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Abstract

The responses to 9/11 are conferring symbolic meaning on the
facts of 9/11. The transformation follows the general pattern of
symbolic politics. In the process, Islam is implicated, by default,
through three interconnected issues that are driving the dis-
course of 9/11: global security, the imperatives of modernity,
and the reassessment of Islam. Islam is symbolized either in
terms of a politics of confrontation or of cooptation. What is left
out is the self-understanding of Islam. Contrary to the conven-
tional opinion that Islam as a religion is not at issue, the very
meaning of Islam is at stake in the politics of symbols.

The events of 9/11 can be nominally summarized as an act of terrorism by
a handful of militant Muslims that killed slightly more than 3,000 people,
destroyed two landmark buildings in New York City, damaged another one
in Washington DC, and crashed a plane in rural Pennsylvania. The build-
ings destroyed, the lives taken, and the trauma inflicted are not merely
material or psychological facts, but also symbolic and political facts. It
was not simply buildings and lives that were attacked, but the symbols of
power and politics.

In response, an unprecedented global mobilization against “terrorism”
is taking place. In the context of international security, terrorists have
acquired power by virtue of their networked structure, global mobility, and
the potential of acquiring chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons. The
salience of this network is also based in its efforts to construct a parochial
ideology of “Islam” as a contending political force around the world and,
in particular, in the Middle East.
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The 9/11 tragedy stands as a symbol of not only these meanings, but
also of a variety of contending and converging meanings that are affect-
ing international politics, religious claims, perception of religion, civi-
lizational identity, domestic policy, and military strategy: from the idea of
a clash of civilizations rooted in historical differences to the need of a dia-
logue among civilizations based on mutual respect, and from the secular
perception of the dangers of religion to the dangers posed to the integrity
of religion. In effect, the symbolic meaning of 9/11 has acquired, in terms
of global politics, the status of a marker that is increasingly connecting
three critical issues: security, modernity, and the meaning of Islam.

Most of the contemporary reflections and imperatives for action sur-
rounding 9/11 remain as matters of practical politics and military strategy.
These range from ethnic profiling to deploying special forces, from label-
ing militant Islamists as misguided Muslims to reforming Muslim institu-
tions, and from affecting a positive perception of western culture in
Muslim societies to reforming popular Muslim attitudes toward the West
and other religions. None of these are issues of theoretical inquiry, l but
remain as legitimate issues of practical policy and politics. Yet, the post-
9/11 world has also created the necessity for a theoretical inquiry on such
substantive issues as the meaning of Islam and its expression in politics
and cultural practices.

Serious questions are being raised about Islam, but they are not being
pursued to acquire an understanding of their implications. For example,
if Islam has been hijacked by terrorists, as is often stated, then the issue
is terrorism, not Islam. In this context, any inquiry into Islam, whether
theological or cultural, becomes redundant. Yet, Islam has become an
issue, for, in both discourse and commentary, frequently and subtly, it is
either blamed or exonerated. The reason for this, I propose, lies in the
dynamics of symbolic politics that regulate the discourse of events and
issues.

Relying on either practical or procedural reasoning alone tacitly closes
off the inquiry. More importantly, it traps its users into taking sides on
the practical imperatives of the day. For example, the “us” vs. “them” rea-
soning creates the imperative that for “Islam” to remain relevant, its tenets
must conform to the secular policies of the West. Here, the politics of coop-
tation by the current agenda becomes salient for constructing the Muslim
identity and the meaning of Islam. To avoid such false imperatives, one
avenue of inquiry is to explore the issues surrounding 9/11 in terms of their
symbolic meaning and the role that symbolic politics plays in constructing
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them. This essay seeks to go beyond the nominal rendition of events to the
underlying factors that are constructing the meaning of 9/11. Such factors
include issues that acquire symbolic meanings that are subsequently rein-
forced by symbolic politics.

Symbolic Meaning and Symbolic Politics
Symbols2 are the means by which meaning is constituted and conveyed.3

Symbolic generalizations construct order by categorizing reality. Thus,
“the West,” “Islam,” “Muslim,” “terrorist,” “fundamentalist,” “freedom,”
and “America” are symbolic generalizations that order human collectives
or their values. In academic discourse and political commentary, such
symbolic generalizations have been – and continue to be – used in con-
structing the meaning of Islam, particularly, through various sorting
schemes of classifying Muslim identity and politics.4

The Contingency of Symbolic Meaning
The purpose of symbols in political discourse is not simply to point but
also to evoke, edify, and conserve meaning.5 They do so by evoking cat-
egories of meaning that already exist in a culture and its history. For a
symbol to be appropriated in a given discourse, the recipients must be
familiar with it and interpret its meaning in terms that are favored by
them.6 Therefore, popular culture serves as a good barometer of what is
going on. For example, many see 9/11 like a Tom Clancy novel, others
see it like a blockbuster Hollywood movie, and President Bush has pre-
sented his case in the language of the “Wild West.”

Symbolic meanings remain open-ended and stand in contrast to
instrumental meanings.7 Instrumental meanings are closed by virtue of
being based on the knowledge of a cause-and-effect relationship –
whether presumed or verified. In instrumental meaning, the problem lies
not in a theory but rather in its deliverance (i.e., developing and putting
in place an effective technology of intervention or a procedure). In its for-
mal structure, procedural reasoning appears to be neutral toward the
issues addressed. But in the realm of cultural meaning, such procedural
reasoning cannot avoid relying on those symbols that are prevalent in a
culture. Through this tacit reliance, procedural reasoning also becomes
symbolic.

The political nature of such reasoning is often revealed in the regula-
tive criterion used in meaning construction. One such criterion is the pres-
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idential statement that “either you are with us or with the terrorists.” In
this statement, what defines “us” and the “terrorists” effectively sets the
limit on the meaning of events. Contending sides rely on such criterion
for the instrumental efficacy of setting limits. Nothing in the criterion jus-
tifies a moral claim, and yet it is precisely in making such a claim that the
criterion is used. This is why procedural criteria typify the public reasons
offered both by the West and the Islamists. In the backdrop of 9/11, the
following are examples of procedural reason drawn from everyday news
that create regulative meaning through the symbols embedded in the rea-
soning process:

• “The cross is a wagon that reminds us that as Christians, death is not
the end, and death cannot defeat us. For the empty cross reminds us
that Jesus did not remain dead in the grave. Instead, he rose from that
grave to be our savior. And as Christians, we will rise, too.”8

• “The thousands of people entombed in the wreck of the WTC were
united in martyrdom.”9

• “The service at Washington’s National Cathedral on Friday was not a
national funeral service for the fallen; it also consecrated the crusade
to wipe out the people who would strike at our freedoms by thrusting
knives in the backs of the innocents.”10

• “Israel has acquired a symbolic value, an image of absolute Muslim
impotence against the united powers of the West.”11

What is notable in these forms of procedural reasoning is that, by sub-
stituting the symbols, al-Qaeda also provided the same reasoning to jus-
tify its actions: for example, the symbol of terrorists (those who strike ter-
ror in the hearts of the enemy) as martyrs, their role as a savior, their
action as a jihad, and the West as a culture blinded by power and inca-
pable to affect justice.

The particular permutations of symbolic meaning vary according to
the historical milieu and in terms of the political context of their use. Let
me engage you in an exercise to convey this point. I will first mention
four statements without specifying their contexts:

• “In the month since that catastrophe, we Americans have regained
our energy because we have a quality of life worth fighting for; it is
worth fighting for our freedoms. While we continue to be alert and
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sensitive to the new dangers threatening us, we need to stand as one
to protect the freedoms this county has fought for in the past. One of
our hard-fought freedoms is the right to collective bargaining to pro-
tect our livelihood and professional responsibilities. Another of these
freedoms is our right to withdraw our services to influence the out-
come of contract negotiation.”12

• “Do not put the calligraphy on the living room wall. Visitors may
suspect us of having terrorist connections.”13

• “My own affections have been deeply wounded by some of the mar-
tyrs to this cause, but rather than it should have failed, I would have
seen half the earth desolated.”14

• “Wherever you are, death will find you out. Even if you are in tow-
ers built up strong and high” and “[t]hat day some faces will be radi-
ant, laughing, rejoicing. That day some faces will be dust-covered,
(and) overcast with gloom. Those are the dissolute disbelievers.”15

Each statement relies on symbols to express meaning. Three of the
four statements are explicitly made in reference to 9/11. But, without spec-
ifying their context, it is impossible for the reader to sort out their source.
One statement (no. 3) has nothing to do with 9/11; yet, from its tone, one
can only hazard a guess as to its source. Let me now reveal the source and
context of each statement.

The first statement is the opening paragraph of a memo issued on 30
October 2001 by a local chapter of the American Association of University
Professors urging the university faculty to support a strike. Here, 9/11 is
used to symbolize the moral imperative of collective bargaining as a strug-
gle for freedom. The evocation of 9/11 is made to link the strike with the
anti-terrorism campaign as a struggle between freedom and fear. The sec-
ond statement is a casual comment made by a suburban Muslim housewife
to her husband. Here, the symbolism is implicit in the meaning that an arti-
fact confers on its display. 

The third statement is made by Thomas Jefferson in a letter express-
ing his emphatic support for the French revolution. Here, the symbolism
is the justification of rightful violence and the inconsequentiality of its
effects. In this selection, victims are symbolized as the unintended mar-
tyrs to the cause of democracy. Although the statement has no contextual
relevance to 9/11, it can also be read to justify the horrible events of 9/11,
as some did in the Muslim world and the likes of Jerry Falwell did in the

Choudhury : The Politics of Symbols 77



West. The fourth statement is from the Qur’an (Surat al-Nisa’, 4:78 and
Surat `Abasa, 80:38-42). In this context, the statements can be read as a
prophecy of 9/11, as it is made out to appear by its non-Muslim user to
symbolize Islam as violent and sadistic in its very core.

The point of this exercise is the following: The structure of symbols
is such that they can be meaningful without the contextual specification
of authorial intent. The author is whoever the user of the symbol is, and
the context is whatever event the user wants to signify. The evocative
power of the symbol overrides the descriptive accuracy of the proposi-
tions, and herein lies the strength and limitation of symbols. Symbolic
meaning can be as much abused for the purposes of propaganda and mass
mobilization as it can be used for expanding the horizon of meaning
beyond the confines of nominal empiricism.

The Dynamics of Symbolic Politics
Political symbols, which are cultural forms of meaning, are also complex
and contingent, for they emerge from and inhere in the interaction of the
cultural mind, historical memory, and the ambivalence of public opin-
ion.16 Focusing on symbols allows one to understand how meaning is con-
stituted, particularly in noting how an original event that gives rise to a
symbol becomes less determinative with the responses that emerge in
reaction to it. These responses beget other responses, and soon the origi-
nal symbol acquires new and varied meanings.

Political symbols perform two important functions – they create
expectations and preserve order.17 To do both, they rely on a mix of his-
torically preserved meanings and contemporary facts to structure the lan-
guage of experiencing and expressing reality. The construction of the
Muslim identity in the wake of 9/11 serves as a prime example, where a
historical myth (medieval Europe’s image of Islam) merged with a con-
temporary fact (the actions of a fringe group of Islamists). Symbolic mean-
ing changes with the shift in context. For example, on 09/01/01, the U.S.
Postal Service issued a limited set of Eid postage stamps to symbolize and
recognize religious diversity in the United States. Yet, on 10/18/01, a news
report opened with the following caption: “Muslim stamp – Tangled in
politics: Symbol of inclusion a source of division.” After 9/11, this symbol
of inclusion thus quickly became a symbol of resentment.

To understand the dynamics of symbolic politics, symbolic meaning is
one side of the coin. The other side is the instrumental meaning of actions.
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The two meanings – symbolic and instrumental – interact in specific ways
to define a situation and the political response to it. In politics, we thus have
a mix of symbolic and instrumental meanings that remain embedded in
rhetoric and rituals. Both moral rhetoric and public rituals are common-
place in international and domestic politics, as well as in the stark differ-
ences that exist between the two. For example, such moral rhetoric as the
“axis of evil” and such public rituals as displaying the flag are carefully
embedded in political speech to shape public understanding of events. Just
as ancient rulers invoked the symbol of war gods to justify sacrifice and to
mobilize, the same is also found in influential commentaries on 9/11.18

The dynamics of symbolic politics display four general features, as
follows:19

• Forming a set of relationships between objects or events uniquely
brought together for the ruling regimes to legitimize their power and
interests. This occurs both through the direct assertion of power and
the construction of perceptions, motives, and directions in the ruled.20

One example of such a formation is the argument that 9/11 is an
exception to the rule of normal politics. This argument, in turn,
shapes the politics of using all means to stop terrorism from becom-
ing a precedent for global or local causes (i.e., a new normalcy).

• Formulating a public problem, where the status of a phenomenon as
a problem becomes a matter of conflict as interested parties struggle
to define or prevent a definition according to which government is to
act.21 Currently, such a process is underway in defining terrorism as a
threat to global security. Governments that do not construe the prob-
lem as a global one (but consider it to be circumstantial) are consid-
ered to have delegitimized themselves. In diagnosing why 9/11 hap-
pened, one such problem formulation holds that there has been a
breakdown of the state in Muslim societies due to their failure to
modernize. This position, in turn, reinforces the meaning that the ter-
rorism of 9/11 actually stands for state failure rather than religious
fanaticism.

• Attributing culpability for the problem. Here, the government relies
on the political, legal, and moral theories of culpability, and experts
play a crucial role in providing the causal link. The end point of their
analysis is to identify the adversary to be blamed.22 In the post-9/11
world, such culpability is attributed not only to al-Qaeda and the
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Taliban, but also to the Islamists and, implicitly, to Islam itself. While
in public rhetoric Islam is acknowledged as a “noble” religion, nev-
ertheless, in expert analysis it is often held to be wanting. The poli-
tics is then directed toward reforming Islam. This form of culpability
is contested by the counter-claim that 9/11 is an affront to Islam.
Here, the politics is to recover the “true” meaning of Islam from its
misappropriation by militant Islamists.

• Constructing policies to stabilize the problem and reassure the pub-
lic. This often requires the government to escalate and intensify its
actions to assure the public that the problem is contained and that
steady progress is being made.23 In the post-9/11 world, despite pub-
lic skepticism, the government frequently issues public warnings of
threats without providing credible evidence. Military campaigns with
catchy labels are routinely launched. It is also for providing such
reassurance that the government tolerates the gaps between its
espoused policies of civil rights and how they are actually imple-
mented. The gaps are explained away as implementation difficulties,
a lack of cooperation from the target public, or the exigencies of a sit-
uation. The practices of ethnic profiling of Muslims in the West and
orthodox Muslims in their own societies reassure the public that
potential adversaries are being contained. Since, in practice, profiling
can also be discriminatory in intent, such a possibility, even when
instances are documented, is routinely overlooked to safeguard the
normative symbols of reassurance.

Emerging Issues in the Ongoing Symbolization of  9/11 
ISSUE NO. 1: PURSUING GLOBAL SECURITY AND THE POLITICS OF ORDER.
In simple terms, the understanding arising from 9/11 can be presented as
follows: A handful of groups belonging to a global network have exploited
the sentiments of frustrated Muslims and acted, through terror, to impose
their narrow parochial views on others – Muslims and non-Muslims alike.
In response, the leading issue that has emerged holds that terrorism, as a
tactic to achieve political ends, is illegitimate under any “just war” doc-
trine24 because it is against the religious ethos on which it bases its claims
and is counter-productive to the aspirations that motivate such acts. It fol-
lows that since there can be no moral or political justification for terrorism,
it should be opposed, crushed, and eliminated from political discourse,
movement, and action. A concerted global effort, led by the United States,
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is currently underway to pursue and sustain this agenda. It is premised not
only on the self-interested notions of security but also on following “uni-
versal” and “moral norms” of political action.25

Almost all countries, irrespective of their national ideology, develop-
mental stage, culture, and religious values, have officially supported this
position. In fact, many have joined in force to pursue the vision. They are
not simply acting under duress or as stooges created by the West.26 In
almost all countries, leading Muslim scholars and clerics have voiced
their moral condemnation of terrorism and their political support for the
vision of a world free of terrorism.27 If this is the case, then, the issues
related to 9/11 become primarily military, as they are currently conceived
and pursued, and are supported by a variety of political, economic, and
cultural strategies. As an analogy, it is like subduing a gang of bandits or
a crime cartel and bringing its members to justice. Yet the issue of global
security is not simply justifying practical solutions on moral grounds or
only a matter of military action, political strategy, or cultural communi-
cation; more importantly, it is about conferring cultural and religious
meaning upon events. Even the military and political strategies are depen-
dent on how the latter issues are addressed.

ISSUE NO. 2: PURSUING GLOBAL MODERNITY AND THE POLITICS OF

PROGRESS. It is now almost a cliché that the post-9/11 world will be dif-
ferent, that the United States will become a different nation, and that a
global solidarity based on decent political norms will emerge. In such a
prognostic discourse, modernity occupies the central place in the cur-
rently predominant explanations. These explanations vary in terms of
either justifying or criticizing the global hegemony of modernity spear-
headed by the West, particularly by the United States.28

Modernity is implicated in various ways. One can attribute the very
emergence of al-Qaeda and the Islamists to being a reaction to modernity,
and their persistence and success to the very tools of modernity. 29 In addi-
tion, 9/11 can be marked as a watershed event pointing to a limit reached
by Enlightenment-era modernity, for which Muslim opposition stands as a
challenge to its expansion, as well as a challenge to the meaning of “post-
modernity” as the natural heir to modernity. The fear of terrorism and the
threat posed by premodern cultural formations rendered postmodern sen-
sibilities marginal, and today, in the context of global political mobiliza-
tion, even irrelevant.30 The 9/11 tragedy also stands as a stark reminder of
the insufficient modernization of Muslim societies. Here, the argument is
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to intensify the hegemony of modernity by bringing about democratic
changes in the political culture of Muslim societies.31

ISSUE NO. 3: REASSESSING ISLAM AND THE POLITICS OF COOPTATION,
CONFRONTATION, OR DISTINCTION. In the post-9/11 world, “Islam” is
implicated by default, despite the public denials of leading policymakers
and opinion leaders. If Islam has been hijacked, as both Muslim and west-
ern leaders remind their audiences, then Islam as a religion is not at issue.
Yet in most political and expert opinion, there is a creeping diagnosis of
Islam as a defective or static religion.32 Today, Muslims everywhere, at
least in their perception, have become a suspect category, much like the
way the Jews were in nineteenth-century Europe.

The current discourse on Muslim identity is fragmented along a con-
tinuum of cultural and political labels, each symbolizing a particular rep-
resentation of Islam.33 At one pole, the Islamists are identified as a world-
wide military foe or as deviant Muslims. At the other pole, the Muslims
are represented as a silent majority that is moderate and aspires for moder-
nity. In between, there are other representations of Islam that remain
eclipsed in the discourse on the polar extremes. I will discuss three such
representations: secular, political, and symbolic.

All three representations are at play in relation to the symbolic poli-
tics of global security and the issues of modernity mentioned above. In
which symbolization does the integrity of Muslim identity rest: in being
coopted in the secular meaning, in being a means of confrontation under
the political meaning, or in affirming the distinctive symbolism of the
Qur’an? The choices are particularly crucial for the meaning of Islam in
the current milieu. While al-Qaeda may eventually be contained or even
destroyed, the meaning of Islam that will come out of the contemporary
discourse may leave lasting marks on public consciousness and policy.

The Discourse on Religion in the Symbolization of  I s l am 
In the wake of the 1993 World Trade Center bombing, a concerned scholar
perceptively wrote:

Muslims sit passively as they are accused and exonerated; as they are
constructed and reconstructed. ... Most Muslims do not appreciate or are
not interested in the value of discourse. ... Consequently, Muslims are
powerless to direct the discourse or to define the issues around which
the discourse is to flow. 34
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It follows that Muslims can contribute their voice and vision to the poli-
tics of symbolization, particularly the symbolization of Islam, only by
engaging the current discourse around 9/11.

In the aftermath of 9/11, what does Islam symbolize? Some hold
“Islam to be the underlying cause of terrorism that goes back to the very
founding period of Islam.”35 Others affirm Islam in terms of the Muslim
communities’ grievances. In all such symbolizations, what immediately
comes to mind is “Islam” as a “religion.” Let me clarify my reason of
putting Islam and religion in quotation marks. This has to do with the very
meaning of the word “religion” and its status in the discourse. What is tac-
itly legitimized in the prevalent discourse is a distinction between religion
as personal faith and religion as a cultural tradition.36 Thus, Islam as a reli-
gion becomes a subjective faith, and Islam as a cultural tradition is con-
strued as a political ideology parading in the name of religion, and there-
fore, undermining its proper status in society and politics. In this formula-
tion of religion, Islam finds acceptance only as a matter of personal faith,
and its political or social expression is held to be outdated, parochial, and
an inhibitor of modernity.

To say that Islam qualifies as a religion only as personal faith and as a
segmented aspect of cultural practice not only contradicts the self-under-
standing of Islam, but, more profoundly, biases the meaning of the term
“religion.” Both positions, as definitional anchors in the meaning of reli-
gion, emerged with the advent of the European Enlightenment and were
later reinforced by the social sciences, particularly anthropology, sociol-
ogy, and psychology. 37 This meaning is now enshrined in the symbolism of
the separation of church and state – a separation that is anchored in and
regulated by modernity’s constitutional, legal, educational, and cultural
practices. In other words, the conventional meaning of religion in itself
symbolizes a political ideology and culture, and hence is not – and cannot
be – neutral toward other meanings of religion and their cultural and polit-
ical expressions in practice.

Islam is not simply a matter of personal faith expressed as a personal
speech or act or as upholding a cultural tradition. In the Qur’anic meaning,
Islam is the path revealed by God for all human beings to follow. It does
not constitute a separate dimension of behavior (e.g.,  economic, cultural,
or political), but the direction of thought and action involving the totality of
the life-world. However, the beginning point of entry onto the path is an act
of faith. From this position, Islam stands neither as a private faith nor as a
segmental aspect of a cultural tradition. Given this, it follows that what con-
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stitutes the meaning of religion is the key to shaping and regulating one’s
understanding of Islam. The fact and fears of terrorism only dramatize the
understanding, but do not constitute it. What follows is a discussion that
maps the symbolization of Islam under three different approaches to the
meaning of religion: secular, political, and symbolic.

The Secular Meaning of Religion and the Politics of Cooptation
In the secular approach, religion is a term of attribution, not of affirmation,
made on the basis of the outward expression of patterned behavior that
defines a community. This attribution claims neutrality and objectivity on
the basis of the empirical approach taken to construe the patterns. But, this
asserted nominal neutrality also hides a tacit fact in the very act of defin-
ing: the rejection of revelation as the founding source and meaning of reli-
gion, and hence the exclusive reliance on the behavior of social actors.

The secular approach privileges skepticism or atheism over enuncia-
tion or affirmation. In this approach, one makes such statements as:
“Muslims say or Christians say this and that about God and reality.” But
what remains tacitly implied is that whatever they say is essentially false,
because the claims are unprovable by the standards of proof privileged by
secular consciousness. Thus, the meaning of “Muslim” or “Christian” is
not what the agents hold them to mean, but rather what the secular attri-
bution of the terms confer.38 In advancing this tacit approach, it does not
matter whether many of the key beliefs of the secularists remain unprov-
able, even by their own announced standard.39 Such questions are rarely
raised and, when they are, generally are not addressed.

The privileging of empirical facts as the regulative criterion of mean-
ing is not primarily philosophical; rather, it is also political, as it is rooted
in the evolution of a particular historical context.40 In the “enlightenment”
project, the secularists faced the political opposition of the Church. It
therefore became a political necessity for them to dislodge the Church’s
theological basis from any claim to public reason. In effect, this meant
incapacitating faith as a public reason in regulating the community’s
affairs and insulating it as a private affair of civic associations. In “pro-
tecting” religion, what secularization actually safeguards is not the con-
tents of a faith, but the secular value of privacy.

In the context of Muslim cultures, secularization was sought by way
of reforming Islam, as happened in the cases of western Christianity and
other religions. The secularization theory holds that with modernization,
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religion will recede from being a focal orientation of a culture and, at
most, will remain as a treasured historical legacy. The movement of mod-
ernizing Islam envisioned by such reformers as Muhammad Abduh
essentially interpret Islam on the basis of Enlightenment-era modernity.41

In the secularization approach, the politics is to learn from the western
experience in modernizing Islam. Thus, Turkey and Tunisia stand as
exemplars of this politics of cooptation.

Another secularization thesis, which is less drastic, is based on an evo-
lutionary theory of religion’s meaning. Here, its meaning is construed in
terms of leaving behind parochial and traditional religious identities and
transcending them so that one can embrace a global civil religion based on
universal human rights and global regime norms.42 In Muslim cultures,
except for a small cosmopolitan elite who maintains a nominal association
with Islam for the sake of maintaining cultural legitimacy, the meaning of
Islam as a civil religion remains only as a matter of prognosis.43

Despite decades of efforts to secularize Islam, to render it into a civil
religion or to practice it only as a cultural tradition, all attempts to dislodge
or transform its originary or revelatory meaning have failed. Rather, these
efforts have mostly served to sustain the ruling regimes in power. On the
contrary, despite the flaws, it is rather the resilience of a majority of
Muslims who retain Islam at the symbolic center of their identity that
stands as the frequently cited fact when refuting the secularization thesis.44

The Political Meaning of Religion and the Politics of Confrontation
If the price of modernization is the cooptation of religion into the secular
agenda, or for its functional efficacy in symbolic politics, then what other
avenues are available to sustain and affirm one’s religious identity? When
answering this question, the political meaning of religion comes to the
fore. In the political meaning, the approach of affirming identity is con-
frontational: either polemical or political.

In the polemical approach, the focus lies in making advantageous
comparisons between the claims of one religious identity in order to
undermine the claims of another. Here, the best claims of one’s identity
are contrasted with the worst examples of the opposing identity. In both
the Muslim images of Christianity and the Christian images of Islam, the
polemical approach has a long legacy and remains embedded in their
respective cultural discourse.45 The same approach underlies the clash of
civilization thesis that now enjoys popularity both in the West and among
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the Islamists. Here, the best of the West is contrasted with the worst of
Muslim culture, or vice versa. This strategy of constructing contradic-
tions, in effect, serves the symbolic politics of agenda formation. For
example, secularization is resisted in Muslim cultures on the claim of
reproducing the worst features of the West, and in the West, Islam is gen-
erally held as a stumbling block to progress.

With 9/11, the politics of polemical confrontation became sublimated
in the strategy of military conflict. In this context, a variety of identity
constructions have come to sustain symbolic politics, particularly in
attributing causality and blame, as well as to highlight the scope of the
security threat. Thus Islam, in the political meaning of religion, has come
to symbolize militant or radical Islam, or simply the Islamists’ creed.46 In
Muslim cultures, the Islamists, who enjoy very little material support
from the public and are often silenced by their governments, have also
come to symbolize Muslim resistance to western powers and the claim of
western injustice toward the Muslim world.

The Symbolic Meaning of Religion and the Politics of  Distinction
To understand what Islam means as a “religion,” one first has to accord to
Islam its self-understanding and then, on the basis of this self-understanding,
offer critical observations. By using the term “the self-understanding of
Islam,” I am not referring to what Muslims construe “religion” to mean, or
to what Islam is supposed to be, or to what they in fact do while claiming to
follow Islam. Rather, Islam is what the Qur’an means it to be, because the
Qur’an is the foundation of all claims to Islam and of being a Muslim.
Hence, the meaning of “Islam” as well as “Muslim” need to be understood
in terms of their distinctive symbolization in the Qur’an, not in terms of the
warrants of proof that underlie religion’s secular meaning or the warrants of
power that underlie the political meaning. By making this distinction, I am
not referring to any claim of exclusivity, superiority, or uniqueness. Rather,
this simply refers to a positive affirmation of difference, just as liberal
democracy is not exclusionary in its meaning but is distinctive as a political
theory and practice.

The Qur’an consistently maintains its symbolic approach to distinc-
tive meaning, even when pointing to factual referents. Thus, animal sac-
rifice stands as a symbol of devotion to God, as do prayer and charity.47

Focusing on the rites of sacrifice, prayer, and charity is not what consti-
tutes Islam; rather, they stand as factual referents of the individual’s dis-
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play of  devotion to God. The distinction between the symbol and its ref-
erents, which is central in the Qur’an, is obscured in the secular and polit-
ical meaning of religion.

Let me offer an understanding of how symbols function in conveying
the distinctive meaning of religion in the Qur’an. On hearing that God has
revealed to Prophet Muhammad a new set of guidance as to what the divine
is and how to relate to it, many members of the Makkan elite, rather than
simply raising doubts, challenged the claim. While the Qur’an depicts their
doubt in the affirmative (and, in formal character, their claims are no dif-
ferent from what contemporary secularists raise), it refuses to acknowledge
their challenge. The Makkans raised two objections: First, they wanted to
know why they should break off from what is accepted or tacit in their cul-
tural tradition (especially given their cultural milieu, in which tradition pro-
vided the same legitimacy that progress provides today), and second, they
asked for demonstrable proof to validate the Prophet’s claims.48

It is important to reiterate that the Qur’an did not invalidate the
Makkan’s doubts, but rather pointed to their challenge as irrelevant for
their affirmation. For example, the Qur’an mentioned that both Abraham
and Moses also entertained doubt, for which they sought proof from God
– proof that God gave to both. In both cases, the proof was symbolic,
where the nominal facts stood for the symbol of God’s presence.49 Yet, in
the case of the Makkan demand, we find that God instructs Muhammad
not to acknowledge their doubts as valid reasons for their objections, let
alone give them any proof – direct or indirect.50 But when the charge
against the Qur’an shifted from doubting God to accusing Muhammad of
being a poet or of being inspired by some other poets, only then, in his
defense, did the Qur’an forward a symbolic form of demonstrable proof:
It counter-challenged the doubters to produce verses similar to its own.51

Underlying the events just mentioned are subtle contextual differences
that are central to the symbolic meaning of nominal facts. While on one
occasion the Qur’an grants indirect corroboration, on another it refuses
such corroboration. The difference lies not at the level of factual corrobo-
ration, but in the very recesses of the human disposition: Abraham and
Moses demanded facts on the basis of a disposition to accept God and seek
His help in overcoming the limits of human cognition. The Makkans, how-
ever, based their demand on a disposition of defiance and rejection.
According to my understanding, this critical difference in disposition is
why the Qur’an refused to respond to the Makkan demand. In other words,
God refuses to privilege any particular means as the basis of the human
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affirmation of the divine.52 The Qur’an leaves this affirmation entirely to
the human freedom of choice in responding to the dispositions of each
individual soul.53

The distinction maintained by the Qur’an is based on a distinctive
meaning of being human and a specific demand on human practice. The
Qur’an holds that faith is a disposition of the human “soul” toward affirm-
ing the divine.54 The exercise of the disposition lies in either denying or
affirming the sovereignty of the divine.55 Dispositional affirmation finds
valid expression not in confession but in critical practices. For example, it
is not valor in war that expresses faith, but the warriors’ fiduciary conduct
– despite the outcome of the war. Thus, both terrorism and many other
aspects of human practices fail to meet this criterion of faith. The Qur’an
defines religion as the self’s free submission to God and its expression in
virtuous conduct in the life-world.56 In the context of all the revelations sent
to humanity throughout history,  the Qur’an designates religions as distinc-
tive paths to the divine.57 In this context, Islam is one such path chosen for
the emergence of a universal faith community known as Muslim.58

While Islam symbolizes the submission of all creatures to their divine
Creator, who is One, and the agents who do the submitting as Muslim,
Islam also symbolizes the culmination of a historical path of such submit-
ters in distinctive faith communities – the final one also called Muslim.
Thus, Islam as religion and Muslims as individuals of faith have a dual
meaning in the Qur’an – a duality that connects the inclusive scope of the
Qur’anic meaning with their historical specifications or distinctions. Such
dimensionality of meaning is made possible because of the symbolic
nature of meaning in the Qur’an. For Muslims, then, the meaning of reli-
gion cannot be bracketed off as a subjective faith or defined as a cultural
tradition – commonly referred to as “popular” or “cultural” Islam.

The Qur’an also holds that those who do not adhere to this meaning of
religion are rejecters, ignorant (symbolized as blind), or hypocrites.
Referring to this distinctive meaning of religion, Muzammil Siddiqi, during
the national prayer service held shortly after 9/11, cited the Qur’anic admo-
nition: “Those who lay the plots of evil, for them is a terrible penalty; and
the plotting of such will not abide.”59 Yet Charles Krauthammer misunder-
stood the verse’s meaning, as seen by his asking whether Siddiqi implied
the plotters to be the United States. Without taking into account what the
Qur’an refers to as Islam, such misunderstandings (e.g., equating the
Qur’an’s meaning with popular Muslim sentiments) – intentional or not –
will continue to put Islam on trial.
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Conclusion
In the wake of 9/11, many Muslim communities in the United States
sought to portray their commonness with the secular West, rather than use
the occasion to highlight their distinctiveness, particularly in regards to the
meaning of religion. Here, cooptation functions by way of suppressing dis-
tinctiveness for the sake of ensuring solidarity against a common enemy.
Such cooptation, although subtle and often inadvertent, is essential to
legitimizing the meanings of symbolic politics, especially as a means of
public reassurance. Thus, we see that the politics of symbols joining force
with the more enduring politics of the conventional meaning of religion. It
is symbolic politics that, after 9/11, has placed the meaning of Islam under
scrutiny.

The meanings of Islam that are being considered in this scrutiny are
linked to three critical issues that are regulating the symbolic politics of
9/11. Among the three issues, the imperative of modernity is affecting the
meaning of Islam the most, for it is subordinating the Qur’an’s symbolic
meaning to the secular and political meaning of religion. Such representa-
tions of Islam are occurring not out of malice, but because of their func-
tional value in supporting the politics of global security and reforming tra-
ditional Islam.

In focusing on the symbolic approach to the meaning of religion (i.e.,
the Qur’an’s inclusive meaning of Islam and Muslim), I have tried to por-
tray the sense in which Islam as a religion is different from what the term
now commonly invokes. In this approach, the meaning of religion resides
in maintaining the distinctive claims of divine revelations in the context of
an inclusive human community, where each community is made responsi-
ble for following its own path. By exemplifying the Muslim identity in the
inclusive community of religious diversity, Islam construes its meaning as
a religion. With its distinctive meaning of religion and the affirmation of
such meaning in politics, Islam offers itself as a guide, rather than a source
of problems. Therefore, relying on the Qur’an to symbolize Islam is a task
that the politics of 9/11 has conferred upon the Muslims. How they respond
will shape the politics of symbols that will affect them in the future.
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