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The speaker started by giving a chronological account of neo-traditionalist trends in a broader sense, 
showing the different intellectual, pointed out the possible impact or dangers of such trend, 
particularly among young Muslims.  But it was important not only to conceptualize what neo- 
traditionalism is, how we define it, and what its historical background is, but also to identify the 
elusive notion of tradition that keeps popping up not only in the neo-traditionalist understanding but 
also in our day to day vernacular as Western Muslims.  With this background she focused specifically 
on one main figure within this trend—Sheik Hamza Yusuf, one of the first to initiate different 
pedagogical institutions and one of the main political actors whose political discourses seep into many 
others.  

The trend of neo-traditionalism began in 1990 in the West when a group of Sheiks, most of them 
converts to Islam, came back from different centers of traditional learning. They perceived that 
Muslims in the West were essentially facing intellectual and pedagogical crises. The means of Islamic 
learning in the West became quite problematic and was a crises of meaning. They wanted to revive a 
traditional method which they themselves had studied. The centers where they studied utilized a kind 
of learning which emphasized a very specific notion of Islamic normativity, affirming the notion of 
taqlid as absolutely central to normative Islamic learning. In that sense Muslims need to follow one 
madhab or school of the four Sunni madhabs and have some affiliation to tasawwuf (Sufism). When 
we look at different definitions usually posited to neo-traditionalism (or even traditionalism), there is 
an affinity to the tradition which is theologically normative. But their reading of the past is also 
discursive with an epistemological rejection of the modernity and what that entailed later on. The 
speaker underlined that neo-traditionalism is not just a nostalgic appeal to the past, but it also assigns 
moral categories.  

The speaker traced the narratives of modernity that Sheikh Hamza Yusuf and others have posited into 
two main narratives. The first is of disenchantment, essentially a narrative that was initially posited by 
Max Weber and which all other sociologists have expanded upon.  Second is the narrative of the 
decline of metaphysics, most prominently promoted by Charles Taylor who is frequently cited by neo-
traditionalists. From these two points of decline is created an essence of modern decline in which the 
spiritual and religious observance are no longer sustained, and there is a kind of thinning down to the 
lowest common denominator, religion. That reading of secularism is quite prominent. With this social  
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environment as the beginning point, the speaker asked whether we could define neo-traditionalism in 
the West as a post-Islamist or post-Salafi kind of trend. Using post-Islamism, but not in the sense that 
Asef Bayyat might have, there are two dimensions to this. The first dimension is a kind of burnout 
from the discourse of political Islam, where many young Muslims find themselves today.  On the other 
side, there is an intellectual critic.  In that sense, from the outside we can say that even if neo-
traditionalism did not have a stated political aim in the way that a lot of politically motivated trends 
had or that Islamists’ trends had within its formation, there is a sense of the political even if it is an 
anti-political politics.   

The speaker then discussed neo-traditionalism in the East.  She noted that she differs in her view from 
other people working in this area when conceptualizing scholars from the East, including many 
scholars from al-Azhar or ibn Habib al-Jeffri.  Even though there is overlap as purely neo-
traditionalist, the reason she cited was because despite having theological and even some philosophical 
similarities, they are utilized in completely different contexts. Specifically, their relationship with 
secularism is very different and the negotiations they have to make with modernity are very different.  
One relationship with power and modernity is quite different, which the speaker considers as 
important because although both reach a point of political quietism, the reason for this quietism is 
quite contingent and has a different reason for existing.  Secondly, they do not necessarily represent a 
post-Salafi or post-Islamist trend, but they exist side by side.  

In order to understand the relationship of this trend with the Right, the speaker discussed the role of 
the post-secular and reviving the tradition, focusing on the politics of Sheikh Hamza Yusuf.  Yusuf 
posits that Muslims need to revive their metaphysical lens by which they see the world. When he uses 
the term metaphysical, there is a transition in the tradition to a sense of immutable.  In this sense, 
Sheik Yusuf’s political perspectives even in recent times have changed, not dramatically, but shifted 
from being pro-revolutions to being pro-quietism. When we look at the Arab Spring phenomena, 
Sheik Yusuf wrote three articles in support of the revolution in Egypt, Libya and Tunisia.  He noted in 
his article about Egypt that the lack of ideology was the most refreshing aspect of the revolution that 
initially led him to support it. By 2012 to 2013, he shifted to a more open idea that revolution was not 
just political destabilization but an almost forced cosmological destabilization.   He noted that the 
notion of metaphysics is very important in Muslim tradition.  There is a kind of implicit understanding 
of the metaphysical purpose of existence which has implications on the political worldview. He said 
that although the knowledge of metaphysics was explicitly known by spiritual and scholarly elites, it 
was implicitly known in the views of the Muslims in the past; and, that metaphysical lens connected or 
contextualized the way people understood their calamities, the things they faced, and the existence of 
God.  What happened in the modernity?  He explains that Muslims see themselves as victims, and that 
victimization is a defeated mentality, the mentality of being powerless.  Muslims never really have had 
this mentality of victimization, and from a metaphysical perspective (which was always the first and 
primary perspective of a Muslim), there can be no victims as every suffering has its identity value.  
Here is a kind of victimhood responsibility dichotomy that then really impacts his discourse on 
politics.   

In the context of political upheaval and turbulence, believers must take the responsibility of their own 
heart and ponder if they have transgressed. So the metaphysical designation of this world as a “world 
of tribulation” creates a responsibility as human beings to purify ourselves. The responsibility of  
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structures of power and authority is to maintain stability, and although these structures are often 
unjust, that in itself is a part of the tribulation that human beings have to face.  In this way, his 
discourse on state and leaders becomes more important and central.  He does not deny that there are 
corrupt or oppressive leaders. However going against them will essentially destabilize the situation 
and will move Muslims away from their primary goal which is rectifying their own heart.  In this 
sense the individual can be an agent of order or disorder, but the power structures seemingly can only 
be that of stability and order. Yusuf states that if we have unjust rulers we have to ask ourselves 
whether we are getting the rulers we deserve, and he notes that often rulers reflect the people they rule.  
In this case what happens if people kind of rebel or feel that injustice is getting too much and decide to 
rebel against this?  Yusuf explains this as unfortunately the oppressed often times do their part in 
perpetuating the cycle of oppression, i.e. that this will lead to more aggression and blood and the bitter 
cycle will continue.  This is a part of his critique on both Islamists and the Black Lives Matter 
movements.  He contends that essentially people have this desire for a kind of utopian worldview 
where nothing ever goes wrong, which is a result of embodying the  

Marxist epistemology that Islamists may have embraced in the past, and current activists are doing 
right now. This Marxist worldview dislocates the metaphysical meaning of the world.  Yusuf leaves 
the power structure outside of critique, as the burden of responsibility lays on the believers to rectify 
their positions or rectify what they are going through.  Another point the speaker sees as important is 
the relations and attitude towards the Right.  Yusuf claims that Muslims have to move from the idea 
that the Left are allies because its hostility to religion is fundamentally anti-metaphysical.  Muslims 
have much more in common with conservative thinkers and the religious Right. The pushback from 
this is that these groups are mostly Islamophobic.  There is a kind of real political discourse here, but 
you have to define the terms in order to know what is on the table.  

Another example of metaphysical critique being used as a form of activism is criticizing movements 
that go against authoritarianism in the Middle East.  But also we see in this a kind of method in order 
to negotiate with the modern state and modernity.  The Forum for Promoting Peace in Muslim 
Societies was initially started by Sheik Abdallah bin Bayyah, but Sheikh Hamza Yusuf was heavily 
involved. This forum became very important as a kind of soft power utilized by the UAE and its 
ongoing claim to power in the Middle East, particularly the current cold war in the Gulf between Qatar 
and the UAE.  According to Dr. Quisay there are four main accomplishments by first reviving Sufism 
and pushing back against those that maintain Sufism is an unorthodox religious practice.  A generation 
of Muslims got interested in and dedicated to the study of Islam, and really opened up a lot of deeply 
epistemological questions even if it did not necessarily live up to deep critique. It pushed for higher 
standards of rigor when dealing with the Islamic past.  It provided an alternative to what constituted 
religious orthodoxy. The speaker has also taken parallels with other religious movements including 
Islamists in the 1990s who also advocated political pragmatism and anti-intellectualism.  
 

Summary By: Leyla Yildirim , CIGA Senior Research Associate  

 

 
 


