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When the future of Muslims is discussed [4], whether by mullah, political leader, or
believer, most tend to resort to the historical memory of the time of the rightly guided
caliphs, when the Prophet’s principles of moral leadership and shura (deep consultation
with the believers) were practiced.
It is this past—a living prophet with a geographically bounded state—that remains the
vision of the future for many Muslims. In this sense, one can paradoxically argue that
Christians were more fortunate that Jesus did not succeed (during his time) in creating a
Christian state [1]. The fact that a utopian Christian state never existed allowed room for
ideas of future state systems, a notion of progress, and a movement toward a better future.
Of course, the religious dimension of this has become the search for the savior—the return
of Christ. But by and large, it has been capital coupled with technology in the context of
freedom of the individual that has been the driving force in the West.
For Muslims, the past attainment of a perfect or near perfect Islamic state and society
may not have been the blessing it is often assumed to have been. Social and political
‘progress’ has focused on returning to the ideal-perfect era. As well, social and
technological innovations have become limited as many muslims have tended to make the
fundamental error of ‘misplaced concretism’. That is, the details of the earlier epoch are
re-engineered—the strong warrior male leader, the hijab for women, the battle of good and
evil, tribal politics, and other particulars of 7th century life. This period is taken out of
history and decontextualized. Instead of focusing on a productive future, concrete
dimensions of the past are re-imagined. They are brought back and used as tools for social
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control, particularly against the most vulnerable. Traditionally this memory of an idealized
past was used for nation-building, but now it is used as part of the larger quest to create a
modern Khalifate—an integrated empire [5].

1. Divided Islam, divided world
While the first future is driven by the desire to return to tradition, the next plausible
future is based on the playing out of various contradictions—these include civilization and
nation, and civilizations [6] in conflict.
The first tension is between Islam as a civilization and Islam within the nation-state;
that is, one cannot have, by definition, an Islamic Republic of Pakistan. Islam must be free
of all national shackles. It is this contradiction that worries leaders throughout the Islamic
world—in a true Islamic Khalifate they would no longer have power. This is the same fear
that American leaders have of the United Nations. Super-ordinate power is a threat to local
power, even if it is more appropriate for economies of scale, policy implementation, the
environmental challenges facing the planet, and for global peace keeping.
Can a ‘Pan-Islam’ be created, or will the tensions between civilization and nation-state
always exist? Or is it possible that there is a way out of this dichotomy? The last scenario at
the conclusion of this essay, that of the virtuous spiral, explores a way out.
The second tension is between Islam as a civilization in conflict (and for many historical
periods in harmony) with the Judea-Christian world. By most measures, the Islamic world
falls short on most economic and social indicators [7]. Yet, Muslims and Westerners offer
very different explanations for these shortfalls. From the Western perspective, the Islamic
world has failed to modernize, secularize, and innovate. Nations are like individuals, and
Muslims have not followed the dictates of Adam Smith et al. The Islamic response,
however, is focused less on internal issues and more on external ones—principally, how the
West has intervened in the Islamic world’s natural development. From this perspective,
colonialism has created an economic and social straitjacket, reducing the pathways
possible, often with violent results. Thus, the grand and often polemical calls for justice
from the Islamic world. But the shadow dimension of this broad definition of justice (the
righting of endless historical structural wrongs) is conspiracy. In the minds of some, there
are always malevolent actors from evil civilizations at play. For many, this is what explains
the decline of Muslims. Not just amoral economic patterns but actors actively plotting the
decline of Islam (since it represents the fundamental threat to the Western world, similar to
communism in the 20th century). And there are collaborators within as well—the overly
westernized Muslims, women and corrupt leaders (and the less than true believers).
The future of Islam cannot be divorced from that of the rest of the world. If the world
remains unfair in Islamic eyes—war on Iraq but not on other violators of human rights, on
other despots in Russia or China as examples—then the sense of injustice and
powerlessness remain. Moreover, as C. Inayatullah of the Council of Social Sciences in
Pakistan argues, this injustice serves as a vehicle to unite Muslims.
With the assumption that the current world order based on culture of conflict,
violence and war persist, Muslims will act within it and respond to its violent
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aspects with greater violence. [In this future], Muslims will become more
fundamentalist and develop greater unity among them to face the rest of the
world and fight their battle under the banner of orthodox Islam [the past-based
future] [8].
This second alternative future does not bode well for Muslims or the rest of the world. It
too ends up focusing on the past—idealized perfection and historical injustices on one
side, and blindness to cultural hegemony on the other.

2. The linear ascent
The third potential course for Islam is the linear trajectory. Islam, with fits and
convolutions, and minor reversals, will follow the Western trajectory. After all,
Muslims like Christians and Jews are the children of Abraham. Islam’s temporal future
is predictable. Muslims will emerge from the medieval era and enter a modernist one.
At the level of the nation-state, Turkey or Malaysia serve as models of the likely future.
Of course, there will be Iranian-style backslides, but eventually the power of the
ayatollahs will diminish. This is the American vision—that Jeffersonian democracy
along with its invisible hand will triumph, individual human rights will be recognized
as universal, and all cultures will eventually discover what is authentically good for
them. The European version is similar, but based more on enforceable global
institutional regulatory regimes.
The Islamic world will thus leave its medieval paradigm behind and join the
European enlightenment (or create its own similar version). Just as the West went from
ancient to classical to feudal to modern and now is entering a period of unlimited
choice and the boundary-lessness of postmodernism (challenging stable notions of
truth, nature, reality and self through robotics, genetics, space travel, feminism,
multiculturalism), the Islamic world will also leave the feudal and enter the modern.
The current crises, seen from a long-term macroview, are minor reactions to this
predestined trajectory [9].
However, seen with far less of a grand vision, the march into a linear shared global
future continues to have major setbacks. First is despotism within the Islamic world, with
regular arrests of dissidents. Second are the global processed and events implicated with
the events of 9/11. Third has been the continued violence in Palestine/Israel [10]. Fourth,
are the divisions of class and gender, and the urban patterns of poverty, alienation and
disempowerment found in the Islamic world. Fifth is definitional power. Who owns the
means of knowledge, the right to define, is at the heart of the battle within Islam, and
indeed, the world. And it remains the West, particularly the USA, that is the defining agent
Thus, the linear trajectory is far more difficult when there can be only one ‘king of the
hill’.
A fourth future is the replacement of not only the King of the Hill but the verticality
implied in this metaphor. Instead of linearity, the shape of the future may be a virtuous
spiral.
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3. A virtuous spiral?
This recovery of the past in the context of future-oriented progress—the virtuous
spiral—becomes the final scenario. This future is the most hopeful for Islam and the rest of
the world. In this alternative trajectory, after a brief foray into postmodernism—endless
consumer choices but no ground of reality—a new global ethics may emerge. This is a
soft, multicultural Islam engaged in dialogue with the West and East Asia, confident of its
dignity, creating an alternative science like that imagined by leaders such as Anwar
Ibrahim [2]. Many of Islam’s ideas—environmental protection, concern for poverty,
Islamic economics, Islamic science (far less cruel to animals, focused on research on the
issues of poor and the needy, not just on the issues of the rich) will become part of the
global agenda.
Islam’s spiritual history, far less challenged by modernity—coming after the West’s
entry into it—will be far less problematic (secularism will no longer be the benchmark of
the good society) and will help in the creation of a post-postmodern era, a post-scarcity,
spiritually balanced society with deep sustainability [11]. This is progress with history, an
alternative modernity that offers multiple trajectories leading to sustainable development.
To create this future a creative minority is needed. The current hijacking of Islam is the
shadow response to the paucity of a creative minority. The creative minority offers a new
image of the future and practices it. Groups in the USA (Progressive Muslims) and in the
UK are working on this and, hopefully, this can become part of a reformed Islam. Indeed,
this was a desired image of the future at an international meeting of Muslim scholars [12].
Five points were fundamental [3]:
An alternative economics to world capitalism
Cooperation between the genders based on dignity and fairness
Self-reliant ecological communities
Use of advanced technologies to link these communities
A world governance system that is fair, just, representational and guided by wise
leadership
This virtuous spiral model, using aspects of the past to invent an alternative future, is
something to be aspired to. The pivotal here, as Zia Sardar argues, is that a reformed Islam
can not only transform Muslim society and Islamic thought, it can also provide a genuine
alternative to the dominant mode of doing things globally [13].

4. A dream?
Can Muslims create a new future? Do they have a choice? Can a creative minority
envision it? If not, I fear a civilizational, national and local bloodbath which will only
create calls for more justice, Israel–Palestine writ large on the world. While many Muslims
hope that demography is destiny (and some in the West fear this) [14]—Muslim birthrates
continue upwards, with some forecasters even predicting that a majority of US Marines
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will be Muslim by the end of this century [15]—numbers without qualitative change only
lead to even grander decline.
I dream of the virtuous spiral vision of the future. Transformed Muslims and a
transformed West, beyond the uni- and the multi- to a transcultural. This future is certainly
not probable, but it is still possible [16]. And while it is a dream for now, is there really any
choice?
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