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The Roots of Extremists’ Rage: Militant Islamism and 

White Supremacy as Identical Twins 

 

Erich Kolig  
 

Dr Erich Kolig is a retired university academic who researches and publishes in Muslim society studies, 

among other things. His forthcoming book is entitled Understanding the Past, Navigating the Future: 

from the Neanderthal to cultural globalisation and its prospects (London: Austin Macauley, 2020).  

 

 

The article sketches out a comparison between extremist Islam and the far-right, 

fascistoid ideology of White Supremacy, which was at the root of the Christchurch 

mosque attacks on 15 March 2019. A deconstructionist analysis of the two ideologies 

reveals a surprising mutual symmetry. 

 

 

Introduction 

Thirty years ago, Bernard Lewis published an article entitled “The roots of Muslim 

rage”1 in which he attempted to lay bare the thoughts and motivations that incite 

Muslims to antagonise the West, adopt extremist ideas, and resort to violent strategies. 

The title referring to rage is well chosen as this emotion explains a significant motif in 

the mind-set of jihadists and other exponents of extreme ideological positions. Indeed, 

it appears to be the main emotive factor of the extremist syndrome in general: a rage 

against the status quo, against hegemonic and political power constellations, and 

against the flawed prospects of the imminent future.  

 

In this article I am sketching a comparison between two extremist discourses: the 

militant Salafist-jihadist movements and the far-right “racist” and fascistoid 

movements. Both sides hold much of the world in thrall at this time. Both sides 

exemplify, though in different ways, the rage Lewis talks about – that makes people 

engage in a holy war, ready to be martyred, to become a shahid by the explosion of a 

suicide vest, or to die in a blaze of bullets (inghimasi).2 Self-sacrifice provides a form 

of redemption. A death-wish seems to feature alarmingly prominently especially in 

 
1 The Atlantic, September 1990. 
2 A recognised suicide tactic in battle, meaning “to plunge into”. The concept is ascribed to the 14th 

century scholar Ibn Taymiyya. In today’s parlance one would say “to go out in a hail of bullets”.  
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Islamic extremist ideology.3 Rage generates the fanaticism to kill as many 

“adversaries” as possible and prepares for the readiness to spend the rest of one’s life 

behind bars. The mujahid and the “Ordensritter” – resembling the crusader (salibi) of 

old – willingly account for their deeds to the higher authority of either God or destiny 

to receive justice for the atrocities they commit. Only rage achieves that passion. Yet 

rage demands an ideological underpinning to give it authenticity and legitimacy.       

 

Although implacable foes, both extreme ideational groups draw on similar deep-rooted, 

like-minded memes, symbols, and ideas buried beneath the ideological surface 

narrative of hostile fanaticism. In one case – and broadly speaking – this fanatical 

attitude derives from “racist” prejudice and the deeply felt rejection of the racial and 

cultural Other; in the other from a fanatical belief in the absolute divine authenticity of 

Islamic doctrine and a narrow theological exegesis. Both sides share a notorious 

intolerance towards Otherness, for reasons only marginally different when analysed 

within the greater – or secularised – scheme of things. Underneath the rhetoric, their 

rage draws motivation and strength from the same types of quasi-archetypal 

configurations.4  

 

My intention is to uncover the deep roots through an exercise in symbological 

deconstructionism. The methodological inspiration comes from Jacques Derrida’s 

deconstructionism and more generally from literary analysis. Such an analysis in the 

social sciences leads to dissecting an ideology, or theory, by isolating its component 

ideas, myths, mythemes, memes, symbols, etc. These constituent parts give the 

ideology flavour, direction, and motivation. This kind of textual analysis borders 

psychoanalysis without infringing on it.  

 
3 It has triggered anxious debates whether suicide is allowed in Islamic doctrine and qualifies as 

martyrdom if carried out in the course of jihad. 
4 In this context I do not understand “archetype” in Carl Gustav Jung’s sense, but in the sense of a 

globally widespread – but not necessarily innate – ideational inclination. 
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In the present article Isis and IS publications (Dabiq and Rumiyah) deliver the requisite 

source material, but also information gathered in Indonesia in several research periods 

in the 1990s and 2000s.5 The writings of Ala Maududi, Hassan al-Banna, Abdullah 

Azzam’s fatwa entitled “Defence of Muslim lands”, Sayyid Qutb, and Anwar al-Awlaki 

supply clues about the role of the mujahid and about jahilliyah, and the idea of the 

West’s alleged “war against Islam”. Osama bin Laden’s manifesto “Letter to America” 

is also instructive. On the far-right extremism side sources like Mein Kampf (especially 

Hitler’s race theory)6, Breivik’s and Tarrant’s manifestos, political pamphlets and 

proclamations yield the relevant information. Looming in the background, is of course 

the far-right’s central tenet, the Darwinian theory of natural selection that favours the 

“stronger”, more aggressive, and the ruthless protected by providence and natural law. 

Here only a very cursory outline of the research findings can be used. 

 

In evaluating the literary output of extremist groups, organisations and associations like 

Isis/IS and white supremacist/white nationalist groups, two fundamental viewpoints 

seem to exist. Textual and ideological analyses either see a fundamental kinship, a kind 

of family resemblance, in the extremist ideological backgrounds of Islamic and white 

“racist” ilk. The opposite viewpoint perceives a fundamental difference that resists 

classifying them together as sub-groups of a generic matrix of present-day extremism. 

Prioritising the surface message, this view sees the supportive narratives and their goals 

and methods as so different that a comparison is almost impossible or at least 

meaningless. Radicalisation processes and recruitment following quite different aims 

and entirely divergent pathways cannot be expected to have much in common.7  

 

 
5 The information concerns the Jamaah Islamiyah organisation and the Majelis Mujahidin Indonesia. 
6 Adolf Hitler, Mein Kampf. Munich: Zentralverlag, 1938; p.311-362. 
7 In my view even a comparison with so-called cults, especially doomsday cults, would also be a 

meaningful exercise that may deliver useful insights and help finding reasons and methods of 

radicalisation. Unsurprisingly, extremist Islamic organisations are often referred to as death cults. The 

baffling phenomena of self-radicalisation and “lone wolf” attackers however stick out. Brainwashing as a 

conversion technique, the accusation often held against so-called cults, is not a concept that can easily be 

transferred to the radicalisation process in the case of this type of extremism. 
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Much ambiguity in the extremists’ narratives has been found through recent linguistic 

research, which compares literary expressions of extremist organisations.8 It used a 

linguist empirical-analytical approach to arrive at the finding that there are important 

lexical and semantic differences that amount to a basic divergence in the narrative’s 

feel and ideological tenor, but there are also important similarities.  

 

One of the major arguments against a similarity relates to organisational differences. 

While Isis and especially its successor, the Islamic State (now again shrunk to a 

residual Isis) and al-Qaida have a clear group structure, a hierarchy, and well-defined 

leadership, white supremacy in its present manifestation does not exist as a coherent 

organisation. Its coherence comes from shared ideology alone. At best this movement 

falls into cells or very small organisations each with slightly different priorities, 

preferences, and methods. However, it is a virtual community, bound together by the 

internet (mostly the dark web) in semi-secret chat rooms. The unifying ideology is 

embedded in a somewhat deeper level of virulent racism and far right ideology.9  

 

While the identitarian movement shares many ideological points with white 

supremacism, (white supremacism may even be seen as a sub-group of identarianism) 

its wide base of “racist”, anti-immigration sympathisers do not necessarily share the 

violent “blood lust” of hard core white supremacism (as exemplified by the 

Islamophobes Anders Breivik, Brenton Tarrant, Tobias Rathjen, Alexandre Bisonette, 

etc.)10. White nationalism and neo-Nazism are closely cognate phenomena. In a sense 

the alluring tentacles of identity politics (in the West), overemphasising ethnic, cultural, 

religious differences in identity construction and elevating them to prime importance in 

 
8 Louisa Buckingham and Nusiebah Alali, Extreme Parallels: a corpus-driven analysis of ISIS and far-

right discourses. Kotuitui online 2019. 
9 In a modified sense resembling Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities. (London: Verso, 1983). 
10 The names are associated with attacks in Utøya, Norway, 2011; Quebec, Canada 2017; Christchurch, 

New Zealand, 2019, Hanau, Germany, 2020. A list of hate attacks on Muslims can be found: 

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/03/summary-attacks-muslims-western-countries-

190316150024125.html . Breivik’s attack killed non-Muslims, but was motivated by Islamophobia and 

far-right extremist ideology.  

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/03/summary-attacks-muslims-western-countries-190316150024125.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2019/03/summary-attacks-muslims-western-countries-190316150024125.html
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the national and international discourse, have some responsibility to bear in the rise of 

white “racist” movements.  

 

Leaving aside the Nazi state, white power leadership structures endeavour to create 

coherence, but the larger movement is diffuse and clearly lacks the rigid leadership and 

centralised ideological authority of Isis/IS. Islamic movements do seem to tend to 

create rigid leadership structures as Isis had in the person of the self-appointed caliph 

Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and al-Qaida’s Osama bin Laden. The bay’ah (oath of 

allegiance) creates an unquestioningly loyal following. Perhaps the historical figure of 

the khalifa inspires the coagulation of power in one person. It may be arguable that 

Adolf Hitler meanwhile has assumed, in the relevant circles, a comparable mythical 

authority, manifesting a transformation from empirical leadership to a glorified appeal 

of exemplary power and purity of intent.  

 

But while Isis formulated the relevant ideology and power structure more or less 

precisely, there is an only loosely associated wider field of sympathy with the “white 

racist” ideas and goals. The Identitarian movements in Europe are only loosely 

affiliated and make only cursory attempts to coordinate their ideological programmes. 

Violent neo-Nazi, radical racist groups and cells operate independently, although 

sharing chat platforms and elements of the dark net. On a wider ideological level there 

is a wide network of cognate ideas reaching from legal right-wing parties to extremist 

far-right illegal groups and organisations falling under the label of terrorist 

organisations. This forms a grey zone in which phenomena blur the line between legal 

and illegal. Also, many Identitarians, even though sharing ideas with extremists, 

cultivate an official façade of non-violence and try to gain political legitimacy through 

legal demonstrations, lobbying, support for alt-right parties and legal organisations. 

However, clandestinely they do lend at least moral support for violence and 

perpetrators of violence. The existence of a wide support network in the background 
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and sizeable numbers of mainly inert sympathisers (in another context known as 

“fellow travellers”) is also true for Islamic extremism. 

 

Having said this, the emphasis here is not on the similar functionality of these extremist 

movements, nor on their functional complementarity described by Julia Ebner as 

“reciprocal radicalisation”.11 The emphasis is on a substantive analysis of the respective 

ideas and imagery that underlie and motivate both sides. Mutual rejection feeding into a 

spiral of hatred has common underlying themes, which shall briefly be explored here.  

 

Ebner’s research comprises participant observation with organisations like the English 

Defence League and Hisb-ut-Tahrir, which are not commonly classed as terrorist 

organisations. Yet, the relationship is important. Abstractions aside, both extreme 

groups and others of this kind are part of a wide spectrum in which phenomena like 

Isis, Boko Haram and the murderous expressions of white supremacy and neo-Nazism 

represent only the proverbial tip of the iceberg. Ebner characterises these movements as 

extreme narratives that feed off each other and support a sense of victimhood.12 Both 

sides cultivate a victim mentality that conveniently provides ongoing justification for 

further radicalisation, violently rejecting the slightest deviation from the wilful 

peculiarities of “sectarian” orthodoxy. 

 

The tit-for-tat cycle of violence13 Ebner describes is rather a surface phenomenon, a 

phenomenological spiral of increasing violence feeding off each other in a national 

setting. Reacting to provocation “on the ground” certainly seems situationally and 

episodically true in a regional context, but not in terms of an international phenomenon. 

This ignores the deep ideological roots that create the particular mind-set that then 

reacts to perceived provocation “on the ground”. The far-right is motivated by the 

 
11 The Rage: the vicious circle of Islamist and far-right extremism. London: Tauris, 2917. 
12 Ibid. p.23, 27. 
13 The expression “tit for tat extremism” comes from Mathew Feldman (The Conversation 24 May 2016). 

Roger Eatwell (The Political Quarterly 77/2, 2006) introduced the expression “cumulative extremism” 

for this phenomenon.  
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“mystique” of the dangerously alien and inferior Otherness, infiltrating and 

undermining the West from within, a deep-seated angst to which the Jews had fallen 

victim in earlier centuries. For extremist Muslims it is not so much the revival of the 

Salafist-jihadist duty (fard) to spread the faith. Nowadays, the major enemy is 

Westoxification, the Western global influence, the infiltration of the ideological foe into 

the world of Islam. Historically this was symbolised as the aggressive force of the 

crusades, hence even today the frequent reference to the adversaries as “crusaders” 

(salibiwun), although the altercation is no longer over purely theological differences. 

The reciprocity of victimhood can be summed up as the fear of Islamisation of the West 

on one side, and the fear of Westernisation – or Westoxification – on the other side. 

They are like a mirror image of each other in that they derive their respective raison 

d’etre from their complementarity. Whether this symmetry effect is pre-given through 

the nature of extremism or is the product of mutual osmosis from each other is yet to be 

determined.14 

 

The symmetry of “archetypal” ideas  

 

Both extremist groups rely on old, prescientific texts and quasi-mythical sources to 

derive legitimacy of their inspiration and goals. 15 This may be divine revelations and 

their interpretation, historical traditions of the pre-secularisation phase, or race theories 

of outdated, meanwhile discredited scientific provenance and evolutionary theory of the 

post-Enlightenment phase. Both sides assume the absolute and axiomatic correctness of 

their assumptions based on antiquated principles and without much recourse to current 

rational, scientific viewpoints. Although addressing seemingly modern issues (the 

interpenetration of cultures, ethnicities, “races”, and religionists of various 

 
14 See, for instance, the argument that Arab post-colonial radicalisation was stimulated 

by the example of Nazism. 
15 For reasons of required brevity I can only refer to Umberto Eco’s “List of 14 Common Features of 

Fascism” (on several websites). The characteristics outlined for fascism by Eco show a surprising fit with 

both Islamic and far-right extremism. 
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denominations in a globalising world), the proposed solutions have the musty flavour of 

antiquity. The whole framework of thought sits badly in the modern world and is 

antagonistic to the reality of globalisation. 

 

Both groups believe in the strength of an elite, an “enlightened” minority16 to determine 

the course of history and logically reject democracy and democratic process as the 

legitimate guiding process towards a future goal for all of humanity. Both sides tend 

towards charismatic leadership.  

 

Both groups see violence as a legitimate method that is most effective in furthering 

their goals, rather than dialogue and engagement in the mainstream political process.  

The imperative of Jihad and the concept of natural selection respectively provide the 

legitimation. Violence is the absolute justification to reach the goal proportional to the 

gravity of the problem. In violent action there are no presumed “innocents” who need to 

be spared: all non-members of the respective “sectarian” organisation are infidels and 

all immigrants of colour (or Muslims) are “invaders”. This justifies the blunt 

methodology of indiscriminate, random violence labelled terrorism by modern law.  

 

The ultimate goal is utopian and millenarian in the sense that it is expected to establish 

an ideal, everlasting condition of global reach and universal relevance. Its realisation 

has redemptive power in that it manifests a divinely presaged result or is the victory of 

a goal determined by cosmic destiny. In both cases the teleological goal is pre-ordained 

by a supernatural, transcendent force. The fulfilment of destiny, the kingdom of God, 

redemption to be accomplished, are deeply engraved concepts on both sides and derive 

from monotheism in which the duality good and evil appear as absolutes.17 

 

 
16 E.g., Mein Kampf p.441; and the committed jihadi. 
17 I am not referring to the Levi-Straussian conception that it is in human nature to think in binary 

opposites, but as a particular tradition of religious thought in the region where monotheism (which 

actually is a kind of dualism) originated. 



 12 

Both sides share the failure of dichotomous simplification. Hence their ethics are 

without nuance. This supports a Machiavellianism of horrific proportions and a purism 

of tragic consequence. 

 

The world order as cosmic dualism 

 

Both sides show mutual similarity in assuming a dichotomous world order. There is a 

chasmic division between Dar al Islam and Dar al Harb across which Muslimin and 

kuffar eye each other with contempt and hatred; or as the magazine Tabiq phrased it:18 

“the camp of truth and the camp of falsehood”. In the opposite mindset, the White 

Domain or the civilised world of the Europeans is standing against the inferior Other – 

a permutation of the classic theme of Occident, the Judeo-Christian world, against the 

Orient in eternal contrast.19 (In a more modern diction it is the Third World, the 

Economic South, the Developing World representing the uncivilised, eternally 

underdeveloped, chaotic realm.) Both sides’ worldview implies a denial of the 

existence of a singular humanity of equal worth. Humanity exists in two fundamental 

versions that relate to each other as a binary contrast. Thus, in various formulations the 

polar complementarity is crystallised in the hostile narrative, but by doing so logically 

linking them in mutual dependency. 

 

Such a dichotomous world order allows no synthesis, productive coexistence of people 

and cultures; there can be no harmony in pluralism, multiculturalism, cosmopolitanism, 

tolerance, cross-fertilisation. Watering down genetics and cultures, migration, 

miscegenation are crimes against the dictate of the transcendent demands of purity. In 

the extremists’ geography there must be a global apartheid. 

 

 
18 September 2014; “A call to Hijra”. 
19 However, the concept of “Orientalism” contains also positive and romantic – and also playfully 

sexualised – notions. See Edward Said, Orientalism (several editions).  
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The Muslim side demands a world divided into the glorious abode of true believers and 

that of infidels. Those unbelievers falling under Islamic jurisdiction must be legally 

subjugated. If they deserve the label of ahl al kitab (people of the book, i.e. 

monotheists) they are barely tolerated as dhimmi. (Who exactly these tolerated 

minorities are, and which religious groups stand outside is interpreted quite 

differently.)20 Alternatively, it is the domain of Whiteness holding at bay the 

“coloured” rest of humanity. Both perspectives are capable of a very limited degree of 

tolerance as long as the non-white world or the infidels know their place, are 

geographically separate and conscious of their qualitative inferiority. Yet this dualism 

is precarious as both sides harbour latent ambitions of conquering the whole world and 

extinguishing the Other.  

 

The end-battle at Dabiq will see the Muslim armies victorious over the arch-foe. When 

doctrinal prophesy is interpreted in a certain manner, the separation between the West’s 

jahiliyah and Dar-al-Islam will be overcome at such time when the last battle is fought 

between the archenemies. Then, the victorious Muslim armies will “camp in Rome”, 

the capital of Christianity:  “O muwahhidin, rejoice, for by Allah, we will not rest from 

our jihad except beneath the olive trees of Rumiyah (Rome)”.21  After all, the victory of 

Islam is presaged in the millennial dream. 

 

Global conquest – a repetition of old-fashioned, classical colonialism and the vision of 

the master-race – remains a ghost-like mirage in the myth-dreams of extreme fascism. 

“Acceleration”, social chaos, is believed to usher in the desired utopia. The Covid-19 

pandemic seems to be believed by some that it is the expected acceleration.22 A vague 

 
20 Isis’ attempted genocide of the Yazidis is well known. Iran barely tolerates a tiny minority of 

Christians and Zoroastrians. Indonesia’s Pancasilah (informal constitution) regards Christianity, 

Buddhism and Hinduism as monotheistic and therefore equal with Islam – which is disputed by Muslim 

hardliners. 
21 Motto in Rumiyah vol.9, saying attributed to Abu Hamzah al-Muhajir. 
22 There are reports (e.g. Clarion online 26 March 2020) that white supremacy groups deliberately tried to 

spread the Covid-19 virus by spitting and smearing spittle on door handles and lift buttons, throwing 

bottles with body fluids, etc. 
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imagery of Ragnarök, the Germanic apocalypse, appears to linger in symbolic readiness 

in the distant background, although technically it would destroy the master-race’s 

utopian world. A more “realistic” version of the Identitarians’ utopian vision – one that 

shuns the idea of extinguishing the adversary on the scale of the Holocaust – is a total 

global separation of the “races”, a global apartheid. This division is pre-given in the 

traditional geography of Occidental thought. In early medieval Christian culture, the 

main dividing line in a geographic respect became Occident and Orient, the European 

Christian world as opposed to the adjoining regions of Asia and Africa populated by 

Muslims and other heathens. Military actions at times disturbed this dichotomous 

geography: Moors, reaching beyond the Maghreb, breaking into southwestern Europe, 

and later the Ottoman armies advancing into the Balkans and on to the walls of Vienna, 

the “heart of Europe”. (Vienna’s historical steadfastness became an important symbol 

in the identitarian movement.) Christianity’s attempted expansion into the Levant 

through the crusades actually were a countermove against regional Islamisation. The 

crusades were not a conquest for conquest’s sake but meant to restore Christianity’s 

erstwhile hegemony in the Levant. In a geographic sense this misadventure then cleared 

up the border between Orient and Occident in this part of the world, which lasts until 

today. The Christian Near-East was lost as part of the Occident and entrenched as 

Orient. For both sides this borderline is of major and symbolic significance: the 

demarcation between civilisation and wilderness.  

 

In the meantime, in the geography of White extremism an imminent danger has to be 

repulsed: the hostile takeover by “invaders” (non-white immigrants in the far-right 

diction). “The Great Replacement” is the concept of the immigrant masses of non-

Whites who are about to overwhelm the indigenous Europeans in their own lands. 

(Settler states in America, Australia, and New Zealand, in denial of history, have 
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meanwhile become “white countries”.)23 The invading Other needs to be stopped, 

repulsed, and expelled from the lands of the white race, the invasion foiled and the anti-

millennium avoided. Renaud Camus’ book Le Grand Remplacement (the great 

replacement) (2011)24 had drawn attention to the idea that immigrants (Berbers, Arabs, 

sub-Saharans) will gradually replace the French. Falling birth rates in Europe, 

continuing immigration, and the greater fertility of immigrants will eventually tip the 

balance, racially and culturally, in favour of the immigrants. Imams encouraging large 

families with a view of Muslim immigrants gaining demographic advantage was in fact 

reported on some website news. Not long after, the French author Michel Houellebecq, 

sympathetic to this angst, spun this theme out in his bestseller novel Submission 

(2015).) (In this novel the horror vision is presented of an Islamic French state in which 

the only concession to Western culture seems to be made by the liberal consumption of 

red wine.)  

 

Earlier on Enoch Powell’s speech “Rivers of Blood” (1968) had raised the spectre of 

race wars but failed to make the epochal impact anti-immigrationists dreamt of. What 

they consider the natural order continues to be hollowed out from within through 

immigration from the Developing World until the autochthonous Whites are replaced – 

incrementally, sneakily – by “invaders” and the higher fertility rates of immigrant 

mothers. Bloody riots would follow shortly, Powell darkly prophesied. Yet, neither 

Camus nor Powell had the incendiary effect they hoped for. Immigration did not stop; 

Camus’ theory in mainstream thinking became subsumed under “just another 

conspiracy theory”. However, the fear of immigration overwhelming the domain of the 

Whites remains a major ideological pillar in the far-right mind-set.25 In fact it is widely 

shared far beyond the far-right fringe. (In Europe it is expressed in the slogan “the 

 
23 This is clearly expressed in Tarrant’s manifesto as the main reason for the Christchurch attack. 
24 Originally published in 2010 under a different name. 
25 Reference to this in the New Zealand context has been made by C. Crothers & T. O’Brien, The 

Contexts of the Christchurch terror attacks … Kotuitui online 19 April 2020; J. Gilbert & B.Elley, 

Shaved heads and sonnenrads …Kotuitui online 11 March 2020; T.Besley & M. Peters, Terrorism, 

trauma, tolerance …Educational Philosophy and Theory online 22 April 2019;  
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Islamisation of Europe”, in North America other images of the hostile Other are in use.) 

For those far-right Europeans with some education in history Muslim immigration 

nowadays is the continuation of the attempted military pincer-movement of Islamic 

armies to encircle and conquer all of Europe from the south-west and from the east in 

previous centuries.  

 

The equivalent horror vision for Muslims is Westoxification, the fear of a surreptitious 

process of hollowing out the Islamic world from within by secularisation, infiltration of 

Western lifestyle, values, and modes of thinking. Weakening the piety of Muslims, 

sapping the probity of their lives, and diminishing their attachment to the true faith – 

until they have become infidels themselves, Muslims in name only. Then (modern) 

jahiliyah, spreading from the West, would destroy the Islamic realm – as Maududi and 

Qutb wanted to forestall. 

 

Both extremist sides fear the loss of identity despite having a visionary outlook for the 

inevitability of a future utopia. Like many other millennial visions this one harbours 

several inconsistencies. It is Janus-headed in not only being future oriented, but at the 

same time drawing heavily on a past Golden Age. Ancestor-worshipping Salafists26 

derive justification and inspiration from the times and conditions as handed down in the 

Sunna and Ahadith when the Prophet had gathered his followers (as–sahabah) around 

him and Islam was pure and flowed from the mouth of the Prophet himself. The 

biography of the Prophet together with the Quran became the focal texts speaking of 

the past Golden Age that is to be resurrected. The sira is not just hagiography but rule 

book and jurisprudential text. However, extremists use interpretive twists – qiyas and 

ijtihad – that are not shared by all who see themselves as Salafists. (Extremist groups 

have made many interpretative diversions from original Islam taking licence in methods 

 
26 From salafi, the first three ancestral generations of Muslims after the Prophet. 
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and in the application of sharia (e.g. in matters of hudud) and in other issues (such as 

the conduct of warfare). 

 

The sacred texts of mythical proportions for the far-right are Mein Kampf and Darwinist 

theory of Natural Selection and Social Darwinism in general.27 Breivik’s voluminous 

manifesto also tends to become an influential source in the alleyways of the dark net. 

As violent resistance, the crusades take the place of the Golden Age – together with 

Nazism for its “epochal” attempt to impose a fictitious “racial” purity. Preserving itself 

over many decades, Darwinist “race theory” is still alive and well in the thinking of 

hard-core racists. The presumed natural inferiority of Others can be squarely placed in 

the lap of the laws of evolution, thus quite smoothly and almost scientifically 

explaining European superiority. It served European colonialism well as supporting 

philosophy and “scientific” excuse for subjugating and ruling Others unfortunate 

enough not to have risen to the same heights of biological and intellectual development. 

And now this understanding ghost-like still haunts the world perception of far-right 

ideologues.28 It reached its climax in the concept of the Aryan master-race (a purely 

fictional construct with scientific pretensions), which has stubbornly refused to fade 

away. 

 

Human inequality and degrees of worthiness  

 

Hierarchisation of difference seems to be a pan-human proclivity. One of the most 

glaring characteristics of both the extreme far-right and Islamic extremists is their 

denial of the universality of humanness – a species-wide sharing of status and dignity. 

Difference overwhelms sameness. This can be on the basis of how people look, what 

god they pray to, what language they speak or what cultural lifestyle they have. With a 

 
27 A crass summary can be found in Ragnar Redbeard, Might is Right or The Survival of the Fittest. [orig. 

publ. 1896 probably in New Zealand]. 
28 In the form of Social Darwinism it influenced the social discourse in many European countries. In 

much diluted form it is still inherent in some conservative political party programmes in the Western 

world. 
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rather unsatisfactory label this attitude is usually called “racism”29 even though it may 

be unrelated to biological notions of race or phenotypical looks. The physical or 

cultural Other somehow is considered not only different but less of a human or lacking 

in vital properties of being worthy beings. Their lack of divine grace or the physical 

traits of racial inferiority mark them out as the Other. This merits discrimination or a 

lack of the consideration due to equals. In various ways the sharp delineation between 

the fundamental opposites has to be underscored to maintain a purity that comprises the 

whole range of ontology from symbolism to actual behaviour.  

 

The notion of being chosen and inferring a sense of superiority from it is not unusual 

and can express itself in many ways. White racism assumes that non-whites are 

biologically inferior – left behind by biological and intellectual evolution – and as a 

“race” have been incapable of developing anything like the advanced 

European/Western civilisation. Their nature compels them to be eternally dissimilar to 

Europeans (or Whites). In extreme understandings of the difference dark skin is 

supposed to indicate lower intelligence. Or when (biological) racial difference itself is 

not blamed at least the culture they represent is considered inferior and incompatible 

with Western civilisation.  

 

For extreme Muslims it is the flawed choice infidels are making in rejecting their 

natural proclivity towards submission to God (fitra). Islamic doctrine distinguishes very 

sharply between believers and infidels – those who deny their innate nature of willingly 

submitting to God and wilfully happy in being unbelievers. (While monotheists, having 

only imperfectly accepted God, can potentially be tolerated as dhimmi, Yazidi were 

generally treated more harshly where Islamic State was governing.)  

 

Historically, Muslimhood knew how to combine strategies of fighting “infidels” as a 

duty of jihad and promote proselytisation in their campaigns to spread the faith. White 

 
29 As a label of classification, it should include extremist Muslim attitudes toward non-believers.  
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racism however is hindered in its expansionist aspiration due to genetic givens. 

Logically, this increases the paranoid belief to be beleaguered and intensifies the 

perceived need for defence at all costs. Once “racial” purity is lost it cannot be restored. 

(This may not only be meant genetically, but culturally as well, as civilisational 

achievement may be seen by white “racists” as genetically determined.) Through 

“ordering” of the world perception – as for instance Carl Linnaeus did with humankind 

– purity becomes an issue of priority. When purity becomes paramount, crossovers, 

hybridisation, mixing and mingling constitute an unwelcome disturbance to the spirit of 

clear classification. Not only does miscegenation blur the taxonomic world order and its 

hierarchies, crossovers diminish the value and strength of the “higher” race.30  

 

Secularisation and identity politics  

 

Despite what may seem like a religiously motivated quarrel, in the repertory of ideas 

and motivations of both sides’ secularisation has made inroads – though to different 

degrees. In modern identity politics purely theological differences as crux of the 

problem have faded. In the West the authentic motivation of the crusaders to save the 

“holy land” for religious reasons – the idea of a holy war propagated by popes to 

“liberate” Jerusalem – seems like a quaint whimsy. The idea of conquest and military 

adventure against the hostile Other is more believable. Today, more “realistically”, the 

notion is of a defensive war against cultural intrusion.  

 

Traditional Christian religious arrogance of the pre-Enlightenment era attributed 

heretical misunderstandings of divine revelation to Jews and Muslims and thus made 

them targets of theologically based contempt and hatred. Today only a faint afterglow 

remains. With the decline of religious importance in society the purely theological 

arguments pivoting on the concept of heresy have lost credibility. Now the 

predominantly defining criterion of difference is either the physical and genetically 

 
30 This is strongly expressed in Mein Kampf. E.g. p.444. 
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determined condition arising out of Darwinism and pseudo-scientific theories31 or the 

cultural aspect. Thus it can be the skin colour (an enduring reason of discrimination) or 

it is the “Islamic way of life”, the “uncouth” alien customs, the mentality and value 

system, that are supposed to go with it, and the presumed cultural incompetence.  

 

Arguing that secularisation has exerted noticeable influence may seem peculiar in the 

case of Islamic extremism as here, superficially seen, a religious motivation seems still 

to occupy centre stage. Its propaganda rhetoric is full of theologically meaningful 

invectives, such as mushrikun (polytheists), kuffr (infidels), taghut (idol-worshippers), 

munafiqun (hypocrites), murtadin (apostates), fasiqun (sinners), etc.  But jahiliyah, 

ignorance, refers to an aversion to being dictated to by Islamic dogma and the refusal to 

structure one’s life in accordance with hagiocentric and theocentric demands. Listening 

even more deeply to the tenor of Islamic extremism’s concern it is not so much about 

orthodoxy,32 but about beating back the onslaught of Western culture, the depravity, 

materialism, secularised life style, mode of thinking, and world view that are believed 

to come with it. In summary it is a push-back against the West’s ideological, military, 

and economic dominance in the world. Basically, both sides are obsessed with the fear 

of the advance of the Other that would spell the end of its own identity

 
31 Such as Count Arthur de Gobineau’s about the Aryan master-race. 
32 However, the attack on the Charlie Hebdo offices in 2015 and the ructions around the Danish cartoons 

were prominently motivated by seeking revenge for blasphemy. 
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This paper, using Muhammad Iqbal’s works, especially The Reconstruction of 

Religious Thought in Islam, deals with the question of History in his thought. 

According to Iqbal’s interpretation of the Qur’an, History, or in the Qur’anic 

language “the days of God”, was one of the sources of human knowledge, with one of 

the most essential teachings of the Qur’an being that nations are collectively judged, 

and suffer for their misdeeds, here and now. A special attention is also paid to his 

conceptions of Time and historical time, particularly how he actually distinguished 

“the past” from “the present” and “the future”, and how Human Beings acted 

through Time and, hence, in History, leading us to a Philosophy of History. 

 

Introduction 

 

Born in Sialkot, nowadays Pakistan, on the 9th November 1877, in the same year that 

the Muhammadan Anglo-Oriental College at Aligarh, was starting to operate, 

Muhammad Iqbal’s thought developed in an environment in which a critical tradition 

to the loyalist policies of the All-India Muslim League was growing, and in a Muslim 

India which would witness the fragmentation of the Ottoman Empire, fragmentation 

which was seen as an Western threat to Islam. In 1923 he was knighted, and the 

following year Iqbal became a member of the National Liberal League of Lahore.  

 

Muhammad Iqbal was a prolific writer, authoring many works covering various fields 

and genres, including Poetry, Philosophy, and Mysticism, which should be viewed as 

a unity. His ideas were expressed through many forms and even Anne Marie 

https://library.mominoun.com/translations/5bec480d757a861b5222f170
https://www.cienciavitae.pt/portal/en/4818-2102-F2BA
http://www.degois.pt/visualizador/curriculum.jsp?key=4711962129082091
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Schimmel (1922-2003), one of the most important western specialists on Iqbal, 

acknowledged the difficulty in constructing a system based on Iqbal’s work.1 His 

most famous book, The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam (Iqbal, 1934) 

was originally published in Lahore, in 1930, as Six Lectures on the Reconstruction of 

Religious Thought in Islam, and then revised and added with the lecture “Is Religion 

Possible?” and an Index. According to Masood A. Raja, Iqbal took upon himself the 

task of deconstructing the benevolent vision of the West, stressing the darkest aspects 

of European colonialism and brutality, exposed during the First World War.2 It is this 

challenge to the West’s civilisational and moral superiority that arises in his distrust of 

the West. However, Iqbal’s vision on Europe and the West was not binary.  

 

The importance of history in Muhammad Iqbal’s thought 

 

The best place to find Iqbal’s ideas on History is in his lecture “The Spirit of Muslim 

Culture”, the fifth one in his The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam.3 For 

Iqbal, there was a relation between Divine Time and serial time, leading to the 

essentially Islamic idea of continuous creation which meant a growing universe, a 

dynamic conception of it, a view further reinforced by the theory of Ibn Maskawaih 

(932-1030) of life as an evolutionary movement, and the view of history held by Ibn 

Khaldun (1332-1406). Iqbal argued that History or, in the language of the Qur’an, 

“the days of God,” was one of the sources of human knowledge. It was one of the 

most essential teachings of the Qur’an that nations are collectively judged, and suffer 

for their misdeeds here and now.4 In order to establish this proposition, the Qur’an 

 
1 Anne Marie Schimmel, Islam in the Indian Subcontinent, (Lahore: Sang-e-Meel, 2003), p.229; For detailed 

information on Iqbal’s life and work see: Hassan, 1998; Taiilieu et al., 2000; Mir, 2006; and Shafique, 2007. Also 

useful is the site: http://www.allamaiqbal.com/ established by the Iqbal Academy Pakistan. 
2 Masood Raja, ‘A. Muhammad Iqbal: Islam, the West, and the Quest for a Modern Muslim Identity,’ The 

International Journal of the Asian Philosophical Association, Volume 1, Number 1, (2008), pp. 37-49. 
3 Muhammad Iqbal, The Reconstruction of Religious Thought in Islam, (London: Oxford University Press, 1934), 

Edition used: New Delhi: Kitab Bhavan, 1974, 6th reimpression, 1998. 
4 A reference to the Qur’anic verses: 6:6; 9:39; 11:116; 15:5; 17:16-17; 18:59; 21:11; 22:45; 24:43; 36:31. God’s 

judgment on nations, also called “judgment in history,” according to the Qur’an is said to be more relentless than 

God’s judgment on individuals. 

http://www.allamaiqbal.com/
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constantly cites historical instances, and urges upon the reader to reflect on the past 

and present experience of mankind: 

 

Of old did We send Moses with Our signs, and said to him: ‘Bring forth thy 

people from the darkness into the light, and remind them of the days of God.’ 

Verily, in this are signs for every patient, grateful person (14:5); 

 

And among those whom We had created are a people who guide others with 

truth, and in accordance therewith act justly. But as for those who treat Our 

signs as lies, We gradually bring them down by means of which they know 

not; and though I lengthen their days, verily, My stratagem is effectual (7:181-

83); 

 

Already, before your time, have precedents been made. Traverse the Earth 

then, and see what hath been the end of those who falsify the signs of God! 

(3:137); 

 

If a wound hath befallen you, a wound like it hath already befallen others; We 

alternate the days of successes and reverses among peoples (3:140); 

Every nation hath its fixed period (7:34). 

 

For Iqbal, this last verse was rather an instance of a more specific historical 

generalization which, in its epigrammatic formulation, suggested the possibility of a 

scientific treatment of the life of human societies regarded as organisms. It was, 

therefore, a gross error to think that the Qur’an had no germs of a historical doctrine. 

However, the interest of the Qur’an in history, regarded as a source of human 

knowledge, extended farther than mere indications of historical generalizations. It had 

given one of the most fundamental principles of historical criticism: since accuracy in 

recording facts, which constituted the material of history, was an indispensable 

condition of history as a science, and an accurate knowledge of facts ultimately 
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depended on those who reported them, the very first principle of historical criticism 

was that the reporter’s personal character was an important factor in judging his 

testimony - “O believers! if any bad man comes to you with a report, clear it up at 

once” (Qur’an, 49:6). 

 

According to Iqbal, it was the application of the principle embodied in this verse to 

the reporters of the Prophet’s traditions out of which were gradually evolved the 

canons of historical criticism. The Qur’anic appeal to experience, the necessity to 

ascertain the exact sayings of the Prophet, and the desire to furnish permanent sources 

of inspiration to posterity - all these forces contributed to produce such men as Ibn 

Ishaq (d. c. 767),5 Tabari (838-923)6 and Mas‘udi (896-c. 956).7 But history, as an art 

of firing the reader’s imagination, was only a stage in the development of history as a 

genuine science. The possibility of a scientific treatment of history meant a wider 

experience, a greater maturity of practical reason, and, finally, a fuller realization of 

certain basic ideas regarding the nature of life and time, which were in the main two, 

both forming the foundation of the Qur’anic teaching: 

 

1) the Unity of Human Origin – “And We have created you all from one breath of 

life” (Qur’an, 4:1; 6:98; 7:189; 39:6); and 

2) a keen sense of the Reality of Time, and the Concept of Life as a continuous 

movement in Time, a conception of life and time which was the main point of interest 

in Ibn Khaldun’s view of history. 

 

For Iqbal, given the direction in which the culture of Islam had unfolded itself, only a 

Muslim could have viewed history as a continuous, collective movement, a real 

 
5 Abu ‘Abdullah Muhammad b. Ishaq, considered as the first biographer of the Prophet Muhammad. His work 

Kitab Sirat Rasul Allah (The Life of the Apostle of God) has, however, been lost and is now known only through its 

recension by Ibn Hisham (d. 833). 
6 Abu Ja‘far Muhammad b. Jarar al-Tabari, author of the monumental history Kitab Akhbar al-Rusal wa’l-Muluk 

(Annals of the Apostles and the Kings), the first comprehensive work in the Arabic language. 
7 Abu’l-Hasan ‘Ali b. al-Husain b. ‘Ala al-Mas’udi inaugurated a new method in the writing of history: instead of 

grouping events around years (annalistic method) he grouped them around kings, dynasties and topics (topical 

method), also adopted by Ibn Khaldun. 
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inevitable development in time. The point of interest in this view of history was the 

way in which Ibn Khaldun conceived the process of change, a conception of infinite 

importance because of the implication that history, as a continuous movement in time, 

was a genuinely creative movement and not a movement whose path was already 

determined. The Qur’anic view of the “alternation of day and night”8 as a symbol of 

the Ultimate Reality which “appears in a fresh glory every moment” (Qur’an, 55:29), 

the tendency in Muslim Metaphysics to regard time as objective, Ibn Maskawaih’s 

view of life as an evolutionary movement, and, lastly, the definite approach to the 

conception of Nature as a process of becoming of al-Biruni (973-1048) - all this 

constituted the intellectual inheritance of Ibn Khaldun, whose chief merit lied in his 

acute perception of, and systematic expression to, the spirit of the cultural movement. 

Whatever the criterion by which to judge the forward steps of a creative movement, 

the movement itself, if conceived as cyclic, ceases to be creative. Eternal recurrence is 

not eternal creation; it is eternal repetition. And it is this assertion which leads us to 

the second Qur’anic teaching and to the way Iqbal viewed the Reality of Time, and 

the Concept of Life as a Continuous Movement in it. 

 

Muhammad Iqbal’s conception of time9 

 

In his second lecture “The philosophical test of the revelation of religious experience” 

(Iqbal 1934, pp. 28-61), and citing Alfred North Whitehead (1861-1947), Iqbal 

considered that Nature was not a static fact situated in an a-dynamic void. Rather, a 

structure of events possessing the character of a continuous creative flow which 

thought cuts up into isolated immobilities out of whose mutual relations arose the 

concepts of space and time, allowing us to see how modern science uttered its 

agreement with the criticism of George Berkeley (1685-1753) which it once regarded 

 
8 The phenomenon of the alternation of day and night is spoken of in many verses of the Qur’an such as 2:164; 

3:190; 10:6; 23:80; 45:5. 
9 For a detailed analysis, please refer to Bausani, 1954, and Mohomed, 2017. 
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as an attack on its very foundation. The scientific view of Nature as pure materiality 

was associated with the Newtonian view of space as an absolute void in which things 

were situated. This attitude of science had, no doubt, ensured its speedy progress; but 

the bifurcation of a total experience into two opposite domains of mind and matter 

had forced it, in view of its own domestic difficulties, to consider the problems which, 

in the beginning of its career, it completely ignored. The criticism of the foundations 

of the mathematical sciences had fully disclosed that the hypothesis of a pure 

materiality, an enduring stuff situated in an absolute space, was unworkable. Was 

space an independent void in which things were situated and which would remain 

intact if all things were withdrawn? 

 

Iqbal, then, cites the example of the ancient Greek philosopher Zeno who approached 

the problem of space through the question of movement in space. His arguments for 

the unreality of movement were well known to the students of philosophy, and ever 

since his days the problem had persisted in the history of thought and received the 

keenest attention from successive generations of thinkers. Zeno, who took space to be 

infinitely divisible, argued that movement in space was impossible. Before the 

moving body could reach the point of its destination it had to pass through half the 

space intervening between the point of start and the point of destination; and before it 

could pass through that half it had to travel through the half of the half, and so on to 

infinity. We could not move from one point of space to another without passing 

through an infinite number of points in the intervening space. But it was impossible to 

pass through an infinity of points in a finite time. He further argued that the flying 

arrow did not move, because at any time during the course of its flight it was at rest in 

some point of space. Thus, Zeno held that movement was only a deceptive appearance 

and that Reality was one and immutable. The unreality of movement meant the 

unreality of an independent space. 
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Muslim thinkers of the school of Abu al-Hassan al-Ash’ari (874-936) did not believe 

in the infinite divisibility of space and time. For them, space, time, and motion were 

made up of points and instants which could not be further subdivided. Thus they 

proved the possibility of movement on the assumption that infinitesimals do exist; for 

if there was a limit to the divisibility of space and time, movement from one point of 

space to another point was possible in a finite time. Ibn Hazm (994-1064), however, 

rejected the Ash’arite notion of infinitesimals, and modern mathematics had 

confirmed his view. The Ash’arite argument, therefore, could not logically resolve the 

paradox of Zeno. 

 

Of the modern thinkers, the French philosopher Henri Bergson (1859-1941) and the 

British mathematician Bertrand Russell (1872-1970) had tried to refute Zeno’s 

arguments from their respective standpoints. To Bergson, movement, as true change, 

was the fundamental Reality. The paradox of Zeno was due to a wrong apprehension 

of space and time which were regarded by Bergson only as intellectual views of 

movement. Zeno’s argument was obviously based on the assumption that space and 

time consist of an infinite number of points and instants. On this assumption it was 

easy to argue that since between two points the moving body will be out of place, 

motion is impossible, for there is no place for it to take place. The discovery of Georg 

Cantor (1845-1918) showed that space and time are continuous. Between any two 

points in space there are an infinite number of points, and in an infinite series no two 

points are next to each other. The infinite divisibility of space and time means the 

compactness of the points in the series; it does not mean that points are mutually 

isolated in the sense of having a gap between one another. 

 

The reality of movement meant the independent reality of space and the objectivity of 

Nature. But the identity of continuity and the infinite divisibility of space was not a 

solution of the difficulty. Assuming that there was a one-one correspondence between 



 28 

the infinite multiplicity of instants in a finite interval of time and an infinite 

multiplicity of points in a finite portion of space, the difficulty arising from the 

divisibility remained the same. The mathematical conception of continuity as infinite 

series did not apply to movement regarded as an act, but rather to the picture of 

movement as viewed from the outside. The act of movement (i.e., movement as lived 

and not as thought) did not admit of any divisibility. The flight of the arrow observed 

as a passage in space was divisible, but its flight regarded as an act, apart from its 

realization in space, was one and incapable of partition into a multiplicity. In partition 

lied its destruction, and personally, Iqbal believed that the ultimate character of 

Reality was spiritual. 

 

Looking at Einstein’s theory of Relativity from the standpoint that he had taken in 

these lectures, Iqbal considered that it presented one great difficulty (i.e., the unreality 

of time). A theory which took time to be a kind of fourth dimension of space had to 

regard the future as something already given, as indubitably fixed as the past. Time as 

a free creative movement had no meaning for the theory. It did not pass. Events did 

not happen; we simply meet them. It must not, however, be forgotten that the theory 

neglected certain characteristics of time as experienced by us; and it was not possible 

to say that the nature of time was exhausted by the characteristics which the theory 

did note in the interests of a systematic account of those aspects of Nature which 

could be mathematically treated. Nor was it possible for us laymen to understand what 

the real nature of Einstein’s time was. 

 

It was obvious for Iqbal that Einstein’s time was not Bergson’s pure duration. Nor 

could we regard it as serial time, which was the essence of causality as defined by 

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). The cause and its effect were mutually so related that 

the former was chronologically prior to the latter, so that if the former was not, the 

latter could not be. If mathematical time was serial time, then on the basis of the 
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theory it was possible, by a careful choice of the velocities of the observer and the 

system in which a given set of events was happening, to make the effect precede its 

cause. 

 

For Iqbal, time regarded as a fourth dimension of space really ceased to be time, and 

then he tried to reach the primacy of life and thought by another route, carrying us a 

step farther in our examination of experience. The quality of Nature’s passage in time 

was perhaps the most significant aspect of experience which the Qur’an especially 

emphasized, and which offered the best clue to the ultimate nature of Reality. Iqbal 

had already drawn our attention to some of the verses (3:190-91; 2:164; 24:44) 

bearing on the point, and in view of the great importance of the subject, he added a 

few more: 

Verily, in the alternations of night and of day and in all that God hath created 

in the Heavens and in the earth are signs to those who fear Him (10:6); 

 

And it is He Who hath ordained the night and the day to succeed one another 

for those who desire to think on God or desire to be thankful (25:62); 

 

Seest though not that God causeth the night to come in upon the day, and the 

day to come in upon the night; and that He hath subjected the sun and the 

moon to laws by which each speedeth along to an appointed goal? (31:29); 

 

It is of Him that the night returneth on the day, and that the day returneth on 

the night (39:5); 

 

And of Him is the change of the night and of the day (23:80). 

 

The ontological problem was how to define the ultimate nature of existence. That the 

universe persists in time is not open to doubt. Yet, since it is external to us, it is 

possible to be sceptical about its existence. In order to completely grasp the meaning 
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of this persistence in time, Iqbal considered that we must be in a position to study 

some privileged case of existence which is absolutely unquestionable and gives us the 

further assurance of a direct vision of duration. The perception of things with which 

one is confronted is superficial and external; but one’s perceptions of his/her own self 

is internal, intimate, and profound. It follows, therefore, that conscious experience is 

that privileged case of existence in which we are in absolute contact with Reality, and 

an analysis of this privileged case is likely to throw a flood of light on the ultimate 

meaning of existence. What do we find when we fix our gaze on our own conscious 

experience? 

 

There was nothing static in one’s inner life; all was a constant mobility, an unceasing 

flux of states, a perpetual flow in which there was no halt or resting place. Constant 

change, however, was unthinkable without time. On the analogy of our inner 

experience, then, conscious existence meant life in time. There was no numerical 

distinctness of states in the totality of the ego, the multiplicity of whose elements was, 

unlike that of the efficient self, wholly qualitative. There was change and movement 

but change and movement were indivisible; their elements interpenetrated and were 

wholly non-serial in character. It appeared that the time of the appreciative self was a 

single “now” which the efficient self, in its traffic with the world of space, pulverized 

into a series of “nows” like pearl beads in a thread. Here was, then, pure duration 

unadulterated by space. 

 

The Qur’an alluded to the serial and non-serial aspects of duration in the following 

verses: 

And put thou thy trust in Him that liveth and dieth not, and celebrate His 

praise Who in six days created the Heavens and the earth, and what is 

between them, then mounted His Throne; the God of mercy (25:58-59); 
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All things We have created with a fixed destiny: Our command was but one, 

swift as the twinkling of an eye (54:49-50). 

 

If one looked at the movement embodied in creation from the outside (i.e., if one 

apprehended it intellectually) it was a process lasting through thousands of years; for 

one Divine day, in the terminology of the Qur’an, as of the Old Testament, was equal 

to one thousand years. From another point of view, the process of creation, lasting 

through thousands of years, was a single indivisible act, “swift as the twinkling of an 

eye”. It was, however, impossible to express this inner experience of pure duration in 

words, for language was shaped on the serial time of our daily efficient self. 

 

Iqbal, then, gives the example from science. According to physical science, the cause 

of one’s sensation of red is the rapidity of wave motion, the frequency of which is 

four hundred billion per second. If one could observe this tremendous frequency from 

the outside, and count it at the rate of two thousand per second, which is supposed to 

be the limit of the perceptibility of light, it would take more than six thousand years to 

finish the enumeration. Yet in the single momentary mental act of perception a person 

holds together a frequency of wave motion which is practically incalculable. That is 

how the mental act transforms succession into duration. The appreciative self, then, is 

more or less corrective of the efficient self, inasmuch as it synthesizes all the “heres” 

and “nows” - the small changes of space and time, indispensable to the efficient self - 

into the coherent wholeness of personality. 

 

Pure time, then, as revealed by a deeper analysis of our conscious experience, is not a 

string of separate, reversible instants; it is an organic whole in which the past is not 

left behind, but is moving along with, and operating in, the present. And the future is 

given to it not as lying before, yet to be traversed; it is given only in the sense that it is 

present in its nature as an open possibility. As Iqbal asserts, it is time regarded as an 

organic whole that the Qur’an describes as “Taqdar” (the destiny), i.e., time regarded 
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as prior to the disclosure of its possibilities, time freed from the net of causal sequence 

- the diagrammatic character which the logical understanding imposes on it. In one 

word, it is time as felt and not as thought and calculated. Time regarded as destiny 

forms the very essence of things. As the Qur’an says: “God created all things and 

assigned to each its destiny.” The destiny of a thing then is not an unrelenting fate 

working from without like a task master; it is the inward reach of a thing, its realizable 

possibilities which lie within the depths of its nature, and serially actualize themselves 

without any feeling of external compulsion. Thus, the organic wholeness of duration 

does not mean that full-fledged events are lying, as it were, in the womb of Reality, 

and drop one by one like the grains of sand from the hourglass. If time is real, and not 

a mere repetition of homogeneous moments which make conscious experience a 

delusion, then every moment in the life of Reality is original, giving birth to what is 

absolutely novel and unforeseeable: “Everyday doth some new work employ Him”, 

says the Qur’an. To exist in real time is not to be bound by the fetters of serial time, 

but to create it from moment to moment and to be absolutely free and original in 

creation. In fact, all creative activity is free activity. Creation is opposed to repetition 

which is a characteristic of mechanical action. That is why it is impossible to explain 

the creative activity of life in terms of mechanism. 

 

A time-process cannot be conceived as a line already drawn. It is a line in the drawing 

- an actualization of open possibilities. It is purposive only in this sense that it is 

selective in character and brings itself to some sort of a present fulfilment by actively 

preserving and supplementing the past. To Iqbal’s mind nothing was more alien to the 

Qur’anic outlook than the idea that the universe was the temporal working out of a 

preconceived plan. According to the Qur’an, the Universe was liable to increase. It is 

a growing universe and not an already completed product which left the hand of its 

maker ages ago and is now lying stretched in space as a dead mass of matter to which 

time does nothing, and consequently is nothing. 
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Personally, Iqbal was inclined to think that time was an essential element in Reality. 

But real time was not serial time to which the distinction of past, present, and future 

was essential; it was pure duration (i.e., change without succession), which 

McTaggart’s argument did not touch. Serial time was pure duration pulverized by 

thought - a kind of device by which Reality exposes its ceaseless creative activity to 

quantitative measurement. It is in this sense that the Qur’an says: “And of Him is the 

change of the night and of the day.” 

 

And it is this assertion that leads us to the first Qur’anic teaching and to the way Iqbal 

viewed the Unity of Human Origin, and how Human Beings acted in History. 

 

Conclusions 

 

Souleymane Bachir Diagne asserts that Iqbal’s philosophy is a response to   those who 

consider Islam a fatalistic doctrine of predestination.10 Fatalism is a kind of self-

dispossession resting on a cosmology that envisions a closed universe in which time is 

fixed and the future predetermined. Quite simply, the future comes stocked and ready 

to go, a fixed and inevitable order of events that can thus be seen as binding and 

limiting God’s creative activity. With minor differences, Iqbal divides Ancient 

History in the same way as classical Christian authors do. For Iqbal, the post-

Newtonian scientific conception of physics had made it possible to grasp the cosmos 

not as a being given in a static view, but as a becoming and a continuously emergent 

universe. Some true thinking of time as such will be introduced into our world picture. 

Iqbal offers as a point of departure an interpretative reading of the Qur’anic text.  

 

 

 

 

 
10 Souleymane Bachir Diagne, ‘Bergson in the Colony. Intuition and Duration in the Thought of Senghor and 

Iqbal’, Qui parle, Volume 17, Number 1, (2008), pp. 141-143. 
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Shaping Multi-layered Identities and Active  

Citizenship: A Focused Ethnography of a Swiss Muslim  
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Anthropology. He is currently conducting a doctoral research project that is called ‘Shaping Individual 

Religiosity and Affective Citizenship: An Ethnographic Account of Swiss Muslim Emerging Adults.’  

 

 

The increasing rise of the Internet has greatly impacted individuals’ lifestyles, adding 

virtual identities to their real ones. Since 9/11, contemporary Muslim online spaces have 

proliferated vastly and offered many emerging adults new opportunities in terms of 

digital activism worldwide. This paper focuses on an ethnography of a young female 

Muslim digital activist and will address the following question:  How does she shape her 

multi-layered identities and assert her active citizenship in the digital and the public 

sphere in contemporary Switzerland? 

 

Introduction 

 

The increasing rise of the Internet has greatly impacted all aspects of human life. 

Individuals’ lifestyles have been drastically modified by the challenge of shaping their 

virtual identities, beside their real identities. Regarding contemporary Islam, since the 

9/11 events, the Internet, as a decentralised and mass-participatory medium, has 

provided various individuals and groups with opportunities to voice their expressions 

and be heard in a transnational global public sphere. For young Western Muslim 

women, such online spaces have proliferated, providing them with tools for personal 

expression, identity formation, and various other opportunities offered on the Web. 

On such woman is Nida, a young veiled Swiss Muslim woman in her mid-twenties. 

Furthermore, she is a cartoonist, writer, and digital activist who has created a virtual 

identity through her cartoons,  “Nidonite, the Weapon of Mass Construction”.1 In her 

cartoons, Nida can express her individual critical formulations and  views on being 

 
1 See www.nidonite.ch and her listed social networks. As Nida has become a public figure on and 

offline, the issue of anonymisation will not be addressed. Even the research participant told me that she 

wanted to appear in the article under her full name ‘Nida-Errahmen’. However, I will use only ‘Nida’ 

for convenience.  Furthermore, as Nida is a Swiss French-speaking citizen, most of her personal 

quotations (drawn from semi-structured interviews and informal conversations’ excerpts, as well as 

online textual contents) have been translated from French to English by this author. 

http://www.nidonite.ch/
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and feeling Muslim in contemporary Switzerland. Consequently, this paper addresses 

the following question: How does a young veiled Swiss Muslim woman shape and 

assert her multi-layered identities and active citizenship in the digital and public 

sphere in contemporary Switzerland? 

 

Researcher’s positionality 

 

I already knew Nida before this study because I was  a former volunteer involved in 

social inclusion issues with a Swiss Muslim umbrella organisation (Union Vaudoise 

des Associations Musulmanes; UVAM), where I had organised an exhibition of her 

anti-racist cartoons in Lausanne (Switzerland).  As a Swiss Muslim researcher, I was 

aware that my ‘Muslimness’ positioned me as an insider to better understand the 

socio-cultural and religious background of my research subject; however, my male 

gender and academic status positioned me as an outsider. Being aware of the pros and 

cons of my particular positionality, I made sure that my ‘gaining access into’ Nida’s 

life experiences would build on various  “entry markers”  challenging the “process of 

gaining and sustaining access over an extended period of time”.2 In this study, I relied  

on the following  “entry markers” :  showing respect and being modest with my 

interlocutor; being honest and transparent in my research; interacting with my 

research participant by sharing  my own life experience as a Swiss Muslim man 

through critical reflexivity; avoiding asking too personal questions regarding gender-

related issues; and eventually, maintaining regular contact by WhatsApp and email. I 

also applied “critical reflexivity” and maintained a “reflexive relationship”,3  when I 

felt that my specific positionality would not enable me to do a nuanced analysis of her 

online content about sexual aggression and street harassment. 

 

 

 
2 Manal Hamzeh, Kimberley Oliver.  “Gaining Research Access into the Lives of Muslim Girls: 

Researchers Negotiating Muslimness, Modesty, Inshallah, and Haram”, in: International Journal of 

Qualitative Studies in Education, 2009: 5. 
3 Manal Hamzeh, Kimberley Oliver, op. cit., 2009:14. 
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Methodology 

 

This paper intends to analyse the online visual and textual production of a young 

Swiss Muslim digital activist, and the way she positions herself in both the digital and 

the Swiss public sphere. Therefore, I resort to two qualitative methods: critical 

discourse analysis (CDA) and semi-structured interviews, complemented by informal 

conversations. Critical discourse analysis (CDA) constitutes an approach that 

investigates how written and spoken texts and discursive practices are shaped within 

specific social, cultural, and historical settings.4 The online contents that are analysed 

in this study present the account of a young Swiss Muslim woman and the daily life 

topics that hold her interest and are expressed by her on her various social networks.  

By using CDA,  my study and analysis of these blogs’ contents will disclose the 

individual and collective subjectivities of the blogs’ author and her audience, as blogs 

enable freedom of expression, anonymity, quick interactivity, and versatility.5 Semi-

structured interviews, informal face-to-face conversations, and ‘chats’ through 

WhatsApp and mobile exchanges, were also useful tools to understand my research 

participant’s social world.  Furthermore, they enabled me better grasp Nida’s 

subjectivity and their overall socio-cultural, religious and political context through her 

life trajectory, as a French-speaking Swiss-born Muslim citizen. 

 

Distorted portrayal of Islam and Muslims in the Swiss public sphere 

 

In contemporary Switzerland, as in most European countries, Muslim populations 

have grown significantly since the end of the 20th century.  After the first wave of 

Muslim immigrants came to Switzerland in the 1960s and 1970s in search of a better 

material life, their Swiss-born descendants have remained settled here and most of 

them have become Swiss citizens. However, since the early 2000s, a new socio-

 
4 Jan Blommaert, Chris Bulcaen. “Critical Discourse Analysis”, in: Annual Review of Anthropology, 

Vol. 29 (2000): 447-466.  
5 Dana Hull. “Blogging Between the Lines”, in American Journalism Review, (12.2006/01.2007): 62-

67. 
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religious and political debate has been underway in Switzerland, with the implantation 

and increasing visibility of the - Muslims who have settled in Switzerland .6 

Furthermore, some in Switzerland have distorted conceptions of Islam and Muslim 

populations that have been exacerbated by a course of events that disseminate a 

misrepresentative image of Muslims both internationally and within Switzerland.  

These waves of normative discourse, stances, and tense controversies are often one of 

two kinds: (a) in terms of security, Muslims are subject to suspicion as potential 

“terrorists” and (b) in terms of culture, Islam is presented as a “cultural monolith” in 

opposition to Western ‘secular and democratic values’. Together, this kind of hype 

has produced the image of the Muslim figure as “controversial.” 7  

 

Young veiled Swiss-born Muslim women are faced with normative and exclusionary 

discourses, such as the campaign launched by the Swiss right-wing party,  SVP 

(Swiss People’s Party), to organize a referendum for Swiss voters on whether  or not 

to accept the  ‘burka’ (a one piece veil covering the face and body, with mesh over the 

eyes).8 Wearing the ‘hijab’ (or headscarf covering the head and neck, but not the face) 

in Switzerland is still a cause of discrimination and limited access in various realms of 

Swiss society (e.g. the labour market, etc).9  

 

 

 
6 Matteo Gianni.  “Muslims' integration as a way to defuse the ‘Muslim Question’: Insights from the 

Swiss case”, in: Critical Research on Religion, vol. 4, no. 1 (2016): 21-36. 
7 Matteo Gianni, op. cit., 2016. 
8 Even though Switzerland still does not have a law (at federal level) cracking down on the  ‘burka’ – 

which  is already the case in Austria and France --  some Swiss cantons (e.g. Italian-speaking Ticino 

and German-speaking Sankt-Gallen) -- have already adopted (at cantonal level) such restrictive 

regulations (cf. articles from the Swiss media: 

https://www.tagesanzeiger.ch/schweiz/standard/Burkaverbot-im-Tessin-muss-angepasst-

werden/story/18378226 and https://www.letemps.ch/opinions/debat-burqa-une-cause-perdue). It should 

also be noted that the ‘burka’ has become ‘politicised’ because women wearing the ‘burka’ in 

Switzerland are mainly tourists from the Middle East who come to visit Switzerland temporarily. So 

the SVP politicises the issue of ‘face covering’ with its a ‘populistic’ and ‘anti-Muslim’ discourse. 

9 As Swiss sociologist of religions Mallory Schneuwly Purdie states in an interview: “Veiled Muslim 

women suffer from various stigma. First, they are women. And it is even more difficult for a woman 

than a man to find a job on the labour market. Furthermore, they are often of foreign origin and we 

know that there are strong discriminations versus foreign populations. And eventually, they suffer from 

stigma linked to veiled women, because in the representation of most citizens in Switzerland, they are 

necessarily submitted to men’s authority and are therefore unable of self-determination” (my 

translation from French; Villoz, 2016). 

https://www.tagesanzeiger.ch/schweiz/standard/Burkaverbot-im-Tessin-muss-angepasst-werden/story/18378226
https://www.tagesanzeiger.ch/schweiz/standard/Burkaverbot-im-Tessin-muss-angepasst-werden/story/18378226
https://www.letemps.ch/opinions/debat-burqa-une-cause-perdue
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The digital construction of identities 

 

Since their rise in the 1990s, internet blogs have greatly spread as tools for individual 

and collective expressions for various individuals or groups.  Thanks to their various 

technical affordances, they enable interactivity and user-friendly publication. 

Moreover, according to several scholars, blogs offer a narrative space for their 

authors, a site for self-expression, reflection, knowledge or identity construction inter 

alia. 10 For young veiled Muslim women, social network sites enable them to assert 

their female agency, opinions and thoughts on socio-political issues through various 

textual and visual contents.  

 

Moreover, young veiled Muslim women share their life experiences and perspectives 

through their blogs, reaching out to other women and men. Therefore, blogs and 

social media posts can be considered “third spaces” 11  and bloggers regarded as 

digital activists communicating online with individuals and communities.12 Bhabha 

refers to a “third space” as being an in-between of two original cultures, combined 

with a new introduced culture, to create hybridised cultures. Echchaibi and Hoover 

consider Bhaba’s “third spaces” as “liminal and interstitial sites where cultural 

meaning is not simply reflected, but actively produced by subjects (…) to resist the 

monolithic dominance of hegemonic power”.13  They refine this concept by applying 

it to the digital sphere, where “third spaces of digital religion” are defined as 

“important performative sites of enunciation where formal and unitary structures of 

 
10  Cf. Carmen Stavrositu, S. Shyam Sundar. “Does Blogging Empower Women? Exploring the Role of 

Agency and Community’’, in: Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 17 (2012): 369-386; 

Ananda Mitra. “Trust, Authenticity and Discursive Power in Cyberspace’’, in: Communications of the 

Association of Computing Machinery (ACM), March (2002), volume 45, no 3:27-29. 
11 Homi K Bhaba. “The Third Space: Interview with Homi Bhabha’’, in: Rutherford, Jonathan (ed.). 

Identity: Community, Culture, Difference. London: Lawrence & Wishart (1990): 207–221. 
12 Giulia Evolvi. “Hybid Muslim Identities in Digital Space: The Italian Blog Yala’’, in: Social 

Compass, volume 64. 2 (2017): 220-232. 
13 Stewart Hoover, Nabil Echchaibi. ’’Media theory and the third spaces of digital religion’’, The 

Center for Media, Religion, and Culture, University of Colorado Boulder (2014): 17. 



 41 

religious knowledge and practice become the object of both revision and 

transformation.”14  

 

Case study: A Swiss Muslim female digital activist named Nina 

 

In this case study, I examine Nida’s various digital practices on platforms (Facebook, 

Instagram, Youtube) where she shares with her audience cartoons, videos, thoughts 

and opinions on various everyday life topics and activities that appeal to her. The 

topics and activities include prejudice against Islam and Muslims, gender issues, 

sports, literature, writing, etc. On her various social media platforms, Nida gains a 

sense of “discursive power” 15 and empowerment, as she displays herself under her 

virtual identity of “Nidonite.”  Nida has reached some regional and (inter)national 

fame, as she has around 45,000 followers on her Instagram account. 16 

 

According to the statistics of her Instagram account, which she kindly shared with me, 

her audience entails mainly women (84%) and some men (16%). They are mainly 

from France (a majority are from Paris, with followers also based in other large 

French cities such as Marseille, Toulouse, and Lyon). There are also some other 

francophone followers from Switzerland and Belgium, and a minority of followers 

from English-speaking countries as some posts in French have been translated into 

English.17 The main interesting feature is that Nida’s audience is mainly young: aged 

 
14 Stewart Hoover, Nabil Echchaibi, op.cit., 2014: 17. 
15 Ananda Mitra, “Trust, Authenticity and Discursive Power in Cyberspace’’, in: Communications of 

the Association of Computing Machinery (ACM), March (2002) 
16 Despite being a public figure, Nida has also been subjected to critical and exclusionary comments. 

The ‘conservative’ and ‘right-wing’ Swiss website ‘les observateurs.ch’ mentions several negative 

reactions towards Nida. As a first online user ‘Cenator’ points out: “Integration is great! A father and a 

mother who are both lawyers, working in the canton of Fribourg and bringing up their offspring in a 

communitarian spirit!’’ Another user ‘Dominique Schwander’ suggests: “Another one who makes no 

efforts to assimilate herself to her too generous shelter’’ (my translation from French; 

https://lesobservateurs.ch/2017/04/12/nidonite-humoriste-hidjab-suis-quelquun-dexplosif/).  
17 A blog ‘Hijabies Hood’, whose “purpose is to empower and inspire Muslim women’’ describes Nida 

as such: “The Weapon of Mass Construction, Nidonite (…) is a self-taught comic artist using humor to 

portray her vision of the world. She covers many topics ranging from relationships to daily life and 

politics. She is very active on social media so you should definitely give her a follow’’. 

(http://hijabieshood.com/nidonite-the-comic-artist. 

https://www.facebook.com/hijabieshoodO/posts/538862333278342)  

https://lesobservateurs.ch/2017/04/12/nidonite-humoriste-hidjab-suis-quelquun-dexplosif/
https://www.facebook.com/hijabieshoodO/posts/538862333278342
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13-17 (17%); aged 18-24 (47%) (confirmed by this author); aged 25-34 (23%); aged 

35-44 (7%); aged 45-54 (4%); aged 55-65 (1%); and aged 65+ (1%).18  

 

Indeed, blogging and communicating on social media platforms occupy an important 

part of Nida’s daily life, and play a role in her process of individual development, 

while shaping an identity that is distinct from her parents.  As she told me: 

 

I came late on the web (in 2016), especially on social networks, because my 

parents were really distrustful of them. First, I started to send posts on my 

webmail accounts, poetic texts, small cartoons. (…) Step by step, I created a 

discipline, a routine, a habit to achieve what I am doing now. Social networks 

are something I like, because they are a great tool of communication, and as I 

am a student in communication, social networks are a tool hat is innovative, 

dynamic, and gives a lot of freedom. Indeed, if you start to dig further, it 

provides you with lots of openings, circles. For me, it is also like a kind of 

microcosm that is part of reality. 

 

Through her digital practices, Nida shares with her online users her thoughts and 

emotions. Furthermore, she also strengthens her skills as a creator and activist. 

Through her online content, she also expresses and develops a strong sense of agency. 

 

Nida and her ‘virtual community’ 

 

In this cartoon titled “Who will accuse 

you of having been shattered”, 19 the 

character Nidonite lies in a grave with 

blood on her body, and there are three 

unidentified grave diggers standing over 

 
18 https://www.instagram.com/nidonite   
19 Cf. www.instagram.com/p/Brnet6mg1_X/  

https://www.instagram.com/nidonite
http://www.instagram.com/p/Brnet6mg1_X/
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her. The one on the left tells the character: “Why did you do that to us”? The one on 

the right adds: “You are dirty! You have lost the only thing that made your worthy”! 

This cartoon is about a very personal and sensitive topic: sexual aggression. In the 

accompanying text, Nida expresses her emotions: “A person who gets sexually 

attacked is left with marks that are unfortunately indelible in her brain. One can see 

the pain… er, yes. And one cannot always react because there is a biological 

phenomenon that ‘bypasses’ you.”  When concluding this textual comment, Nida 

adds: “Well that is all for me, don’t hesitate to share, because it is a topic I feel really 

concerned with”! 

 

I should say that as a Swiss Muslim male researcher, I felt first embarrassed to 

analyse this cartoon’s content only on my own. So, I developed self-reflexivity by 

getting in touch with Nida through WhatsApp. Indeed, I personally asked her whether 

she wanted me to analyse this cartoon. She confirmed my interpretation, stating that 

the character lying in the graveyard was symbolically ‘dead’ by having been sexually 

abused, and that the grave diggers represented the victims’ family, friends and her 

general environment. With this visual and textual content, Nida takes a strong 

‘feminist’ stance in denouncing sexual aggression and fighting against it.  As the 

cartoon shows, victims of sexual aggression not only suffer from the unwanted 

traumatic sexual attack, they also suffer from how others around them treat them 

unfairly afterwards.  Nida’s cartoon and text triggered more than 100 comments and 

more than 6,800 ‘likes’ from her Instagram followers. The majority of her followers’ 

comments come from a range of young women (e.g. (non) Muslims, (non) veiled, 

etc.), mainly from France (according to Nida’s Instagram statistics, 47% of her 

followers are young women aged 18-24).  

 

Among some of her Muslim followers, ‘nawalbenz’, who regards herself as a ‘fashion 

activist’, states in response to the cartoon that “I am voiceless. Thanks for this post… 
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I will share it. The words and images you use deliver a very powerful message.”  

‘Nacimagazine’, who is a young French Muslim student in graphic design, and with 

whom Nida regularly interacts, says: (…) “Congratulations on your work, Nidonite! I 

am pleased that through this cartoon you can talk of such a sensitive topic to raise 

awareness.”   Among some of her non-Muslim followers, ‘anna_blachot’ relates her 

personal experience of sexual abuse:  “Thanks for this message… Abused several 

months ago, the only thing that keeps me alive  is my surroundings (friends and 

family) who supported me and did not assess me, as I was not able because of a 

paralysing fear. So, thanks for this message that can make some people become aware 

of how they may have hurt through their words.”  Another young French woman, 

‘missplume5’, brings up her own experience of sexual abuse:  “Thanks for this post 

that I would have liked to find in a dark moment of my life, where I was not able to 

find help I would have liked to benefit from (…). Congratulations for your cartoons 

and your words of comfort.”  

 

Through this cartoon, and the emotional impact it had on her followers as seen in their 

reactions, Nida was able to set up a “third space”  for dissenting opinions of young 

women vis-à-vis the  “dominant discourse”  that tends to play down sexual 

aggression, and also tends to blame victims rather than the aggressors. This “virtual 

community” bringing together Nida and her female followers, 20 provides a network 

of  “interpersonal ties that provide sociability, support, information, a sense of 

belonging and social identity.”21 In this specific example, the personal experiences of 

two young women who were victims of sexual aggression, and the positive messages 

of most followers regarding Nida’s cartoon and text, offer an adequate space for 

 
20 It is also interesting   to note that Nida, as a cartoonist, is also connected online to  a network of 

mainly French (non) Muslim online artists/activists, such as ‘Lylyblabla’,‘Rakidd’, ‘Blachette’, 

‘Mayada-off’, ‘Nacimagazine’, ‘Kotopopi’, ‘Saul_n_life’, ‘Fannylng’, etc. 
21 Barry Wellmann. “Community: From Neighbourhood to Network”, in: Communications of the ACM, 

October, vol.48, no 10 (2005): 53. 
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homemaking, which means they give girls a space where they can find their sense of 

belonging and reflect upon their identity work. 22  

 

Nida and Nidonite: Real and online subjectivities 

 

Nida is a young Swiss Muslim woman of Tunisian origin who lives in the French-

speaking part of Switzerland. She has three brothers who are younger than her. Her 

father is a lawyer who studied Islamic law in Tunisia, and who was the first director 

of the Muslim Center in Fribourg. Indeed, the identity of any individual is complex 

and multi-layered.  

 

In the case of this research participant, both online and real subjectivities are 

intertwined and constitute her complex identity. As she told me: 

 

I like to say that Nidonite is a virtual, a fictional identity of Nida. It’s me, but I 

will draw fictional or exaggerated things of reality, to convey specific 

messages. So it’s me, but you should not forget that the cartoon is fictional. It 

is a way to convey messages with humour (add a date to citations from Nida).  

 

Cartoon : “Cinq raisons de rester célibataire” (“5 reasons to remain single”)23 

 

In this cartoon, Nida explores the issue of 

relationships between adolescent boys and 

girls in a Western secular environment. She 

mocks the dominant and normative discourse 

coming from immigrant Muslim parents, 

whose cultural norms are too “protective” of 

their daughters and who want to avoid them 

 
22 Iris Marion Young. On Female Body Experience: ‘Throwing Like a Girl’ and Other Essays. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2005. 
23 Cf. https://nidonite.ch/2017/07/31/5-raisons-de-rester-celibataire  

https://nidonite.ch/2017/07/31/5-raisons-de-rester-celibataire
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from having open and critical views on gender relations and sexuality. 24  

 

The title of the cartoon is in French: ‘Tu peux accepter des rencards pour la bouffe’, 

which can be translated as ‘You can accept dates for food’. It is interesting to note that 

the author uses two slang words in French (‘rencards’ (dates) and ‘bouffe’ (food). So 

this cartoon is targeted towards a young audience. On the left side of the cartoon, 

there is a boy holding an ice-cream cone looking at Nidonite and telling himself: ‘She 

looks sexy’ (‘Elle a l’air bonne’). Nidonite does not look at him as she focuses on her 

tasty ice-cream cone alone, telling herself: ‘It looks nice’. (‘Elle a l’air bonne’). Both 

characters say the same thing in French, but to mean different things. This cartoon can 

be described as caustic because of the clash of thoughts between the potential predator 

and Nidonite. Both hold an ice-cream cone but have different perceptions. 

  

The author also highlights one of her favourite topics of discussion on her various 

blogs: food and eating. Furthermore, the additional text in dark red in the cartoon 

states: “And eventually the evening will end with it is not right between us, but it is 

not your fault. I am not ready’’. Therefore, through her online virtual identity of 

Nidonite, Nida is able to explore and express her subjectivity as an individual who is 

autonomous in her choices regarding gender relationships and sexuality.  

 

Furthermore, as Nidonite, Nida also reshapes dominant values and cultures related to 

such issues both from a Western viewpoint (stereotypes of oppression and submission 

of young veiled women) and from a Muslim perspective (stereotypes of ‘protection’ 

against the external seen as haram (‘forbidden’)).  Indeed, with her online identity of 

Nidonite, Nida is able to explore and express her gender-related identity and reshape 

values and culture regarding issues related to Western-born Muslim women’s gender 

relations and exposure to the public sphere.  

 
24 Fida Sanjakdar. ’’Cultural Constructions of Sexuality and Gender’’, in: Counterpoints, vol. 364 

(2011):110. 
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Nida’s online and real-life active citizenship  

 

As already indicated, blogs and social media platforms constitute “third spaces” 

enabling identity formation processes for young people, including “young Muslim 

women living in Western cities today typically interacting with multiple rather than 

dual opposing identities or dispositions” as Waltorp puts it.25 Furthermore, blogs and 

other digital tools have enabled a set of online practices that break with a normative 

approach of citizenship.26 Indeed, online communication includes peer to peer and 

interactive expression. Consequently, Nida through her digital ‘‘acts of citizenship’’ 

(Isin, 2008) deconstructs the “otherisation’’ of Islam, and of Muslim-related issues, by 

repositioning herself and asserting instead her ‘active citizenship’ (Peucker, 

Akbarzadeh, 2014).27 

 

Examples of Nida expressing her active citizenship online 

 

Example 1: “Non, l’UDC n’était pas en panne de 

graphiste” (“No, the Swiss People’s Party was 

not short of a graphic artist”).28 

 

This cartoon depicts the communication team of 

the far-right Swiss People’s Party (SVP). This 

party became the first political party in the 2000s 

in Switzerland by building successfully fierce campaigns against foreigners and 

immigration, and by targeting mainly Islam and Muslims through exclusionary 

 
25 Karen Waltorp.  “Keeping cool, staying virtuous: Social media and the composite habitus of young 

Muslim women in Copenhagen”, in: MedieKultur | Journal of media and communication research, 58 

(May 2015): 53. 
26 Amelia Johns. “Muslim Young People Online: ‘Acts of Citizenship’ in Socially Networked Spaces”, 

in: Social Inclusion, volume 2, issue 2 (2014): 71-82. 
27 Peucker and Akbarzadeh use the term of “active citizenship in their work on Australian Muslims and 

explore its potential particularities with the possible impacts that the exclusionary climate and their 

Muslim faith can have. They also regard Muslims as “ordinary” citizenswho perform their “active 

citizenship” as an inherent part of an ethnically, linguistically and culturally diverse polity and civil 

society (Mario Peucker, Shahram Akbarzadeh.  Muslim Active Citizenship in the West. London: 

Routledge, 2014). 
28 Cf. https://nidonite.ch/2017/01/11/non-ludc-netait-pas-en-panne-de-graphiste  

https://nidonite.ch/2017/01/11/non-ludc-netait-pas-en-panne-de-graphiste
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narratives. The guy in the brown shirt on the left asks himself: “But we will find no 

way to make them believe that it is because of the foreigners again!’’ The guy in the 

green shirt on the right in return shows him a picture of a woman wearing a burka (a 

one piece veil covering face and body, with mesh over the eyes), as he asks:  “What 

did you say?” This political cartoon means that the SVP can use this controversial 

image of a Muslim woman to launch a new campaign.  

 

Indeed, the hard-line SVP has capitalised on the success of its fierce political 

campaigns. It has done so by using systematically controversial posters to “other” 

immigrants and Muslims as a “threat” to “Swiss national identity.” For example, its 

infamous ‘black sheep’ poster in 2007; 29 its ‘black crows’ poster in 2008; and its 

‘black burka woman’ image used in various campaigns have all courted controversy 

intentionally. This caustic cartoon by Nida against the SVP’s communication strategy 

of deliberate controversy30 is also accompanied by a long text by Nida, in which she 

provides a nuanced and inclusive counter-narrative against the SVP’s exclusionary 

stance: 

 

 (…) Ne me faites pas croire que vous ne saviez pas que vos affiches auraient 

cet effet. Vous êtes intelligents, et pas bêtes comme je l’entends beaucoup 

autour de moi. Dans ce cas, c’est pire que la bêtise car vous êtes entièrement 

conscients de l’effet qu’auront vos affiches mais vous faites abstraction de 

l’impact négatif tellement vous êtes obnubilés par le bruit que ça fera. Grâce à 

cette affiche, on parlera de vous, quel succès pour la promotion! (…) 

 
29 As Swiss political sociologist Noémi Michel puts it: “Between July and December 2007, the sheep 

poster crystallized one of the longest and most important controversies around public representation 

and politicisation of  ‘difference’  and  ‘Swissness’  Switzerland found itself in the spotlight of 

international media and under scrutiny of human rights observers”.  Noémie Michel. “Sheepology: The 

Postcolonial Politics of Raceless Racism in Switzerland”, in: Postcolonial Studies, 18 (4) (2015): 411-

412. 
30 As Swiss museum specialist Bettina Richter states: “The Swiss People’s Party is never afraid of 

using very strong, racist images to give its opinion. (…) The design is very terse and strong, the colors 

are limited and powerful. The poster is, at the same time, very aggressive and very emotional” (quoted 

by Geeta Dayal.  “6 Posters on the Swiss Minaret Vote”, in:  Print Magazine, December 8 (2009)). 
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[(…) Don’t try to make me believe that you did not know that your posters 

would cause such a stir. You are clever and not stupid, as I often hear around 

me. In this case, it is worse than stupidity, because you are totally aware of 

your posters’ impacts; however, you overlook the negative impacts, because 

you are so obsessed with the stir it will cause. Thanks to this poster, everybody 

will talk about you, what a marketing success!(…)] 

 (…) Oui vous avez blessé, sûrement consciemment. Mais vous faites partie de 

mon pays, avec vos qualités et défauts, je vous accepte donc chez moi. Chez 

nous. On arrivera sans doute à travailler ensemble. Je n’attends de vous que 

trois choses : un dialogue dans les deux sens, du respect et de la bonne volonté 

(…). 

 [(…) Yes, you have hurt us, surely on purpose.  But you are part of my 

country, with your qualities and flaws, therefore I accept you in my home, in 

our home. We will surely work together. I only expect three things of you: a 

two-way dialogue, respect and goodwill (…)]. 

 

In these textual comments, Nida condemns the controversial visual and discursive 

content of the SVP stigmatising Muslims. Instead, she uses an inclusive narrative to 

counter the SVP’s exclusionary narrative. For her, both sides belong in Switzerland, 

even if they disagree; thus, she adopts a stance of positive inclusion for all Swiss 

citizens, regardless of party preference, as people who should be treated as such in 

their own right.  

 

Example 2: “Joyeuse Fête Nationale’’ (“Happy 

National Holiday”). In this cartoon celebrating 

Switzerland’s National Holiday on August 1st, the 

character of Nidonite displays her ‘Swissness’ by 

holding a Swiss flag in her hand as she celebrates.  
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Various symbolic items representing Switzerland are also drawn: mountains, 

edelweiss flowers, a river, pine trees, and a Swiss chalet. As she comes from a 

bilingual canton, Fribourg, which is mainly French-speaking with a German-speaking 

minority, Nida takes an inclusive stance to overcome the socio-linguistic and cultural 

differences between the French- and German-speaking parts of Switzerland. She does 

that by wishing everyone a “Happy National Holiday” in this cartoon in both French 

and German, two of the official languages of Switzerland. She also shows that 

everyone who is Swiss can celebrate the National Holiday. 

 

This cartoon is also accompanied by some affective textual content:  

 

Si vous trouvez des défauts à votre pays, ne l’insultez pas et ne le quittez pas! 

Le feriez-vous à votre enfant? Non! À vos parents? Non! Alors pourquoi le 

faire à votre pays qui vous a vu et fait grandir avec tant d’amour? Si votre pays 

a des défauts, vous êtes de ceux qui le forment ! Alors tout est entre vos mains. 

[If you find flaws in your country, don’t insult it and leave it ! Would you do 

that to your child? No! To your parents? No! So why would you do it to your 

country, which saw you and brought you up with so much love? If your 

country has flaws, you are part of those who form the country! So everything 

is in your hands.]  

 

This text displays Nida’s assertion of her belonging to Switzerland, as she intends to 

have a stake in the well-being of the country she calls ‘home’ by referring to a 

‘family’  that all Swiss citizens are part of. This emotional bond to the country means 

that to improve its flaws, it is up to the Swiss youth to assume their responsibility as 

citizens and to do everything possible to achieve improvement. When she refers to 

“your country”, she attempts to connect to her peer group, her online audience, 

including the Swiss youth in its diversity. Therefore, it constitutes a key component of 

self-identification with the country, as shaped through socialisation with family. 
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Nida can be regarded as a public figure with more than 45,000 followers on her 

Instagram account, various interviews in Swiss local/national media, cartoon 

exhibitions, interfaith and Islamophobia events/conferences, etc. As she told me 

regarding her role as a public figure: 

 

I am aware of assuming responsibilities. Before I got involved online, I was 

very active in community work then I had to take on responsibilities very 

early. So I know that I have a responsibility, even though sometimes I may be 

provocative, I accept it. And I will achieve it with my own conscience (add a 

date for citation). 

 

Her active citizenship in real life has included being personally involved  in various 

civil society organisations, such as Juvenalia, a local event for childhood and youth; 31  

and  Frislam, a local structure of young Swiss Muslims in Fribourg that aims to 

promote  a positive image of Swiss Muslims and Islam-related issues by fostering 

interfaith dialogue, social inclusion, and living with diversity. 32 

 

At a Swiss level, probably her most visible ‘act of citizenship’ in my opinion was to 

be associated with the organisation of the national conference called ‘Hostility and 

Discrimination Towars Muslims in Switzerland,’ which was organised by the Federal 

Commission against Racism (FCR) ) and the Swiss Universities of Fribourg and 

Lucerne.33 Nida was asked to illustrate the conference report (organised symbolically 

on 11.09. 2017!) with her cartoons on Islamophobia. She was also invited, as a public 

 
31 http://www.juvenalia.ch  
32 www.frislam.ch. Nida was a Frislam vice-president and still performs a key role in the organisation 

of Frislam’s main annual event: the Fasting Day, that aims  to invite the Swiss to downtown Fribourg 

to celebrate Ramadan (one of the five pillars of Islam and a month of annual reflection and fasting 

taking place every year) by sharing the iftar (the evening meal that ends Muslims’ daily fast at sunset). 

This event usually entails speeches by local civil society members and political representatives, as well 

as youth-oriented recreational performances (www.frislam.ch/fasting-day-2018). 
33 For a report on this conference, please see: https://www.thelocal.ch/20170912/hostility-towards-

muslims-on-the-rise-in-switzerland  

http://www.juvenalia.ch/
https://www.thelocal.ch/20170912/hostility-towards-muslims-on-the-rise-in-switzerland
https://www.thelocal.ch/20170912/hostility-towards-muslims-on-the-rise-in-switzerland
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figure, to speak as a digital activist and as a then vice-president of the young Swiss 

Muslim organisation, Frislam. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The first cartoon on the left appears on the front page of the conference report, 34 and 

highlights the topic of the conference “Hostility and Discrimination towards Muslims 

in Switzerland”. It focuses on a lady pointing her finger at a group of young people 

while asking: “So, you all are really Muslims here?”  The second cartoon on the right 

features a veiled mother telling her young son on the train: “Don’t sit like that! You 

will give everyone a poor image of Muslims!”  Again Nida asserts her active 

citizenship through her cartoons, and the second cartoon is challenging humorously 

the damaging stereotype of the ‘veiled Muslim woman’ as ‘passive’  and  ‘oppressed’ 

, who advises her son to sit down properly to avoid ‘misrepresenting’ Muslims. 

 

This 2017 conference aimed to challenge negative images of Muslims within the 

Swiss society.  The event therefore constituted a platform of visibility and self-

expression for Nida as a young veiled Swiss Muslim woman aiming to debunk 

normative and exclusionary labels and definitions through her cartoon.  

 

 

 

 
34 https://www.ekr.admin.ch/documentation/f108/1322.html  

https://www.ekr.admin.ch/documentation/f108/1322.html
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Conclusion 

 

This research has deliberately focused on the ethnography of a young Swiss Muslim 

woman who is publicly asserting her various intertwined belongings (gender, 

religiosity, citizenship) and her individual agency through her highly visible digital 

involvement on various social media. The analysis of her cartoons and texts has 

revealed how she articulates her performances of individual religiosity, active 

citizenship, and her subjectivities through the enunciation of her individual choices 

and opinions on issues such a lifestyles, sexual and cyber harassment, gender 

relations, citizenship, and Islamophobia inter alia. Her digital practices have led to the 

formation of ‘third spaces’ where she expresses counter-narratives debunking the 

Swiss public sphere’s discourse featuring stereotypes of Muslims and Islam-related 

issues. Nida as ‘Nidonite’ also criticises Muslim parents’ ‘protective’ and ‘normative’ 

cultural norms towards their Swiss-born children. Such parents are unable to have 

critical opinions and perspectives on issues such as gender relations and sexual 

harassment with their children inter alia. Finally, even though Nida’s digital 

involvement  and her status as a public figure constitute a platform of visibility and 

self- expression for a more inclusive Switzerland, these endeavours are still a drop in 

the ocean in contemporary Switzerland where normative and exclusionary discourses 

versus Muslim and Islam-related issues are still dominant.  
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The Ministry of Health, immunologists and the WHO presented some basic measures 

to control the spread of the coronavirus such as: hand washing, covering the mouth 

when sneezing or coughing, social distancing, isolation, quarantine, using hand 

sanitizer, proper disposal of tissues and cremation of the bodies of those who have 

died as a result of Coronavirus. This paper, therefore, intends to compare these 

preventive, science-based methods with Islamic teachings and perspectives on health. 

To this end, a qualitative, library-based approach seeks out data from the Qur’an, 

Ahadith, books, journals, and Islamic manuscripts. The findings of this study suggest 

all recommended preventive measures against the spread of coronavirus corelate with 

core principles of Islam, except for cremation of bodies of those who have died. It also 

recommends that, Muslims should consider the acceptability of the hand sanitizer 

which may be made from between 60% to 95% alcohol since at present there is no 

capacity in Muslim countries to produce it in adequate quantities for mass 

distribution. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The Ministry of Health, immunologists and the WHO have introduced and presented 

some basic measures which are appropriate when trying to control the spread of any 

or all infectious diseases like coronavirus. These include meticulous hand washing, 

covering the mouth when sneezing or coughing, proper disposal of tissues, staying at 

home and away from public places, and in extreme cases such as Coronavirus, 

mailto:kamaldeen.sulaiman@eksu.edu.ng
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quarantine.1 Islam is a religion concerned concerned with creating a community of 

healthy believers. It is a holistic belief system and it takes into account the physical, 

mental, emotional, and spiritual wellbeing of individuals and societies. The practice of 

adopting good hygiene and quarantining in order to remain protected from global 

contagion was advised by the Prophet to his followers centuries ago2. In connection 

with the adoption of good hygiene, Islam lays great emphasis on observing cleanliness 

under all circumstances. Therefore, more than 1400 years ago, the Islamic Prophet 

Muhammad taught his followers hygiene practices that are still applicable in the 21st 

century. 

 

Hand Washing  

 

In the first instance, a Muslim is supposed to perform ablution before offering Salat in 

which washing hands is an inescapable sine qua none. Hence, a Muslim washes his 

hands repeatedly five times a day. The WHO is now advising the same as practiced by 

Muslims to the populace to wash hands as many times as possible to ward off COVID 

19. The scripture of Islam infers this religion is the faith of cleanliness (see: Quran 

2:222). In the Hadith of the Prophet Muhammad cleanliness is mentioned as half of 

faith.3 Therefore, it is important to keep the body fresh and clean, and Islam insists on 

several practices to facilitate this. The private parts are washed after using the toilet 

and Muslims must pay particular attention to being clean before praying. They wash 

their hands, faces, (including rinsing the mouth and nose) arms and feet, a minimum 

of five times per day. The Prophet insisted that the believers wash their hands, before 

praying, before and after eating;4 and upon waking up in the morning.5 In another 

 
1 A. R. Syed, ‘Islam on Pandemic’, Daily Times, 24 March 2020, pp. 9-12. 
2 A.R Anita, M. Aidalina, ‘A Review of the Islamic Approach in Public Health Practices’, International 

Journal of Public Health and Clinical Sciences, 2014, Volume 1, Number 2, pp.23-25. 
3 Muslim bin al-Hujjaj bin Muslim al-Qushairi: Sahih Muslim, Cairo: Dar Ihya' al Kutub al Arabiyah,  

1393A.H, Hadith, 223. 
4 An-Nasāi: Sunan An-Nasāi, Beirut, Lebanon, Dār al-Kutubnon, al-Ilmiyya, 1981, Hadith, 258. 
5 Al-Bukhari, Abu ‘Abdullah Muhammad bin Ismail: Al –Jami al-Sahih (Sahih al-Bukhari), Cairo: Dar 

Ihya al-turath al-`arabi, n.d, Hadith, 160 and Muslim bin al-Hujjaj, 278). 
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hadith, he instructed Muslims to wash their hands every time they enter home. The 

Prophet also taught through his practice that the right and left hands should be used to 

handle pure and impure things respectively.  

 

Islam instructed Muslims to wash their hands everyday 30 times each at five different 

intervals during the day and night times. (Qur’an 5:6). Shaking hands with other 

Muslims is not a requirement in Islam. In fact, initiating a greeting is considered 

merely a recommended act. It is only a response to greetings that is customary. 

Therefore, shaking hands with ‘high risk’ individuals is discouraged, or even frowned 

upon. A fist bump or a handover- the-heart greeting suffices to convey love, affection, 

and send peace (salam) on others. 

 

Hand Sanitizers 

 

Hand Sanitizers is another preventive measure against the coronavirus recommended 

by Healthy Workers. In Africa, many hand sanitizers are made from between 60% to 

95% alcohol and thus there is much concern amongst devout Muslim with regard to 

use of such a product due to the well-known prohibitions (See: Quran 2:173).  

 

In the first instance, Allah says: “…when He has explained to you that which is 

forbidden to you, unless you are compelled by necessity. But many mislead [others] 

by their own desires without knowledge. Your Lord knows best those who transgress” 

(Qur’an, 6:119). The permitting of harm under necessity is meant to make life easy 

and less oppressive for human beings (Qur’an, 2:185). However, the rule of necessity 

should in no way be used as a pretext to embrace it with eagerness, or to succumb to 

desires.  

 

Even in every daily life Muslims are even consuming alcohol as medicine in a fixed 

quantity. For instance, almost all Homeopathy formulations have some amount of 
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alcohol and same is the case with some other biochemic formulations.6 In nutshell, 

Muslims should consider the acceptability of the hand sanitizer since, at present, there 

is no capacity in the Muslim countries to produce the hand sanitizer in adequate 

quantities for mass health campaigns. 

 

Covering mouth when sneezing and coughing 

 

According to the Centre for Disease Control in the USA, the virus that causes 

Coronavirus is thought to be transmitted most readily by respiratory droplets produced 

when an infected person coughs or sneezes. What is known as droplet spread can 

happen when droplets from the cough or sneeze of an infected person are propelled a 

short distance (up to 3 feet) through the air and deposited on the mucous membranes 

of the mouth, nose, or eyes of persons who are nearby.7 The virus also can spread 

when a person touches a surface or object contaminated with infectious droplets and 

then touches his or her mouth, nose, or eye. The Coronavirus or SARS viruses might 

spread more broadly through the air (airborne spread). 

 

Interestingly, it can be argued that the Prophet practised a custom designed to prevent 

this type of spread. One Hadith states: “Whenever he sneezed, he would cover his 

mouth with his hand or a piece of cloth”8.  This Adab or basic etiquette may make a 

big impact in the prevention of the spread of any and all viruses He also instructed the 

Muslims to cover their faces when sneezing. From this Ahadith of the Prophet, there 

is evidence that clearly indicates the stance of Islam with regard to coughing and 

sneezing openly. Most Muslims interpret this to mean or suggest that the Prophet 

 
 
6 Murtadha Gusau, ‘Coronavirus: Understanding the Necessity in Islam’, Premium Times, March 2020, 

pp. 12-15. 
7 Bashir Mundi, ‘More Islamic Than The Prophet (PHBUH)?: COVID-19 and Islamic Scholars’, 

Premium Times, March 2020, p. 4. 
8 Al-Tirmidhi, Muhammad bin Isa: Al-Jami’ al-Sahih, better known as Sunna al-Tirmidhi, Cairo: Dar 

Ihya al-turath al-`arabi, 1352A.H, 43/2969. 
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knew that the most obvious effect of sneezing and coughing without covering the 

mouth would be the spread of airborne bacteria and viruses.  

 

Quarantine 

 

This is another key measure prescribed by the WHO to mitigate the impact of 

coronavirus. It was also prescribed by the Prophet Muhammad over 1400 years ago. 

He gave instructions on what to do if there is an outbreak of any infectious epidemic. 

Abd al-Rahman ibn ‘Awf reported: “I heard the Messenger of Allah say: “If you hear 

that (the plague) is in a land, do not go there, and if it breaks out in a land where you 

are, do not leave, fleeing from it.”9  

 

Therefore, infection control in Islam includes quarantine. In a very real sense, the 

Prophet instituted health strategies that are today implemented by public health 

authorities. He commanded his followers not to travel to places known to be afflicted 

with illness and he advised those in the contaminated areas or communities not to 

leave and spread the disease further afield. In another hadith, the Prophet advised 

Muslims that: “Run away from the leper (the one with contagious ailment) as you 

would run away from a lion.”10 The Prophet also said: “The plague (contagion) 

patient who remains in his home with patience and expectation of reward, knowing 

that nothing will befall him other than Allah’s decree will attain the reward or a 

martyr.”11 In another hadith he said: “Those who stay at home to protect themselves 

and others are under the protection of Allah.”12 

 

These Ahadith use the word ta’un, here translated as ‘plague’. Some commentators 

have argued that the word is utilised to mean a specific disease that is known to the 

scholars and doctors. Others have suggested the word refers to any widespread disease 

 
9  Al-Bukhari, Abu ‘Abdullah, 5728, and Muslim bin al-Hujjaj, 2218. 
10 Al-Bukhari, Abu ‘Abdullah, 5707. 
11 Al-Bukhari, Abu ‘Abdullah, 2829 and Muslim bin al-Hujjaj, 1914. 
12 Muslim bin al-Hujjaj, 1914. 
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(epidemic) that leads to the death of many people. It is said that the Prophet also 

counselled ill people not to visit healthy people.13 Of course the Ahadith are not 

limited to the plague itself, but include every contagious disease and germs that may 

move through the air and can pollute the atmosphere and can spread around, including 

coronavirus. The teachings and principles of Islam, therefore, are designed to benefit 

all of humankind. So far, the CDC says isolation is necessary not only for the patient’s 

comfort but also to protect members of the public. 

 

Social distance 

  

Since Covid-19 has a higher transmission rate than influenza, ‘social distancing’ 

measures are being encouraged to slow the speed of the outbreak. In the absence of a 

vaccine to prevent mass transmission and reduce morbidity, social distancing is the 

principal tool public health and state officials have at their disposal. In Islam, taking 

precautions like social distance to avoid the spread of infectious disease is something 

prescribed in Islam. For instance, the Messenger of Allah said: “An ill person should 

not mix with healthy people.”14 In another hadith, he commanded “Those with 

contagious diseases should be kept away from those who are healthy.”15 Therefore, 

anyone testing positive for Covid-19 is not allowed to attend community events since 

they would be harming other people, and that is prohibited from a religious 

perspective. According to Imam Ibn ʿAbdul Barr: “Anything that would 

inconvenience one’s fellow worshipers in the mosque such as anyone afflicted with 

diarrhea . . . foul odor due to illness . . . infectious virus, or anything else that would 

inconvenience the public, it is permitted for people to keep such an individual away, 

as long as the ailment is present. Once the condition ceases, they may return to the 

 
13 Al-Bukhari, Abu ‘Abdullah, 6771 and Muslim bin al-Hujjaj, 2221.  
14 Muslim bin al-Hujjaj, 2221b. 
15 Al-Bukhari, Abu ‘Abdullah, 6771 and Muslim bin al-Hujjaj, 2221.  
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mosque.”16 The Prophet himself also practiced social distancing as well. It is reported 

that a leprous man once wished to pledge his allegiance to him, an act that would 

require him to touch or hold the Prophet’s hand. Keeping his distance, the Prophet 

sent word to him that his pledge had already been accepted and that he should return 

home.17 

 

In general, Islam teaches that the individual should avoid the pain and suffering that 

results from some contagious and fatal diseases.  For instance, there is a wise Hadith 

attributed to the Prophet that states: “No sick (camel) should be put with healthy 

(camels).”18 The one who owns camels that are sick with mange and the like must not 

bring them to land or water to which the one who owns healthy camels brings his 

camels, lest the sickness be transmitted from the sick camels to the healthy camels, 

and thus spread further.19 The diseases cannot become contagious by themselves, 

because the Prophet said: “There is no ‘adwa (contagion) and no tiyarah 

(superstitious belief in bird omens).”20 Muslims interpret this to mean that these 

diseases are not contagious in and of themselves; rather Allah causes them to be 

transmissible and He has created in them that which causes the disease to pass from 

one person to another. Thus, mixing became a cause of that, and people should avoid 

the causes by means of which the disease is transmitted, in compliance with the 

instructions and guidelines mentioned in the hadiths. The evidence clearly indicates 

that if sicknesses are transmitted as a result of mixing with those affected by them, 

that transmission only happens by Allah’s leave. A person could mix with others 

without becoming infected, by the protection of Allah. 

 

 
16  Muslim bin al-Hujjaj, 2221 
17 Ibn Majahi: Sunan Ibn Majah, Cairo: Dar Ihya' al Kutub al Arabiyah, 1371 A.H, Chapter, 34, Hadith 

3544. 
18 Ibid, 2340. 
19 K. O. Sulaiman, ‘An Exploratory Study of Islamic Solutions to the Menace of Ebola Virus Disease’, 

Journal of the International Society for the History of Islamic Medicine, 2015-2016, Volumes 14 & 15, 

Numbers. 27, 28,29 & 30, 157-167. 
20  Ibn Majahi: Sunan Ibn Majah, 34/3544. 
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Disposal of used tissue paper 

 

The disposal of used tissue paper, which is now recommended as a preventive 

measure against the coronavirus, is one of the core principles of Islam. For instance, 

the Islamic teachings on environmental health and waste management show the 

importance of being clean and hygienic. For example, it was reported that, the Prophet 

mentioned that: “cleanliness/purification of half of faith.”21 This is to say that, about 

50% of the person’s religious duty is to be clean and maintain a hygienic lifestyle, 

including body, clothes, house, mouth and other necessary aspects of cleanliness. In 

another Hadith narration, to show the importance of hygienic lifestyle, the Prophet 

counted the act of cleaning trashes and health risking materials including used tissue 

paper from the roads and streets, so that its environmental health is maintained, 

among the seventy branches of faiths (Iman).22 Also, in another hadith, the Prophet 

said: “There are some seventy branches of faith. The highest is to bear witness that 

‘There is no god but Allah and Muhammad is the Messenger of Allah’; the lowest is 

the removal of harm or waste materials from the road.”23  

 

To prevent health complications that might arise from consuming or using 

contaminated water, and perhaps to maintain environmental health, the Prophet 

prohibited the urination on standing or static water. He is quoted in a further Hadith as 

saying: None of you should urinate in standing water”24. The prohibition of urinating 

in water that does not flow includes ponds, water reservoirs, pools, and sources from 

which people take their drinking water. Also, part of the Islamic teaching on 

environmental health is to avoid urination or passing motion on the roads, public 

places or under the trees which people use as a shelter during hot seasons. On one 

 
21  Muslim bin al-Hujjaj, 223. 
22 A.R Anita, M. Aidalina, ‘A Review of the Islamic Approach in Public Health Practices’, 

International Journal of Public Health and Clinical Sciences, 2014, Volume 1, Number 2, pp.23-25. 
23As-Sayyid Sabiq, An English Translation of Fiqh-Us-Sunnah, New York, American Trust 

Publications, n.d, Fiqh 4.8a. 
24 Ibn Hajar al-Asqalani, Tehzibu'l-tehzib, Dar Ihya al-turath al-Islami, Volume 4, p.3474. 
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occasion he said: “Avoid three curses: passing motion/stole in resources, on the road 

or in the shadow of the tree that is used as a shelter.”25 On another occasion, the 

Prophet prohibited passing motion of the shadow of the tree that is used as a shelter as 

well as on the sides of the river.26  

 

Isolation 

  

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC] says isolation is necessary not 

only for the patient’s comfort but also to protect members of the public. Many levels 

of government around the world are legally able to compel sick, infectious people to 

remain in isolation in order to stop the spread of disease. In Islam, the Prophet taught 

that those who are sick should not in any way compromise the community at large. 

Also, Umar b. al-Khattab – a companion of the Prophet Muhammed – once 

encouraged a leprous woman who was circling the Ka‘bah in Mecca to go back to her 

home as it would be better for her (and others). After Umar’s demise, a man told her 

that the one who forbade her had passed away so she could go and circle the Ka‘bah 

as she pleased. She replied, “I am not going to obey him when he is alive and disobey 

him when he has passed away.” Indeed, this is an excellent example that reflects the 

spiritual power and impact of the Prophet and his rightly guided Khulafa.27 

 

The most infamous plague in early Islam was the Emmaus Plague which was one of 

the recurrences of the earlier Plague of Justinian. This plague occurred in two waves 

and affected the conquering armies of early Islam in Syria as they fought the 

Byzantine Romans in 18 AH/640 CE. Over 25,000 Muslims lost their lives, including 

some of the most famous figures in the history of Islam. Then, Amr b. al-As took 

 
25  Ibid. 
26 Al-Bukhari, Abu ‘Abdullah Muhammad bin Ismail, Fadail al-Qur'an, 6; Tafsir al-Sura, Volume, 54 

Number. 6, Ayni, Badruddin Abu Muhammad Mahmud ibn Ahmad, Umdat al-Qari Sharh Sahih al-

Bukhari, Dar alIhya al-Turas al-Arabi, Volume 20, Number, 21; Asqalani and Al-Asqalani Ibn Hajar: 

Fath al Bari bi Sharh al- Bukhari, Cairo, 1378 A.H, Volume, 1, p. 291.   
27 Shaikh Abdul-Aziz Bin Baz: Majmu’u Fatawa wa Maqalat Mutanawwi’ah, Volume 13, p.123; 

Shaikh Muhammad Bin Salih Al-Uthaimīn: Fatawa fi Ahkam Al-Jana’iz, pp. 213-214. 
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charge and he advised the everyone to scatter amongst the valleys and hills and not be 

congregated together. He informed them that plagues are like fires: they cause more 

havoc when spread in densely populated areas, and they don't spread when people are 

far apart. One-man present challenged this, angry because this tactic seemed cowardly 

and didn’t make sense to him. He said to Amr: “I am a person who accompanied the 

Prophet, and I testify by Allah that you’re wrong!! In fact, I say you are more 

misguided than my donkey!!” Amr, despite being the leader and despite the public 

humiliation, replied: “I shall not dignify that with a response, nor shall I punish you.” 

And the people followed his policy, and it was effective. When Umar b. al-Khattab 

was informed, he did not find this policy to be incorrect.28 This shows that, social 

isolation was known to the early Islam and it worked for them and while it is not 

narrated what they did with Friday prayers, it is reasonable to assume that the prayers 

were suspended if all of the Muslims were scattered amongst the surrounding hills and 

valleys for a few months. 

 

Also, when the Prophet ordered the Muazzin (caller to prayer) to announce: “pray in 

your homes, pray in your homes,”29 he decided so in order to protect them from 

getting soaked in rain and mud. This valid excuse was rather mild compared to what 

we’re dealing with right now.  

 

According to Islam, if a man has a contagious disease, then he is excused for not 

attending Jumu‘ah and prayers in congregation, lest he harm other worshippers. In 

fact he may be prevented from entering the mosque until his illness has gone away, 

because the Prophet forbade bringing a sick individual among healthy ones.30 In 

another Hadith, attributed to Abu Hurayrah, the Prophet is alleged to have said: “The 

 
28 Shaikh Abdul-Aziz Bin Baz, Volume 13, pp. 181-182 and Shaikh Muhammad Bin Sa, p.77. 
29 Murtadha Gusau, ‘Coronavirus: Understanding the Necessity in Islam’, Premium Times, March 

2020, pp. 1-2. 
30  Al-Bukhari, Abu ‘Abdullah Muhammad bin Ismail, 6771. 
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entire “The entire earth has been made a Masjid, except graveyards and 

washrooms.”31  

 

There is also historical legal precedent in exempting people from the Friday prayer for 

reasons which may be considered less severe than Covid-19 concerns. The Ḥanbalī 

legal scholar Imam Ibn Qudāmah wrote: “A man may be excused for not praying 

Friday prayer [jumuʿah]… because of rain that makes the clothes wet, or mud that 

causes annoyance or stains the clothes.32 It was narrated that Ibn ʿAbbās said to the 

caller of prayer on a very rainy day: “When you say: I bear witness that there is no 

god but Allah and I bear witness that Muhammad is the Messenger of Allah, do not 

say ‘come to prayer’ but rather say ‘pray in your houses’. Some people found that 

strange, so he responded to them ‘Are you surprised by what I just said? A person 

better than me did just that [referring to the Prophet.”33 One contemporary scholar, 

Shaykh Ibn ʿUthaymīn, explained this exception as follows: “In the past, people used 

to suffer because of mud, because the marketplaces had dirt floors, and when rain fell 

it became muddy and slippery, so it was very difficult for people to attend the 

mosque. If this happens, then he is excused. But nowadays, that does not cause any 

problem, because the markets are paved and there are no dirt floors.”34 It may be 

legitimately argued that concerns about heavy rain, even in the past, are less severe 

than the current infection concerns in certain areas.  

 

Travel bans  

 

Strict travel bans imposed by the health workers could be very well have curtailed the 

spread of the virus. In Islam, Muslims believe the Prophet recognized and preached 

 
31 Al-Tirmidhi, Muhammad bin Isa, 317. 
32 Aizaz Khan, ‘Prophet Muhammad’s teachings regarding pandemics’, Retrieved from, 

https://www.alhakam. org/prophet-muhammads-teachings-regarding-pandemics/, on 13/5/2020. 
33  Ibid. 
34  Ash-Sharḥ Al-Mumti ‘Islamic Guidelines on Covid-19 [Coronavirus]’, Retrieved from, 

https://www.patheos.com/blogs/danpeterson/2020/03/islamic-guidelines-on-covid-19-coronavirus.html, 

on 13/5/2020. 

https://www.patheos.com/blogs/danpeterson/2020/03/islamic-guidelines-on-covid-19-coronavirus.html


 68 

the importance of travel bans to places contaminated with disease in order to mitigate 

the spread of illness. As mentioned before, there is a Hadith attributed to the Prophet 

where he advised against entering or fleeing a land exposed to a plague.”35 His 

wisdom in these teachings asserts that when confronting any outbreak, it is absolutely 

imperative that we assume the worst until we know otherwise (and act accordingly). 

This represents the very first principle in Islamic approach to disease containment. It 

is that which forbids inadvertent spread of diseases and ailments by potential carriers. 

Muslims believe it is a principle which conduces to the divine writ in Qur’an 5: 32, 

the rewards that shall be given for any act of benevolence that leads to preservation of 

human life shall be like that that would be due for any action that leads to the 

preservation of the entire human race and vice versa. 

 

The natural response of a person confronted with a highly contagious disease is to run. 

The Prophet gave an incentive like no other. He is reported to have said: “Plague was 

a punishment which Allah used to send to whom He wished, but Allah made it a 

blessing for the believers. None (among the believers) remains patient in a land in 

which plague has broken out and considers that nothing will befall him except what 

Allah has ordained for him, but that Allah will grant him a reward similar to that of a 

martyr.”36 The reward of the shuhada (martyrs) is amongst the greatest rewards of all 

in Islam and it is given to the one who is patient and does not leave the area of plague. 

Muslims believe this is tied with Islamic concepts of tawakkul (trust in Allah) and the 

knowledge that life and death lie solely in His hands.  

 

Even Hajj (pilgrimage) has been cancelled several times over the centuries because of 

war and diseases. For instance, Ismail bin Yousef launched an attack on the holy 

Arafat Mountain in 865, massacring pilgrims their forced Hajj to be cancelled. Also, a 

 
35  Al-Bukhari, Abu ‘Abdullah, 5728; and Muslim bin al-Hujjaj, 2218. 
36  Al-Bukhari, Abu ‘Abdullah, 2829 and Muslim bin al-Hujjaj, 1914. 
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plague from India hit Mecca in 1831 and killed three-quarters of the pilgrims there.37 

In a span of almost two decades, Hajj was halted three times, leaving pilgrims unable 

to head to Mecca for a total of seven years. In 1837, another plague hit the holy city, 

putting things on hold until 1840.38 Then in 1846 cholera hit Mecca, killing more than 

15,000 people. In 1858, another global cholera pandemic arrived in the city, 

prompting Egyptian pilgrims to run away en masse to Egypt's Red Sea shores, where 

they were held in quarantine.39 

 

Face masks 

 

The CDC has issued a clarification that there is little evidence to support using face 

masks to prevent catching the disease, though it minimizes risk to others if one is ill 

(and should be used if caring for people who have respiratory illness). Muslims 

believe this can be related to another Prophetic teaching that whilst sneezing, he 

would cover his face with his hand or with his garment.”40 Anything that helps to 

avoid harm is acceptable to Shari’ah based on the rule of harm avoidance addressed 

in the hadith: “Harm not yourself or others.”41 If harm is forbidden in Shari’ah and by 

reason, man has to avoid this harm and close all the outlets that may lead to it, one of 

the means to maintain human body and life is vaccination that is currently advocated 

by medical bodies. 

 

Cremation of dead bodies  

 

The cremation of the bodies of those who have died as a result of Coronavirus has 

been recommended. There is no disagreement among Muslims concerning the default 

ruling in this matter. In Islam the cremation of corpses is considered mutilation and is 

 
37  Aizaz Khan, Missionary Missionary, Prophet Muhammad’s teachings, op., cit. 
38 Oladosu A. A., ‘Nigeria: Islamic Preventive Strategies Against Coronavirus (II)’, Daily Trust, 2020. 
39 Murtadha Gusau, ‘Coronavirus ‘Understanding the Necessity in Islam’, Premium Times, March 

2020, pp.12-15 
40 Al- Tirmidhi, Muhammad bin Isa, 43/2969. 
41 Ibn Majahi Sunan Ibn Majah, 2340.  
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thus prohibited; the deceased have an inviolability similar to that of the living. The 

Prophet Muhammad said: “Fracturing the bone of a corpse is like fracturing it while 

they were alive.”42 There are also specific instructions in Islam which govern how to 

honour the deceased and prepare their bodies for burial in a matter which is dignified.  

 

Conclusion 

  

This paper has compared the perspectives of mainstream Islam and modern health to 

the subject of the preventive measures against the coronavirus. The paper revealed 

that most of the basic measures presented by the Ministry of Health, immunologists 

and the WHO to control the spread of the coronavirus can be correlated to the core 

principles of Islam and Muslim notions of hygiene: hand washing, covering the mouth 

when sneezing or coughing, proper disposal of tissues, social distancing, isolation and 

quarantine. Muslims should consider the acceptability of the hand sanitizer which 

may be made from 60% to 95% alcohol since, at present, there is no capacity in the 

Muslim countries to produce it in adequate quantities for mass campaigns. The 

cremation of the bodies of those who have died as a result of Coronavirus is 

considered mutilation and is thus prohibited in Islam. As a result, the Council of 

Senior Scholars in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia urged Muslims to pray at home and 

stay away from holy sites. This paper observes that over one thousand years ago Islam 

introduced basic procedures to manage a pandemic that are still applicable today. It 

may be concluded that for Muslims, the religion of Islam is a practical faith concerned 

with creating a community of healthy believers; this is a holistic confessional 

paradigm and it aims to takes into account the physical, mental, emotional, and 

spiritual well-being of individuals and societies.  

 

 

 
42 See Abu Da’ud, Sulaiman bin al-Ash’ath al-Sijistanii: Sunan Abi Da’ud, Cairo: Dar Ihya al-turath al-

`arabi, 1372 A.H. 
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