious movements from the
seventies on. All these developments did indeed give rise to a very great
increase in the promulgation of communal-religious Hindu identity; to
growing intra-communal violence above all against the Muslims of India,
epitomized in both the burning of the Ayodhya Mosque in 1990 and the
communal riots in Agra City in 1992; to a very strong contestation about
the construction of national identity; and to a very marked shift in the
bases of legitimation of the Indian political system.76 Significantly enough,
however, these developments did not give rise in India to pristine funda-
mentalist movements, but to – often virulent and violent – communal-
religious national ones. Most of them harbor, as we have indicated already
above, very strong particularistic visions of exclusion, but only very few
develop into a fully totalistic-Jacobin direction. Also, they have only very
weak – if any – conceptions of reconstruction of the social order accord-
ing to any social vision rooted in an ontological conception. The orienta-
tions of these movements which developed in India among the Hindu
population are, as we have already seen above, particularistic, primordial,
and not universalistic.

The fundamentalist and communal-religious challenge to modern
pluralistic regimes

XLII

Whatever the outcome of all these processes – whether communal-national
or fundamentalist-Jacobin – they all attest to the growing importance of the
religious component in the reconstitution of the collective identities in many
contemporary societies. These movements have put the problem of the place
of these components (in their great variety), and the relations between them
and to other such components – such as the civil and various pluralistic ones
– in the very center of the agendas of their respective societies.
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In the United States these problems were put on the central agenda by
the many fundamentalist movements which burgeoned in the last two
decades. The fact that these movements continually acted within the con-
stitutional framework of the USA does not mean that they were not
influential. Not only have they carved out wide spaces for themselves, they
have also infused many of their demands and issues in the political arena
and discourse. But at the same time, the fact that they have been continu-
ally playing in this constitutional ground has also greatly influenced their
structures and orientations, especially by discouraging or dampening the
Jacobin tendencies of many – if not of all, especially of the more extremist
groups among them – and by making many of them proclaim more open
universalistic religious and political orientations. Truly enough, a close
reading of many of the texts promulgating such openness does indicate that
the totalistic, potentially Jacobin tendencies have not entirely disappeared.
They were rather put in some brackets, and while some of them have
become continually diluted, others seem to be continually, as it were, sim-
mering.

In contemporary Europe this problem was lately put on the central
agenda, above all by different immigrant communities – especially those
coming from non Christian-Muslim or Indian communities. In Israel,
Turkey, and in almost all the Muslim societies this problem was continually
articulated by the fundamentalist revivalist movements which have contin-
ually developed in all these societies. It was only in two Muslim soci-
eties/states and in Iran and Sudan that fundamentalist regimes were
established, but they constituted a central component in the political
process of the societies.

In several African countries – in Sudan, Kenya and Uganda in East
Africa and in Mali, Guinea or Ivory Coast, and Senegal in West
Africa – the more radical Islamist movements have been continual
components of the more general tendencies of expansion of Islam,
and have had to confront and cooperate with not only the initial post-
colonial “secular” regimes, but also with many of the other Islamic
movements in the processes of the construction of their respective
states and societies.77

In all these societies the fundamentalist movements have been continu-
ously interwoven with other movements – among them the often called
“reformist” movements that have attempted to reinterpret their respective
traditions, be they Protestant, Muslim, or Jewish – in the contemporary
scene. Such movements have been continuously interwoven not only with
one another, but also with existing secular regimes with which they are in
continuous contact, and among them there have developed continual
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processes of mutual accommodation and confrontation alike. The concrete
contours of these processes and patterns of accommodation vary greatly
between different societies, different periods in the history of each, and
according to the specific constellation of the various forces analyzed above.

With the exception of the United States and lately of Europe – most of
these movements developed in those states which were established, like
Kemalist Turkey, after the First World War, or in colonial-imperial states,
which were constituted by the various national movements that developed
after the Second World War.

In some of these regimes – India, Israel and basically also in Turkey –
these movements acted within the framework of the continual constitu-
tional democratic regimes. In many of the other states these movements
developed and acted in the frameworks of modernizing, secular, semi-con-
stitutional, usually autocratic regimes. In all these states, but especially in
the latter, there developed a continual, paradoxical relation between these
movements and processes of democratization in their respective societies, a
relation which in many cases highlighted one of the most important chal-
lenges to these regimes.

The Khomeini revolution in Iran and to a small extent the establishment
of the fundamentalist regime in Sudan, have also been connected with
growing demands for the opening up of autocratic regimes. Similarly in
Pakistan the Jama’at Islam was often involved in struggles against the auto-
cratic regimes. Indeed, it was the secular, modernizing, autocratic regimes
that constituted the butt of the fundamentalist movements. In Algeria there
developed a continual confrontation and contestation between the
“secular”-military regime and the Islamic fundamentalist movements
which may well lead to the breakdown of the Algerian state.78 The contes-
tation in Algeria has brought out the paradoxical relation between democ-
ratization and “Islamization.” The fundamentalist movements in Algeria
rose to prominence as a result of democratic elections – giving rise to the
paradoxical discussion whether to support the suppression of elections in
order to turn the tide of Islamization which would, according to this view,
abolish the constitutional state.79

Most of these regimes employed a great variety of combinations of
repressive and accommodative measures towards these – as well as against
other opposition – movements.80 In at least some of these societies it was
the extent of such accommodation and openness that was very important
in hemming in, as it were, the more extreme fundamentalist tendencies. As
S. V. R. Nasr has put it, even if in possibly somewhat exaggerated ways, with
respect to Pakistan and Jordan:
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It has capitalized on popular political discontent to take the political process una-
wares. Protracted involvement with the political process, as has been the case with
the Jama’at in Pakistan, will elicit concessions from the ruling order in terms of new
laws or distribution of political and economic power – Islamization. But it will also
create barriers to further progress of revivalism and immunize the political process
to its ultimate challenge. It will compel revivalism to turn to pragmatic politics in
lieu of ideological posturing, will encourage other political forces to respond to the
revivalist threat, and also will provide them with sufficient time to do so. Similarly,
it enables the state to formulate policies that would accommodate dissent at the
expense of revivalism. The Jama’at’s meager parliamentary representation over two
decades . . . bears ample testimony to this fact. Similarly, the Jama’at experience
echoes that of Jordan’s Muslim Brotherhood. In the November 1993 elections in
that country, the second one in which the Brotherhood has participated openly, the
party lost seats to other political forces.

This is an important point to bear in mind. Revivalists have by and large
responded positively to the burgeoning democratization process in many parts of
the Muslim world, from Algeria to Jordan, Lebanon, Malaysia, Bangladesh, and
Pakistan, and they have abandoned their anti-state platforms of earlier times and
become involved with the political process. They are an important element in the
civil society that will serve as the pillar of democracy. However, the reaction to this
development in the ruling regimes in the Muslim world and among Western policy-
makers and academicians has not been positive.

Democracy engenders exactly the kind of protracted involvement with the polit-
ical process, which was the case of the Jama’at which became enfranchised in the
early 1950s. It joined the political process in Pakistan and since then has partici-
pated in that process during its democratic periods (1951–1958, 1971–1977, and
1988 to the present) as well as authoritarian ones (1958–1971 and 1977–1988). By
abandoning its anti-state posture and endorsing the state and the political process,
the Jama’at became subject to the influence of those political forces that govern the
ebb and flow of the political process. Its revolutionary image faded, and it became
bogged down in debates, policy decisions, compromises, and political maneuvering
that have stymied its progress and constricted its maneuverability. This has been
particularly true during the country’s democratic periods, when open political
debate has forced the Jama’at to elaborate on its ideology and conversely has pro-
vided other political forces with the opportunity to immunize themselves to its chal-
lenge. During the democratic periods, moreover, the Jama’at has been forced to
divert its attention from opposition to the government to competition with an array
of other political forces, with the effect of diffusing its political energies. In the long
run, this has been the single most important cause of the Jama’at’s constructed
political development . . .81

Rather similar tendencies can be identified in other Muslim societies like
Malaysia. In yet other societies, like Egypt or Tunisia, much more repres-
sive measures have been continually undertaken by the regimes – especially
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against the extreme, radical, and terrorist group – but these regimes have
also been obliged to deflect wider support of the fundamentalist move-
ments by promulgating stronger “Islamic” religious or economic policies.82

At the same time, in all these regimes the challenges of the fundamentalist
movements, especially but not only of the more extreme terrorist groups
among them, have continually tested the limits of pluralistic toleration and
openness that may develop within them.

XLIII

The paradoxical relations between processes of democratization, funda-
mentalist movements and the constitution and continuity of modern plu-
ralistic political frameworks, are fully visible in those “new states” within
which democratic frameworks were continually maintained.

Indeed, yet another look at the situation in India is of great interest. The
most recent – 1996 – elections, which can in many ways be seen as a water-
shed in the development of Indian constitutional democracy, point to some
aspects of the impact and intensity of communal-religious orientations on
the broader institutional frameworks, especially, in this case, on the conti-
nuity of the Indian democratic constitutional system. In these elections the
Congress party lost its dominant position and it was the BJP, the Indian
nationalist party that became the largest, and thus the first party to be
asked by the President to form the government. Its leader, Atal Behari
Vejpayee, became Prime Minister and sought the Parliament’s vote of
confidence for his government. When he could not get it – in face of the
opposition of various “secular” parties which were afraid of the BJP’s atti-
tude toward the Muslim party – the task was given to H. D. Deve Gonder,
the leader of the Centered Front, a coalition of disparate regional and low
caste parties.83

What was then the impact of the last election on the future of Indian
democracy? There arises the problem of whether these changes denote the
breakdown of political institutions in India, or their transformability in a
more decentralized direction, or the continuation of power sharing and its
adaptation to new circumstances. Indeed the very high participation in the
elections (about 65 percent of the electorate), the relatively few accusations
of corruption, and the low level of violence seem to attest to the vitality not
only of democratic political participation, but also to some of the construc-
tive dimensions of the public sphere in India.

A rather similar contradictory or open picture emerges with respect to
the shift in the bases of legitimation of the political regime. There took
place an important shift in a “nationalistic” direction. V. S. Naipaul’s com-
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ments in the New York Herald Tribune of May 6, 1990 are very appropri-
ate here:

A Strong Hindu Response to Historical Humiliation. India was trampled over,
fought over. You had the invasions and you had the absence of a response to them.
There was an absence even of the idea of a people, of a nation defending itself. Only
now are people beginning to understand that there has been a great vandalizing of
India.

In pre-industrial India, people moved about in small areas, unaware of the
dimension of the country, without any notion of nation. People seemed to say: We
are all right here. The rest of the world may be disastrous, but we are not affected.
Now, however, things seem to be changing. What is happening in India is a mighty,
creative process. Indian intellectuals, who want to be secure in their liberal beliefs,
may not understand what is going on.

But every other Indian knows precisely what is happening: Deep down he knows
that a larger response is emerging to their historical humiliation.

The new Hindu attitude, the new sense of history being attained by Hindus, is not
like Mohammedan fundamentalism, which is essentially a negative, last-ditch effort
to fight against a world it desperately wishes to join.

The movement is now from below. It has to be dealt with. It is not enough to
abuse these youths or use that fashionable word from Europe, “fascism.”

There is a big, historical development going on in India. Wise men should under-
stand it and ensure that it does not remain in the hands of fanatics.84

It is not clear whether this shift denotes a break with the existing frame-
work of legitimation or a shift of components within it. Indeed, the leader
of BJP, who has become for a short while Prime Minister, and who has been
known as a relative moderate, stressed in one of his speeches after the elec-
tion a strong commitment to the constitutional arrangements and observ-
ing the rights of minorities. While seemingly indicating a trend toward the
domestication, as it were, of these extreme nationalistic tendencies,
however, he also announced that he would adhere to the parties’ religious
policies.

The problem here, as in many other democracies, is the prevalence and
continual transformation of some consensual orientations – of some
common texts – made beyond the rules of the game, but which legitimize
the actual rules, and without which the actual rules of the game may not be
always upheld. Such orientations did exist and were relatively effective in
the historical experience of India, in the legitimization of the political
arena in terms of the basic conception of the dharma, or under Nehru and
the Congress rule when a mild secular conception of Indian polity legiti-
mated the coexistence of different cultural groups. Nevertheless, the main-
tenance of such common text became somewhat harder with the continual
weakening of both the political institution and the constitutional-
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democracy in India. It is too early to judge the outcome with respect to all
these problems of democracy in India but they have been highlighted by the
1996 elections, and they will become even more visible in the 1998 elections
which were called after the disintegration of the various governments based
on different “secular” coalitions.

XLIV

A picture which is much more complex but in principle rather similar
emerges in Israel. While, as we have seen, various fundamentalist move-
ments gained strength from the seventies on and while within many of them
there developed attempts of the legitimation of the state – the culmination
of which was the assassination of Prime Minister Rabin in November 1995
by a man close to these groups and promulgating their ideologies. Yet on
the whole these movements except for some extreme groups remained
within the constitutional framework. Significantly enough at the same time
there took place a continual incorporation of religious symbols and themes
into the repertoire of central symbols of the society. Such incorporation did
not always abate, indeed in some ways, it intensified the demands made by
these movements.

A very complicated situation developed in this respect in Turkey. Turkey
has been the only Muslim society in which a secular revolution, establish-
ing a secular state with very strong militant homogeneous tendencies, was
established by the Kemalist revolution, disestablishing Islamic institutions
and attempting to take out Islam from the public sphere and discourse. The
continual upsurge of Islamicist tendencies and movements that took place
in Turkey from the seventies on, gathering momentum from the eighties on,
which was due in general to the social processes of globalization, disloca-
tion and change analyzed above, seemed to threaten the secular founda-
tions of the Turkish Kemalist republic. The success of the Islamist party in
the elections leading to the formation in 1996 of a coalition government
under the premiership of the leader of the Islamist party increased the
feeling of this threat by various secular sectors of the population and by
the army which has always looked on itself as the guardian of the Kemalist
heritage – ultimately, in the summer of 1997, this coalition was brought
down and replaced by a government based on a secularist coalition. At the
same time, charges were made against the Islamist party as being opposed
to the basic premises of the Turkish republic, and demands to outlaw it
were brought before the Turkish institutional court, which has indeed out-
lawed it, on these grounds, in January 1998. Whatever the concrete outcome
of these confrontations, they highlight the problems and tensions – and
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possible confrontations – that can develop between the secular premises,
the constitutional democratic system and processes, and the development
in these societies of – in close relation to these processes – the processes of
democratization which constitute an important background of the funda-
mentalist movements.

In all these societies, these movements sought to construct open spaces
for themselves, to gain more open access to public spaces, sometimes to
demand the incorporation of many of their religious symbols and themes
into the repertoire of collective identity in their respective states, and to
promulgate some specifically “religious” policies – such as the policies of
“Islamic economics,” which constituted, as Timur Kuran has shown, the
basic promulgation of the collective Muslim identity.85

The outcomes of such policies point to the dilemmas and problems of
the relations between these movements and the continuity of pluralistic
constitutional regimes. On the one hand, such policies of these movements
could to some extent assure their remaining within the basic constitutional
framework. But such incorporation also pointed to the possibility that the
totalistic dimensions of these movements could take over the constitu-
tional regimes,86 undermining their basic premises and institutional frame-
works.

The other side of the confrontation between the pluralistic and totalistic
programs of modernity is the problem – which was indeed central with
respect to the Soviet regimes, and continues to be so with respect to the
Chinese one – of the extent to which such regimes are able to incorporate
within the framework of the premises of their own cultural and institu-
tional programs of modernity, the more pluralistic tendencies inherent in
modernity. One of the interesting problems in this context is the conditions
under which the potentially “secularizing” tendencies of the more profes-
sional groups active within the fundamentalist movements, such as engi-
neers, will counteract, as Nulifer Göle suggests, the totalistic tendencies of
these movements.87 It seems a plausible hypothesis that such potentialities
are greater when movements do not succeed in becoming the predominant
rulers of their countries, than in situations in which they do, as in Iran.
From this point of view, it would be of great interest to watch closely the
recent developments in Iran, after the election and inauguration of
President Khatami – as well as the developments in the various African –
as well as Central Asian – countries referred to above.

Whatever the outcome of all these processes, they all attest to the
growing importance on the contemporary world scene of the religious –
whether fundamentalist-Jacobin or communal-national – component
as promulgated by different fundamentalist or communal-religious
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movements or regimes, in the reconstitution of the collective identities in
contemporary states.

XLV

These movements developed, as we have seen, in new historical settings or
phases of the expansion of modernity and with the structural transforma-
tions attendant on it, and crystallized out of the combination of the
changes in the historical context of the encounters and confrontations
between the Western and non-Western civilizations, of the changes in the
global economic and political systems and the processes of dislocation
related to these processes analyzed above.

The concrete development of these movements – especially whether they
develop as communal-national or fundamentalist ones – depends on the
combination of several factors which were also crucial in the crystallization
of proto-fundamentalist movements. As with respect to these earlier move-
ments, their intensity and impact greatly depend on the combination of the
ontological visions and conception of social order that have been prevalent
in the respective societies or civilizations and on the relative importance of
their respective carriers, the autonomous religious elite as against the car-
riers of communal solidarity. The relative strength of the impact of these
movements has been above all influenced by the processes of construction
of collective identities, the strength and flexibility of the central institutions
of these societies and factors which enhance or weaken the strength of the
respective regimes, especially concerning their components of civility and
pluralism. But given the inherent modern characteristics of the fundamen-
talist movements and the fact that they constitute an inherent component
of the discourse and institutional developments of modernity, their impact
on the dynamics of modern regimes has been much greater than that of the
proto-fundamentalist movements or their respective regimes – with the
possible exceptions of those which were at the background of the Great
Revolutions.

XLVI

We may now bring together the major lines of our analysis of the modern
fundamentalist movements. The fundamentalist and the communal-
nationalist movements signaled a new phase or shift in the development of
the discourse and institutional dynamics of modernity as it expanded and
became continually transformed throughout the world. They promulgated
– just as did the various liberal constitutional and social democratic
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regimes, and the Communist and various nationalist fascist movements in
the period between the two world wars – distinct programs of modernity
and different visions both of modern life and of modern social and politi-
cal order.

These movements articulated, as did the various major social movements
which developed in earlier stages of modernity, some of the antimonies and
tensions inherent in the cultural and political program of modernity and of
its institutionalization in different historical settings and contexts. All these
movements emphasized different problems and contradictions between the
premises of the cultural and political program of modernity and between
these premises and the process of institutionalization in different historical
settings that developed in conjunction with the expansion of modernity.
Within all these movements the major tensions inherent in the cultural and
political program of modernity – especially those between the collectively
Jacobin or “communal” and the pluralistic components thereof, between
different conceptions of the relations between the general will and the will
of all, between control and freedom or autonomy – were continually artic-
ulated.

The distinctive characteristics of these fundamentalist movements, and
to a smaller extent of the communal-national ones, were, as we have indi-
cated above, the promulgation of a radically negative attitude to some of
the central Enlightenment components of the cultural and political
program of modernity especially, to the emphasis on the autonomy and
sovereignty of reason and of the individual. These movements promul-
gated a totalistic ideological denial of these “Enlightenment” premises, and
adopted a basically confrontational attitude not only to Western hegemony
but to the West as such conceived in totalistic and essentialist ways. In these
movements, the confrontation with the West did not take the form of a
search to become incorporated into the new hegemonic civilization on its
own terms but rather of a totalistic ideological denial of the “Enlighten-
ment” premises of this civilization and of attempts to appropriate the new
international global scene for themselves, for their traditions or civiliza-
tions – even though the ways in which these traditions were promulgated by
them were indeed reconstructed under the impact of their continual
encounter with the West.

The upsurge of the fundamentalist movements and regimes constituted
a new phase in the continual confrontations in the development of moder-
nity between different types of pluralistic and Jacobin regimes – both of
which constitute an inherent component of modernity.

Just as the situation in the thirties with respect to fascist and communist
regimes, there developed in all the societies in which these movements
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crystallized rather paradoxical relations, between processes of democrat-
ization and the challenges of the totalistic movements to the existing plu-
ralistic or constitutional regimes. Just as in the twenties and thirties of this
century, the growing democratization and political activization of broader
sectors created the challenges of their incorporation in the constitutional
or semi-constitutional pluralistic frameworks – challenges which bore
within themselves the possibilities both of their transformability as well as
of their breakdown.

These movements constituted one of the major challenges to the institu-
tionalization and continuity of modern constitutional pluralistic regimes –
perhaps the most important challenge on the contemporary scene, beyond
those attendant on the transitions to democracy from authoritarian
regimes in Eastern Europe and Latin America and East Asia – challenges
which are in a way parallel to the challenges of the extreme Jacobin or
nationalist movements presented to the constitutional-democratic regimes
in the thirties in Europe.

These challenges constitute – as did those of the fascist and communist
movements in the thirties – a clear illustration of the continual problems of
transformability of modern especially constitutional democratic societies
and of the points of their vulnerability and potential breakdown. Indeed,
it is here that some of the challenges and the points of vulnerability of
modern constitutional – or even semi-constitutional – regimes become fully
visible. The test of such transformability as opposed to the breakdown of
these regimes is – as was the case with respect to the challenges of the
extreme Jacobin or nationalist movements presented to the constitutional-
democratic regimes in the thirties – whether incorporation of the religious-
communal or fundamentalist symbols and promulgation of some
“religious” ones will entail the subsumption of such symbols under the
basic institutional premises of the regimes – as happened for instance in
Scandinavian countries in the thirties with respect to fascist and extreme
communist regimes alike, as against the possibilities of these regimes being
taken over,88 through far-reaching accommodation of the fundamentalist
movements or disintegrating through the overall repercussions of these
challenges. The possibility of such transformability is contingent on the
capacity of the constitutional or semi-constitutional regimes to develop
accommodative tendencies that may be able to hem in, mitigate, and trans-
form – to some extent at least – either the pristine Jacobin orientations of
the fundamentalists, or the more communal-national ones, and to weaken
their appeal to wider strata, thus enabling the continual development of
different types of pluralistic regimes or patterns.

But it is not in all contemporary societies that these movements occupy
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the center stage of the political arena; their role has been, as we have seen,
much smaller in those societies like the major East Asian societies – China,
Japan, Eastern European, or even in most Latin American countries, very
much in line, as we have seen, with their historical premises and historical
existence of these societies. In these societies the dynamics of modernity as
they develop in the contemporary scene differ greatly from those in which
the fundamentalist and national-communal movements and ideologies
develop. But in all of them, these movements give rise not to “closed” civ-
ilizations but to a great variety of continually interacting modern civiliza-
tions in which even the inclusive tendencies are constructed in typically
modern ways, and articulate continually, in different concrete ways in
different historical settings, the antinomies and contradictions of moder-
nity.
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5

Some considerations on 
modernity

I

The preceding analysis of the Jacobin component in modern fundamen-
talist movements, and the place of these movements among other modern
social movements and in the discourse of modernity, attests not only to
the modern characteristics of these movements, but also sheds some light
on some basic features of modernity, on modern cultural programs, and
on modern civilization. This analysis attests to both the multiplicity of
modern cultural programs and to their continuous dynamics. Indeed, as
we are approaching the end of the twentieth century, new visions and
understandings of modernity and of modern civilization are emerging
throughout the world, be it in the West – Europe, the United States – where
the first cultural program of modernity developed, or among Asian, Latin
American, and African societies. All these developments demand a far-
reaching reappraisal of the classical visions of modernity and moderniza-
tion.1

Such a reappraisal should be based on several considerations. It should
be based first of all on the recognition that the expansion of modernity has
to be viewed as the crystallization of a new type of civilization – not unlike
the expansion of Great Religions, or great Imperial expansions in past
times. However, because the expansion of this civilization almost always
and continually combined economic, political, and ideological aspects and
forces to a much larger extent, its impact on the societies to which it spread
was much more intense than in most historical cases.

This expansion indeed spawned a tendency – practically unique in the
history of mankind – to the development of universal, worldwide institu-
tional and symbolic frameworks and systems. This new civilization that
emerged first in Europe later expanded through the world, creating a series
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of international frameworks or systems, each based on some of the basic
premises of this civilization, and each rooted in one of its basic institutional
dimensions. Several economic, political, ideological, almost worldwide
systems – all of them multi-centered and heterogeneous – emerged, each
generating its own dynamics, its continual change in constant relation to
the others. The interrelations among them have never been “static” or
unchanging, and the dynamics of these international frameworks or set-
tings gave rise to continuous changes in these societies.

Just as the expansion of all historical civilizations, so also the civilization
of modernity undermined the symbolic and institutional premises of the
societies incorporated into it, opening up new options and possibilities. As
a result of this, a great variety of modern and modernizing societies, sharing
many common characteristics but also evincing great differences among
themselves, developed out of these responses and continual interactions.

The first, “original” modernity as it developed in the West combined
several closely interconnected dimensions or aspects: first, the structural,
organizational one – the development of the many specific aspects of
modern social structure, such as growing structural differentiation, urban-
ization, industrialization, growing communications and the like, which
have been identified and analyzed in the first studies of modernization after
the Second World War; second, the institutional one – the development of
the new institutional formations, of the modern nation-state, of modern
especially national collectivities, of new and above all capitalist-political
economies; and last and not least, of a distinct cultural program and closely
related specific modes of structuration of the major arenas of social life.

The “classical theories” of modernization of the 1950s, indeed the clas-
sical sociological analyses of Marx, Durkheim, and to a large extent even
of Weber – or at least in one reading of him – have implicitly or explicitly
conflated these different dimensions of modernity; these approaches
assumed that even if these dimensions are analytically distinct, they do
come historically together becoming basically inseparable. Moreover, most
of the classics of sociology as well as the studies of modernization of the
forties and fifties have assumed, even if only implicitly, that the basic insti-
tutional constellations which came together in European modernity, and
the cultural program of modernity as it developed in the West, will “natu-
rally” be ultimately taken over in all modernizing societies. The studies of
modernization and of convergence of modern societies have indeed
assumed that this project of modernity with its hegemonic and homogeniz-
ing tendencies will continue in the West, and with the expansion of moder-
nity, prevail throughout the world. Implicit in all these approaches was the
assumption that the modes of institutional integration attendant on the
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development of such relatively autonomous, differentiated institutional
spheres, will be on the whole similar in all modern societies.

But the reality that emerged proved to be radically different. The actual
developments indicated that in all or most societies the various institutional
arenas – the economic, the political, and that of family – exhibit continu-
ally relatively autonomous dimensions that come together in different ways
in different societies and in different periods of their development. Indeed,
the developments in the contemporary era did not bear out this assump-
tion of “convergence” and have emphasized the great diversity of modern
societies, even of societies similar in terms of economic development, like
the major industrial capitalist societies – the European ones, the USA, and
Japan. Sombart’s old question: “Why is there no socialism in the US?” for-
mulated in the first decades of this century attests to the first, even if still
only implicit, recognition of this fact. Far-reaching variability developed
even within the West – within Europe itself, and above all between Europe
and the Americas – the USA, Latin America, and Canada.2

The same was even more true with respect to the relation between the cul-
tural and structural dimensions of modernity. A very strong, even if
implicit, assumption of the studies of modernization – that the cultural
dimensions or aspects of modernization, the basic cultural premises of
Western modernity are inherently and necessarily interwoven with the
structural ones – became highly questionable. While the different dimen-
sions of the original Western project have indeed constituted the crucial
starting and continual reference points for the processes that developed
among different societies throughout the world, the developments in these
societies have gone far beyond the homogenizing and hegemonic dimen-
sions of the original cultural program of modernity.

Modernity has indeed spread to most of the world, but did not give rise
to a single civilization, or to one institutional pattern, but to the develop-
ment of several modern civilizations, or at least civilizational patterns, i.e.
of civilizations which share common characteristics, but which tend to
develop different even if cognate ideological and institutional dynamics.
Moreover, far-reaching changes which go beyond their original premises of
modernity have been taking place also in Western societies.

II

The civilization of modernity as it developed first in the West was from its
very beginning beset by internal antinomies and contradictions, giving rise
to continual critical discourse which focused on the relations, tensions, and
contradictions between its premises and between these premises and the
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institutional development of modern societies. The importance of these
tensions was fully understood in the classical sociological literature –
Tocqueville, Marx, Weber or Durkheim – and was later taken up in the thir-
ties, above all in the Frankfurt school in the so-called “critical” sociology –
which was, however, focused mainly on the problems of fascism, but this
importance then became neglected in post-Second World War studies of
modernization. Lately it came yet again to the forefront to constitute a con-
tinual component of the analysis of modernity.3

The tensions and antinomies that have developed within the basic prem-
ises of this program were first, between totalizing and more diversified or
pluralistic conceptions of the major components of this program, of the
very conception of reason and its place in human life and society, and of
the construction of nature, of human society, and its history; secondly,
between reflexivity and active construction of nature and society; thirdly,
those between different evaluations of major dimensions of human experi-
ence; and fourthly, between control and autonomy.

In the political arena these tensions coalesced with those between a con-
structivist approach which views politics as the process of reconstruction
of society and especially of democratic politics, or as active self-construc-
tion of society as opposed to a view which accepts society in its concrete
composition; between liberty and equality; between the autonomy of civil
society and the charismatization of state power; between the civil and the
utopian components of the cultural and political program of modernity;
between freedom and emancipation in the name of some, often utopian,
social vision; above all between Jacobin and more pluralistic orientations
or approaches to the social and political order; and between the closely
related tension between, to use Bruce Ackerman’s formulation, “normal”
and “revolutionary” politics.4

These various tensions in the political program of modernity were
closely related to those between the different modes of legitimization of
modern regimes, especially but not only of constitutional and democratic
polities – namely, between, on the one hand, procedural legitimation in
terms of civil adherence to rules of the game and on the other, and in
different “substantive” terms, a very strong tendency to promulgate modes
of legitimation based on – above all, to use Edward Shils’ terminology –
various primordial, “sacred,” religious or secular-ideological components.5

It was around these tensions that there developed the critical discourse
of modernity. The most radical “external” criticism of modernity denied
the possibility of the grounding of any social order, of morality, in the basic
premises of the cultural program of modernity especially in autonomy of
individuals and supremacy of reason; it denied that these premises could
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be seen as grounded in any transcendental vision; it also denied the closely
related claims that these premises and the institutional development of
modernity could be seen as the epitome of human creativity. Such criti-
cisms claimed that these premises and institutional developments denied
human creativity and gave rise to both the flattening of human experience
and to the erosion of moral order – of the moral and transcendental bases
of society; and gave rise to the alienation of man from nature and from
society. The more internal criticisms of this program, which could often
overlap or become interwoven with the “external” ones, evaluated the insti-
tutional development of modern societies from the point of view of the
premises of the cultural and political programs of modernity as well as
from the point of view of the basic antinomies and contradictions inherent
in this program. Of special importance here was both the multifaceted, con-
tinual, and continually changing confrontation of the claims of the pro-
gram to enhance freedom and autonomy with the strong tendency to
control; and this program’s relation to inequality and the continual dislo-
cation of various social sectors that developed with the crystallization of
modern institutional formations.

III

All these antinomies and tensions developed from the very beginning of the
institutionalization of modern regimes in Europe. The continual prevalence
of these antinomies and contradictions also had – as the classics of sociol-
ogy were fully aware of, but as was to no small extent forgotten or neglected
in the studies of modernization – far-reaching institutional implications and
were closely interwoven with different patterns of institutional constella-
tions and dynamics that developed in different modern societies. With the
expansion of modern civilizations beyond the West, in some ways already
beyond Europe to the Americas, and with the dynamics of the continually
developing international frameworks or settings, several new, crucial ele-
ments have become central in the constitution of modern societies.

Particularly noteworthy in this context was the relative place of the non-
Western societies in the various – economic, political, ideological – inter-
national systems, societies that differed greatly from that of the Western
ones. It was not only that Western societies were the “originators” of this
new civilization. Beyond this, and above all, was the fact that the expansion
of these systems, especially insofar as it took place through colonialization
and imperialist expansion, gave Western institutions a hegemonic place in
these systems. But it was in the nature of these international systems to gen-
erate a dynamics which gave rise to both political and ideological challenges
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to existing hegemonies, as well as to continual shifts in the loci of hegemony
within Europe, from Europe to the United States, then also to Japan and
East Asia.

But it was not only the economic, military-political and ideological
expansion of the civilization of modernity from the West throughout the
world that was important in this process. Of no lesser, possibly even of
greater importance, was the fact that this expansion has given rise to con-
tinual confrontations between the cultural and institutional premises of
Western modernity with those of other civilizations – those of other Axial
Civilizations, as well as non-Axial ones, the most important of which has
been, of course, Japan. Truly enough, many of Western modernity’s basic
premises, symbols, and institutions – representative, legal, and administra-
tive – have become indeed seemingly accepted within these civilizations, but
at the same time far-reaching transformations and challenges have taken
place, and new problems have arisen.

The attraction of these themes – and of some of these institutions, for
many groups within these civilizations – lay in the fact that their appropri-
ation permitted many groups in non-European nations, especially elites
and intellectuals, to actively participate in the new modern (i.e. initially
Western) universal tradition. However, this appropriation was combined
with the selective rejection of many of these themes’ aspects and of Western
“control,” and hegemony. The appropriation of these themes made it pos-
sible for these elites and broader strata of many non-European societies to
incorporate some of the universalistic elements of modernity into the con-
struction of their new collective identities, without necessarily giving up
either specific components of their traditional identities – often also
couched in universalistic, especially religious terms which differed from
those that were predominant in the West – or their negative attitude
towards the West.

The attraction of these themes of political discourse to many sectors in
the non-Western European countries was also intensified by the fact that
their appropriation in these countries entailed the transposition to the
international scene of the struggle between hierarchy and equality.
Although initially couched in European terms, it could find resonances in
the political traditions of many of these societies. Such transposition of
these themes from the Western European to Central and Eastern Europe
and to non-European settings was reinforced by the combination, in many
of the programs promulgated by these groups, of orientations of protest
with institution-building and center-formation.

Such transposition was generated not only by the higher hierarchical
standing and actual hegemony of the Western countries in these new
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international settings, but also by the fact that the non-Western civilizations
were put in an inferior position in the evaluation of societies which was
promulgated by the seemingly universalistic premises of the new modern
civilizations.

Thus various groups and elites in Central and Eastern European, and in
Asian and African societies were able to refer to both the tradition of
protest and the tradition of center-formation in these societies, and to cope
with problems of reconstructing their own centers and traditions in terms
of the new setting. From this perspective, the most important aspect of the
expansion and appropriation of these themes beyond Western Europe by
different groups in these societies lay in the fact that these acts made it pos-
sible to rebel against the institutional realities of the new modern civiliza-
tion in terms of its own symbols and premises.

IV

The appropriation of different themes and institutional patterns of the
original Western modern civilization in non-Western European societies
did not entail their acceptance in their original form. Rather, it entailed the
continuous selection, reinterpretation, and reformulation of such themes,
giving rise to a continual crystallization of new cultural and political pro-
grams of modernity, and the development and reconstruction of new insti-
tutional patterns. The cultural programs that have been continually
developing in these societies entailed different interpretations and far-
reaching reformulations of the initial cultural program of modernity and
its basic conceptions and premises. These formulations entailed different
emphases on different components of this program on its different tensions
and antinomies, and the concomitant crystallization of distinct institu-
tional patterns. They entailed the continual construction of symbols of col-
lective identities; their conceptions of themselves and of their roles; and
their negative or positive attitudes to modernity in general and to the West
in particular.

These differences between the different cultural programs of modernity
were not purely “cultural” or academic. They were closely related to some
basic problems inherent in the political and institutional programs of mod-
ernity. Thus, in the political realm, they were closely related to the tension
between the utopian and civil components in the construction of modern
politics; between “revolutionary” and “normal” politics, or between the
general will and the will of all; between civil society and the state; and
between individual and collectivity. These varying cultural programs of
modernity also entailed different conceptions of authority and its account-
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ability, different modes of protest and political activity, and questioning of
the basic premises of the modern order and different modes of institutional
formations.

In close relation to the crystallization of the different cultural programs
of modernity there has been taking place in different modern societies a
continual process of crystallization of different institutional patterns and
of different modes of critical discourse, which focused on interrelations and
tensions between different institutional arenas, and between them and the
different premises of the cultural and political programs of modernity and
their continual reinterpretations.

The preceding considerations about the multiple programs of modernity
do not of course negate the obvious fact that in many central aspects of
their institutional structure – be it in occupational and industrial structure,
in the structure of education or of cities – in political structures very strong
convergences have developed in different modern societies. These conver-
gences have indeed generated common problems but the modes of coping
with these problems, i.e the institutional dynamics attendant on the devel-
opment of these problems, differed greatly between these civilizations.6

But it is not only with the societies of Asia or Latin America that devel-
opments took place which went beyond the initial model of Western
society. At the same time in Western societies themselves there have devel-
oped new discourses which have greatly transformed the initial model of
modernity and which have undermined the original vision of modern and
industrial society with its hegemonic and homogenizing vision. There has
emerged a growing tendency to distinguish between Zweckrationalität and
Wertrationalität, and to recognize a great multiplicity of different
Wertrationalitäten. Cognitive rationality – especially as epitomized in the
extreme forms of scientism – has certainly become dethroned from its heg-
emonic position, as has the idea of the “conquest” or mastery of the envi-
ronment – whether of society or of nature.

V

These different cultural programs and institutional patterns of modernity
were not shaped by what has been presented in some of the earlier studies
of modernization as natural evolutionary potentialities of these societies;
or, as in the earlier criticisms thereof, by the natural unfolding of their
respective traditions; nor by their placement in the new international set-
tings. Rather they were shaped by the continuous interaction between
several factors. In most general terms they were shaped by the historical
experience of these societies in civilization, and by the mode of both the
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impingement of modernity on them, and their incorporation into the
modern political economic and ideological international frameworks.

In greater detail, these programs were shaped by several continually
changing factors. First, they were shaped by basic premises of cosmic and
social order, that is, the basic “cosmologies” that were prevalent in these
societies in their “orthodox” and “heterodox” formulations alike as they
have crystallized in these societies throughout their histories. A second
shaping factor was the pattern of institutional formations that developed
within these civilizations through their historical experience, especially in
their encounter with other societies or civilizations.

Third, these programs were shaped by the encounter and continual
interaction between these processes, and the new cultural and political
program of modernity; the premises and modes of social and political
discourse that were prevalent in the different societies and civilizations as
they were incorporated into the new international systems and the con-
tinual interaction of these societies with these processes. In this encoun-
ter, of special importance were the internal antinomies and tensions or
contradictions in the basic cultural and, above all, political program of
modernity as it developed initially in the West – and even within the West
in a great variety of ways, and as it became transformed with its expan-
sion.

The fourth set of factors shaping this program was the dynamics, inter-
nal tensions, and contradictions that developed in conjunction with the
structural-demographic, economic, and political changes attendant on the
institutionalization of modern institutional frameworks, and between these
processes and the basic premises of modernity.

It was the constant interaction between these factors, as well as their con-
tinual reinterpretation, that generated the continual changes in the cultural
programs that developed in these societies. It is also these factors that
influenced the major components of their institutional formations and the
different configurations of civil society and public spheres, the different
modes of political economies – and the constitution of the boundaries of
their respective collectivities and the components of collective conscious-
ness and identity, or what has been designated as nationalism or ethnicity.

The major actors in such processes of reinterpretion and formation of
new institutional patterns were various political activists, intellectuals, in
conjunction above all with the social movements. Such activists, intellectu-
als, and leaders of movements promulgated and reinterpreted the major
symbols and components of the cultural programs of modernity, and
themselves addressed the antinomies and contradictions within these pro-
grams and between them and institutional realities.
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In all modern societies, such movements arose in relation to the problems
that developed attendant on the institutionalization and development of
modern political regimes, their democratization, and of modern collectiv-
ities. Likewise, such movements arose especially in relation to the contra-
dictions which developed between, on the one hand, the expansion of
capitalism and the development of new economic and class formations,
and on the other, the premises of the cultural and political program of
modernity and its institutionalization. It is above all these movements
which promulgated the antinomies and tensions inherent in the cultural
and political programs of modernity and which attempted to interweave
them with the reconstruction of centers, collectivities, and institutional for-
mations.

Whatever the concrete details of these agendas, they highlighted the con-
tinual challenge of the contradiction between on the one hand, encompass-
ing, totalistic, potentially totalitarian overtones based either on collective,
national, religious and/or Jacobin visions, and on the other, a commitment
to some pluralistic premises. None of the modern pluralistic, constitutional
regimes has been able to do entirely away – or even can possibly do away –
with either the Jacobin component especially with its utopian dimension,
with the orientation to some primordial components of collective identity,
or with the claims for the centrality of religion in the construction of col-
lective identities or in the legitimization of the political order. The ubiquity
of this challenge has also highlighted the possibility of crises and break-
downs as inherent in the very nature of modernity.

VI

Thus within all modern societies there continuously developed new ques-
tionings and reinterpretations of different dimensions of modernity – and
in all of them there have been continually developing varying cultural
agendas.

All these developments attest to the growing diversification of the visions
and understanding of modernity, of the basic cultural agendas of the elites
of different societies – far beyond the homogenic and hegemonic visions of
modernity that were prevalent in the fifties. While the common starting
point of many of these developments was indeed the cultural program of
modernity as it developed in the West, more recent developments gave rise
to a multiplicity of cultural and social formations which go far beyond the
very homogenizing and hegemonizing aspects of this original version.

Thus, many, if not all, of the components of the initial cultural vision of
modernity have been challenged in the last decade or so. These challenges
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claimed that the modern era has basically ended and given rise to a post-
modern one – challenges that were in turn counter-challenged by those like
Jurgen Habermas, who claimed that the various post-modern develop-
ments basically constitute either a repetition, in a new form, of criticisms
of modernity which existed there from the very beginning, or constitute yet
another manifestation of the continual unfolding of modernity.7 Indeed, it
can be argued that the very tendency or potential to such radical reinter-
pretations constitutes an inherent component of the civilization or civiliza-
tions of modernity.

This is even true, as we have seen throughout the book, even if in a very par-
adoxical manner, of the most extreme anti-modern movements that devel-
oped in the contemporary period – namely the communal-religious and
fundamentalist movements (particularly the latter), even if the core of their
ideologies are (highly essentialized) tradition and their ideas are anti-modern
and anti-Enlightenment. The basic structure or phenomenology of their
vision and action is in many crucial and seemingly paradoxical ways a modern
one, just as was the case with the totalitarian movements of the twenties and
thirties, and these movements bear within themselves the seeds of very inten-
sive and virulent revolutionary sectarian, utopian Jacobinism, seeds which
can, under appropriate circumstances, come to full-blown fruition.

Whatever the ultimate verdict of these developments, there can be no
doubt that they all entailed the unfolding of the civilizations of modernity,
even if many of these movements and trends entailed a radical transforma-
tion of some of the initial premises of Western modernity and, above all,
of the modes of structuration of social activities and institutional arenas
that characterized the first “bourgeois” (and paradoxically also the later
Communist) modern societies.

VII

Thus, while the spread or expansion of modernity has indeed taken place
throughout most of the world, it did not give rise to just one civilization,
one pattern of ideological and institutional response, but to at least several
basic variants – and to continual refractions thereof. Again, in order to
understand these different patterns, it is necessary to take into account the
pattern of historical experience of these civilizations.

But the importance of the historical experiences of the various civiliza-
tions in shaping the concrete contours of the modern societies which devel-
oped in their historical spaces does not mean, as S. P. Huntington seems to
imply in his influential The Clash of Civilizations, that these processes give
rise on the contemporary scene to several closed civilizations, civilizations

206 Fundamentalism, sectarianism, and revolution



which basically constitute mere continuations of their respective historical
pasts and patterns. It is not only, as Huntington correctly indicates, that
modernization does not automatically imply Westernization. What is of
crucial importance is that on the contemporary scene there has taken place
the crystallization of continually interacting modern civilizations in which
even the inclusive particularistic tendencies are constructed in typically
modern ways, ways which attempt to appropriate from modernity on their
own terms, and to continually articulate in different concrete ways and in
different historical settings, the antinomies and contradictions of moder-
nity. But it is not only that there continually developed multiple modern
civilizations – rather, these civilizations, which shared many common com-
ponents which constituted mutual reference points, have been continually
developing, unfolding, and giving rise to new problematiques and contin-
ual reinterpretations of the basic premises of modernity. Within all soci-
eties there continuously developed new questionings and reinterpretations
of different dimensions of modernity – and in all of them there have been
developing different cultural agendas. All of these factors attested to the
growing diversification of the visions and understandings of modernity, of
the basic cultural agendas of different sectors of modern societies – far
beyond the homogenic and hegemonic visions of modernity that were prev-
alent in the fifties. The fundamentalist – and the new communal-national –
movements constitute one such new development in the unfolding of the
potentialities and antinomies of modernity.

Indeed, such developments may give rise to highly confrontational
stances – especially to the West – but these stances will be promulgated in
continually changing modern idioms and they may entail a continual trans-
formation of these indications and of the cultural programs of modernity.

Such diversity certainly undermined the old hegemonies, yet at the same
time it was closely connected, perhaps paradoxically, with the development
of new, multiple, common reference points and networks – with a global-
ization of cultural networks and channels of communication far beyond
what existed before.

At the same time, the various components of modern life and culture were
refracted and reconstructed in ways which went beyond the confines of any
institutional boundaries – especially those of the nation-state – giving rise
to the multiple patterns of globalization and diversification studied by such
scholars as Arjun Appendurai, Ulf Hannerz, and Roland Robertson.8

It is this combination of, on the one hand, the growing diversity of
the continuous reinterpretations of modernity with, on the other, the
development of multiple global trends and mutual reference points, that is
characteristic of the contemporary scene.
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