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Abstract: The postcolonial condition of the Muslim world 

has necessitated a rethinking of Islamic theology in light of 

historical, socio-political, and epistemological 

transformations. This paper explores the intellectual and 

spiritual dimensions of postcolonial Islamic theology and its 

role in reconstructing Muslim civilization. It critically 

engages with the legacies of colonialism, the fragmentation of 

the ummah, and the need for a renewed theology rooted in 

indigenous experiences and global engagement. Using 

interdisciplinary frameworks and theological discourse 

analysis, the paper underscores the importance of integrating 

classical thought with contemporary challenges to revive a 

cohesive Muslim civilizational identity.. 
   

 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Colonialism not only altered political borders but disrupted religious and intellectual traditions 

in the Muslim world. Postcolonial Islamic theology seeks to reclaim and reconstruct Islamic 

thought in ways that respond to both historical oppression and modern fragmentation. 

Contemporary Muslim scholars are increasingly engaging with decolonial frameworks and 

theology as a means of rearticulating identity and purpose in the global order [1][2]. 

1. Colonial Disruption and the Fragmentation of Islamic Epistemology 

The colonial enterprise extended beyond territorial domination—it fundamentally restructured 

the intellectual, spiritual, and educational frameworks of Muslim societies. One of the most 

profound disruptions was the systematic dismantling of waqf (Islamic endowment) systems, 

which historically sustained religious institutions, scholars, and social services. British, French, 

and Dutch colonial powers nationalized or severely regulated these endowments, severing an 

essential lifeline for independent Islamic scholarship and community development [3]. 
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In tandem, the decline of madrasah education systems marked a significant epistemic shift. 

Traditional institutions that had nurtured Islamic jurisprudence, philosophy, and sciences for 

centuries were either marginalized or forcibly replaced by Westernized schooling. This 

disruption led to a rupture in the transmission of classical knowledge and reduced the status of 

the ulama (religious scholars) as custodians of moral and social order [4]. 

Colonial knowledge production recast Islamic history and theology through the orientalist lens. 

Scholars like William Muir and Ignaz Goldziher presented Islam as static, irrational, and 

inherently despotic, thereby legitimizing colonial rule and undermining indigenous intellectual 

traditions. These interpretations influenced both Western academia and postcolonial Muslim 

elites who adopted secular and often Eurocentric paradigms of governance and modernity 

[3][4]. 

Consequently, Islamic epistemology became increasingly dependent on Western philosophical 

and scientific frameworks. Concepts such as reason, progress, and secularism were uncritically 

absorbed into Muslim intellectual discourse, often at the expense of foundational Islamic 

ontologies. The dominance of positivism and empiricism in postcolonial education systems 

further entrenched this epistemic colonization [5]. This has resulted in a dislocation from 

traditional Islamic worldviews and a crisis of authenticity in contemporary Muslim identity and 

thought. 

2. Theological Responses to Modernity 

In response to the profound disruptions introduced by colonial modernity, a cohort of Muslim 

thinkers emerged to formulate theological frameworks that could reconcile Islamic principles 

with the modern condition. Among the most influential were Muhammad Iqbal, Maulana Abul 

A'la Maududi, and Syed Hossein Nasr, each contributing distinct paradigms for navigating the 

tension between tradition and modernity. 

Muhammad Iqbal, widely regarded as the philosopher-poet of the East, championed the idea of 

reconstructing religious thought through a dynamic concept of ijtihad (independent reasoning). 

In his seminal work The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam, Iqbal emphasized the 

creative role of the self (khudi) and argued for a theology that embraced change while remaining 

grounded in tawhid (the unity of God) [6]. For Iqbal, Islam was not a relic of the past but a 

living force capable of inspiring ethical and political transformation in a postcolonial world. 

Maulana Maududi, meanwhile, approached the problem through a revivalist and political lens. 

He viewed secularism and Western materialism as incompatible with the holistic nature of 

Islam. His formulation of an Islamic state—governed by divine sovereignty (hakimiyyat)—was 

rooted in his interpretation of shura (consultation), ijtihad, and ummah as mechanisms for 

collective governance and spiritual unity [7]. Maududi’s work laid the ideological foundation 

for political Islam in South Asia and beyond, emphasizing the indivisibility of religion and 

state. 

Syed Hossein Nasr, a contemporary philosopher rooted in the traditionalist school, critiqued 

both modernity’s desacralization of knowledge and the reduction of religion to ritualism. His 

philosophy centers on the metaphysical foundations of tawhid, the sanctity of nature, and the 

need to revive Islamic cosmology and sacred sciences [8]. Nasr argues that modern science 
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must be re-evaluated through an Islamic metaphysical lens to restore balance between the 

material and the spiritual. 

These thinkers collectively advanced a rearticulation of central Islamic concepts in response to 

modern challenges. The concept of ijtihad was reactivated not merely as a legal tool but as a 

broader epistemological method for engaging with changing social realities. Tawhid was 

reframed not only as theological monotheism but also as a civilizational principle that 

necessitated unity in ethics, politics, and knowledge. Similarly, the ummah was reimagined as 

a transnational moral community capable of resisting fragmentation and moral relativism [9]. 

By integrating classical theology with reformist insight, these scholars paved the way for a 

theology that is simultaneously rooted in revelation and responsive to the evolving contexts of 

Muslim societies. 

3. Postcolonial Critique and Liberation Theology 

The rise of postcolonial theory in the late 20th century opened new avenues for interrogating 

the legacy of empire and its ongoing impact on Muslim societies. Islamic theology, when 

intersected with postcolonial critique, emerges not merely as a doctrinal system but as a 

dynamic force of resistance against cultural hegemony, epistemic violence, and structural 

inequality [10]. 

Postcolonial theorists such as Edward Said and Homi Bhabha challenged the essentialist and 

orientalist narratives imposed by colonial powers, narratives that portrayed Islam as backward, 

irrational, and antithetical to progress. Muslim scholars working within this framework began 

to reinterpret classical texts and historical experiences to expose how theological discourses 

had been co-opted or silenced by colonial modernity [10]. This involved critically revisiting the 

colonial redefinition of Shari‘ah, the marginalization of sufism, and the artificial division 

between "religion" and "secular life" imposed through colonial education and law. 

This theological turn was further enriched by the development of Islamic liberation theology, 

influenced by Latin American Christian liberation thinkers such as Gustavo Gutiérrez. In the 

Islamic context, liberation theology emphasizes the Qur'anic mandate to stand with the 

oppressed (mustad‘afin) and confront systemic injustice. It recovers the ethical imperative of 

Islam as a religion not of passive piety but of active social transformation [11]. 

Muslim reform movements across the Global South have adopted these ideas in their struggle 

against neo-colonial regimes, economic exploitation, and cultural imperialism. Thinkers such 

as Ali Shariati in Iran and Farid Esack in South Africa reinterpreted Islamic teachings through 

a liberationist lens. Shariati emphasized tauhid as a revolutionary concept opposing both 

external tyranny and internal complacency, while Esack applied Islamic ethics to fight 

apartheid and promote gender justice [11]. 

In essence, postcolonial Islamic theology is not merely a critique of the past but a strategy for 

reconfiguring the future. It insists that Muslim identity cannot be fully understood or 

reconstructed without confronting the historical trauma of colonization and reclaiming the 

agency to define one’s own theological and cultural narrative.  
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4. Reconstructing Muslim Institutions and Thought 

A pivotal dimension of postcolonial Islamic theology involves the reconstruction of institutions 

that once anchored intellectual, spiritual, and communal life in the Muslim world. The decline 

of traditional centers of learning during colonial rule left a vacuum in which neither modern 

secular universities nor politicized madrasahs could fully address the complexities of 

contemporary life. Today, a growing movement seeks to revive and reform Islamic universities, 

seminaries (madāris), and think tanks to generate knowledge that is both spiritually grounded 

and socially relevant [12]. 

Institutions such as Al-Mustafa International University (Iran), International Islamic University 

Malaysia (IIUM), and International Islamic University Islamabad (IIUI) represent efforts to 

reclaim intellectual sovereignty. These institutions attempt to offer curricula that reflect Islamic 

epistemology while engaging global academic discourse. Similarly, research institutes like 

Iqbal International Institute for Research and Dialogue (IRD) and The Royal Aal al-Bayt 

Institute for Islamic Thought promote interdisciplinary research on Islamic thought, ethics, and 

governance [12]. 

The core challenge—and opportunity—lies in the integration of Islamic sciences with modern 

disciplines. Scholars have emphasized the need for ta’dīb (ethical education), which 

harmonizes rational inquiry with spiritual development [13]. This involves bringing fields like 

fiqh (Islamic jurisprudence), kalām (theology), and tasawwuf (spirituality) into conversation 

with contemporary fields such as bioethics, environmental studies, political theory, and 

information technology [14]. The Islamization of knowledge is not a rejection of modern 

science but a reorientation of its philosophical assumptions to align with the moral universe of 

Islam. 

By reconstructing institutions and curricula, Muslim societies can generate scholars and leaders 

who are equipped to navigate modernity without surrendering their theological and 

civilizational identity. 

5. Pathways for a Civilizational Reawakening 

Beyond institutional reform, the reconstruction of Muslim civilization requires a civilizational 

consciousness rooted in ethics, pluralism, and spiritual vision. One essential pathway is 

intercivilizational and interfaith dialogue. Islamic theology has historically embraced 

engagement with other cultures—be it through the translation movement during the Abbasid 

era or coexistence in Andalusian Spain. In today’s fractured global context, meaningful 

dialogue with other religious and civilizational traditions is crucial for fostering mutual respect 

and global cooperation [15]. 

Such dialogue is not merely diplomatic—it is deeply theological. The Qur’an acknowledges 

religious diversity (Surah Al-Hujurat 49:13) as a divine sign and calls for cooperation in 

promoting justice and virtue (Surah Al-Ma'idah 5:2). Engaging with other traditions offers an 

opportunity for Muslims to articulate their values of rahma (mercy), adl (justice), and amanah 

(trust) in the public sphere, contributing to global ethics and peacebuilding. 

At the heart of this reawakening lies the development of a theology of hope and ethical 

leadership. In contrast to reactionary or apocalyptic discourses, this theology emphasizes 

Islam’s potential to inspire global justice, environmental stewardship, and compassionate 
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governance. Thinkers like Tariq Ramadan and Fazlur Rahman have highlighted the importance 

of reviving maqasid al-shariah (objectives of Islamic law) to shape policy and ethics in a rapidly 

changing world [16][17]. 

Reconstruction, therefore, is not a return to a mythical past, but a creative and courageous re-

engagement with Islamic tradition to envision a civilizational future that is just, inclusive, and 

spiritually fulfilling. 

 

Key Themes in Postcolonial Islamic Theology and Their Influence on Muslim 

Civilization Reconstruction 

Note: Influence scores are estimated from literature review and expert consensus. 

Summary 

Postcolonial Islamic theology presents an urgent intellectual and spiritual framework to address 

the fragmented state of the Muslim world. It calls for the revival of indigenous epistemologies, 

institutions, and a theologically grounded response to modern crises. By integrating reformist 

traditions and civilizational ethics, Muslim societies can aspire to reconstruct a dignified, just, 

and unified civilization rooted in Islamic values while engaging critically with the modern 

world. 
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