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What can be understood by the term ‘Islamism’?
Islamism is far from a perfect term. It can be taken as a fusion of Islam and fundamentalism or nationalism, but within Muslim politics, it is often synonymous with negative connotations such as being an extremist or radical[footnoteRef:1]. Khalil al-Anani wrote that despite an abundant amount of literature on Islamist movements, scholarly agreement around classification, terminology and an analytical framework has been harder to locate[footnoteRef:2]. He argued that the media have tended to conflate and decontextualise perceptions of Islamism to such an extent that forged the paths of even scholarly debate[footnoteRef:3], while terminology for example, that included fundamentalism, radicalism, conservatism, and reformism became synonymous with Islamism[footnoteRef:4]. King posited the term Islamism as a Muslim alternative to the negative meanings invoked by the Western term, ‘fundamentalism’[footnoteRef:5]. While some Islamist groups share specific ideology, they may differ in their political discourse, strategy, and tactical application[footnoteRef:6]. The emulation of Islam’s historic past, original sources and past leaders is often sought at times of turmoil within Islamic society or when Islam appears under threat[footnoteRef:7]. Cyclic patterns of Islamic resurgence indicative of a crisis response allowed Islam to renew and reassert itself through ‘an inbuilt sociopolitical mechanism’[footnoteRef:8]. [1:  Bunt, G., ‘Fundamentalism’, ‘Revolution’ and Muslim Politics, undated, p. 2-3, found at https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=3085 last accessed 20th September 2020.]  [2:  Al-Anani, K., Inside the Muslim Brotherhood: Religion, Identity, and Politics. Religion and Global Politics. 2016, p.14, last accessed 18th September 2020,  https://whel-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/6s7mjt/44UWTSD_ALMA51178441040002421]  [3:  Al-Anani, K., ibid, p.15]  [4:  Al-Anani, K., ibid, p.15]  [5:  King, R., ‘Orientalism and the study of religions’, The Routledge Companion to The Study of Religion, 2nd edition, Hinnells, J., Routledge, England, repr., 2010, p.300]  [6:  Al-Anani, K., ibid, p.15]  [7:  Hrair Dekmejian, R., ‘Islam in Revolution’; Fundamentalism in the Arab World, 2nd ed., Syracuse University Press, New York, 1995, p. 8]  [8:  Hrair Dekmejian, R., ibid, p.18] 

Islamism can be used as a term that represents Islamist politics and a process of ‘Islamisation’ or ‘re-Islamisation’[footnoteRef:9]. Islamic politics encompasses activities of movements or organisations that ‘agitate in the public sphere while deploying signs and symbols from Islamic traditions’[footnoteRef:10]. While Ismail asserted that the ultimate Islamist aim therefore, is to establish an Islamic government and implement Islamic law through the articulation of a narrative that demonstrates such a need[footnoteRef:11], that broad objective may not necessarily be representative of a wider Islamist goal. Yadav contended that Islamists encounter pluralistic political settings which often include cross-national or cross-organisational similarities in terms of their discourse and practice[footnoteRef:12]. Yadav described Islamists as actors who seek a transformation within the public debate, despite different goals, whether local or of tactics[footnoteRef:13]. For Yadav, Islamist actors seek the change to formal rules between society and state and discursive change to the informal rules that shape those relationships[footnoteRef:14].  [9:  Ismail, S., "POLITICS OF IDENTITY - VI: Being Muslim: Islam, Islamism and Identity Politics." Government and Opposition (London) 39, no. 4 (2004): 614-31 last accessed 18 Sept. 2020.p.616, https://whel-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/f/6s7mjt/TN_cdi_jstor_primary_44483091]  [10:  Ismail, S., ibid, p.616]  [11:  Ismail, S., ibid, p.616]  [12:  Yadav, S. P., “Understanding ‘What Islamists Want:" Public Debate and Contestation in Lebanon and Yemen.” Middle East Journal, vol. 64, no. 2, 2010, pp. 199–213, last accessed 18th September 2020, JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/40783040. Accessed 18 Sept. 2020, p.199]  [13:  Yadav, S.P., ibid p. 200]  [14:  Yadav, S.P., ibid p. 200] 

Eickelman and Piscatori claimed that persuasion is mostly conducted through speech. The symbolic and persuasive dimension to politics is almost equal to the politics of language. Arguably, the way language is used is related to how communal identities are constructed, and how communities promote and defend aspirations[footnoteRef:15]. Muslim rulers have sought to symbolically legitimise their political existence for example, Egypt’s Sadat naming himself as ‘President Believer’ and Morocco’s Hassan II as ‘commander of the faithful’. Associating an Islamically negative term with adversarial entities can produce a purposefully, political resonance, for example assigning terms kafir or jahil[footnoteRef:16]. Islamist movements then, often cultivate and use ‘cultural and symbolic capital to construct their own collective identity’ and in addition to challenge rival groups and the often state’s claims[footnoteRef:17]. [15:  Eickelman, D.F., and Piscatori, J., ‘Muslim Politics’, Princeton University Press, England, 1996, p.11]  [16:  Eickelman, D.F., and Piscatori, J., ibid, p.12]  [17:  Al-Anani, K., ibid, p.43] 

Many of the explanations of Islamism ‘posit Islam as the determining factor’ that must include essential beliefs or ideas that have remained unchanged and necessary to motivate believers to act[footnoteRef:18]. This placing of Islam within an early conceptualised framework however, fails to account for why religion takes precedence over for example, individual identity, class, national alliance, or gender[footnoteRef:19]. Yadav argued that for some, the idea of ‘operating from within the ethos of Islam is so central to contemporary Islamist movements’[footnoteRef:20]. From a perspective of Islamisation of the public sphere, a return to the Companions’ modes of reasoning is more important than a return to the lifestyle of 7th century Arabia. While these creative images are politically symbolic within Islam, solutions in the contemporary world must be found within the ethos of Islam[footnoteRef:21]. [18:  Ismail, S., ibid, p.617]  [19:  Ismail, S., ibid, p.617]  [20:  Yadav, S.P., ibid p. 200]  [21: Yadav, S.P., ibid, p. 200-1] 
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