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To the memory of my father

 . . . 

The presence of the quiet one can be larger

Than the presence of the talker
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Introduction

I have now resolved to collect together notes of lectures, conver-
sations during conferences, and other material that was pre-
sented and discussed with a focus on scholarly activities and 

the academy. It turns out that once you contemplate scholarship of 
the university and its presumptive goals—knowledge production, 
education—you have to work out many schemes for topics that are 
as far apart as comparisons of natural and social knowledge and 
the impact of national environments on education. I will carry out 
the task from a specific vantage point, which will receive sufficient 
description in the following pages. But I will attempt to paint a full 
picture, and I hope it will resonate with the experience of others. 
I  am aware of pitfalls besetting my own effort, not least of which 
is the fact that I am capable, not unlike the rest, of imagining that 
others “agree” or “disagree” with me, only to later find out that the 
imagined agreement or disagreement was just that—imagined.

An easy starting point is to address what has become common in 
our time—discussions that center on the end of this or that institu-
tion or cluster of institutions—the end of nations and nationalism, 
the end of modern international order, and, of course, the already 
pending end of education and end of scholarship. If this is an age of 
ends, is scholarship one of its “genitive” pairs?

There are more scholars today than at any time in history; at least 
we are used to thinking that as if we knew it for a fact. Scholarship is 
self-perpetuating, and scholars are the first line of consumers for the 
production of their peers. Scholars will most likely read what they 
need to read in order to teach or write. Most scholars, however, are 
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too busy trying to make a name for themselves in a very narrow area, 
the area of their specialization. They hardly have time for basic, large 
questions. Those trained only to address narrow topics struggle most 
when they are forced to address large questions. The second line of 
consumers for scholarly work consists of the so-called intelligent, 
nonspecialized readership. This population has two qualities: they 
are literate and they lack depth. In this day and age, the intelligent 
nonspecialists also have access to much information, and they think 
they are capable of understanding anything they are able to read.

There is no way around saying that this is a nuanced picture; many 
things may be celebrated, but much can be lamented. Let us reiterate 
and add a few items. On the good side, the university, if you are on 
the university’s side, is holding its own financially, despite constant 
threats of erasing unproductive research and teaching. And even 
when scholarly circles are small, they are, again we are told, large by 
historical standards. On the other side, so-called circles of learning 
are becoming increasingly impossible. The word “intellectual” is not 
quite a term of abuse, but it comes close. Scholars cannot muster the 
courage to really say what they think. They will at least require the 
comfort and protection of limiting their audience to their equals, 
those who have something to lose, a cost to pay, when they talk non-
sense. (Some academics, an embarrassment to all in the category, say 
things for which they do not plan to take responsibility and look for 
audiences who will indulge them in far-f lung assertions. I wish I did 
not notice that.) Meanwhile, the lay population, the literate who lack 
depth, will talk about anything, from new technology to systems of 
government, based on a newspaper article they have read, when they 
are the urbane, erudite type. Otherwise, they conduct their discus-
sion based on what the word “research” now means: two minutes of 
looking up something on the iPhone.

In the age of ends, rare are relaxed queries and thoughtful ref lec-
tion with the aim of better understanding. There is “debating,” which 
can be unpleasant and hit dead-ends fast. And there is the classroom, 
which remains enjoyable for some and at least tolerable for others. 
But with the exception of kindred spirits among faculty members 
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and graduate students, many will not be excited about belonging to 
the university, the place that used to be beautiful, stimulating, and 
challenging in the best sense of the word. Fake prestige still sells, the 
harvardosis syndrome being one of its prime manifestations.1 And 
all value, in principle, has to translate into something monetary. 
Scholars may have to learn the hard way that getting a salary raise is 
looked at more favorably than publishing a good number of pieces of 
academic scholarship, if the two didn’t go hand in hand.

In any discussion, a large number of viewpoints can be identi-
fied and argued, defended and questioned. This, incidentally, is the 
perfect soil for old, rusty prejudices to survive and grow firmer roots 
and longer branches. If these prejudices can be questioned, their 
opposites can be questioned as well. And questioning unpopular 
prejudices and beliefs is supposed to indicate sophistication, because 
mere skepticism about anything is sophisticated. The sophisticated 
skeptic does not usually notice that his/her skepticism is done in the 
service of confirming the popular prejudice, the official patriotic or 
group view.

One sign of the deterioration of public discussions is the preva-
lence of ad hominem arguments. Personal attacks on the individual 
who delivers an argument was supposed to be unacceptable in the 
olden days, because these attacks were deemed irrelevant in an obvi-
ous sense. Our contemporaries beg to differ. Some have developed 
something of an art by which they cover up ad hominem attacks 
and present them as appeals to principles. This certainly gave me 
a long pause before I decided to include in here some information 
that could be abused by those comfortable making ad hominem 
arguments, but I realized that dropping the whole project would be 
a more defensible conclusion. It bears ref lection whether the new 
prevalence of personal attacks masquerading as arguments is a sign 
that our knowledge has become so personal and personalized.2 If 
yes, what good is it?

There is, more importantly in the long run, a new kind of dis-
dain for the humanities as an unusually backward realm of academic 
investigation, unable to see the change in the world. Humanities’ 
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scholars are still imprisoned in East vs. West divisions in a globalized 
world. Deaf and blind is their scholarship to some new facts: Non-
Western powers act as if they are Western today; international trade 
shows that divisions of the world in civilization terms are useless. 
If the humanities has nothing to offer in a world of global condi-
tions such as climate change and cultural diffusion, it should simply 
retreat and save the space for something else. Or so goes the argu-
ment, if there is an argument.

And, it does not stop there. The disdain for the humanities 
comes with the presumptuous force of an earthquake, followed by 
aftershocks: If the (suffering) scholars intended here are humani-
ties scholars, why should they complain? Are they really as good or 
as useful as they pretend to be? Are they committed to their fields 
as much as they profess to be? And are they in a better position to 
understand the phenomena that are their object of study or provide 
insights (any insights) that go beyond the capacity of someone with 
or without a bachelor’s degree who has been in the real world and 
done real learning? What is learning, anyway? Did not this word 
change its meaning completely during the lifespan of recent gen-
erations? Could today’s populations be addressed, for example, by 
ancient, medieval, or enlightenment philosophy and theories on the 
meaning of life?

This writer is a humanities scholar, who frequently peeks into, 
and borrows from, areas that are far-off and remote from his aca-
demic realm. I cannot claim to be always on top of all the materials I 
investigate (what else do you expect?) but I could not stop the inf lu-
ence of these excursions. A diligent reviewer of an earlier draft of 
these pages reasonably complained that I demanded that the reader 
follow me into areas that are disparate and distant from one another; 
the reviewer then suggested that I f lesh out some of the ideas I drew 
out of my diverse sources before I made them my own. I tried to do 
that, and I hope I got it in this iteration.

More than a simple slip of the tongue is involved in this talk of 
borrowing from areas outside of my field. It is a purposeful acknow
ledgment of a sense of the inadequacy of the humanities, broadly, 
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and the inability of the study of Islam, my particular field of study, 
to achieve even its declared, limited goals. This sense has been with 
me for longer than I care to remember. One clear implication is that 
I will be unable to offer a defense of the humanities in their (or its) 
current form, as an adequate concern even for a humanities scholar.

Yet, Islamic studies as I practiced it, if this is the right word, 
and persuaded some of my graduate students of its utility, provides 
a view unavailable outside of it, as far as I can see. It allows you to 
go back to basic questions, without the kind of diversion you would 
have to face from Aristotle scholars when you draw basic questions 
from Aristotle, or from Machiavelli scholars when you try to get 
to basic questions out of his “Discourses on Livy” or “The Prince.” 
Islamic studies scholars can be sure and confident, to be clear, that 
a historicist or a comparativist view of their materials is superior to 
the alternatives and is much more sophisticated, and I will, as I have 
done so far, continue to endure their occasional reprimand.

As I state in the acknowledgments section, the ideas I put in here 
came from broad interactions with different kinds of students, and 
in discussions that did not focus narrowly on my area of study. This 
must also serve as a qualifier for my subtitle: Lessons from Islamic 
Studies. If the following is to be taken as lessons, the lessons are 
from an academic whose work has been in Islamic studies, more spe-
cifically Islamic legal studies (with all the qualms I may have about 
these categories). But these lessons, so-called shyly, are not imposi-
tions from an Islamic studies perspective. It seems to me, as I review 
my writing here, that the impact of other fields in conversation with 
the themes of Islamic studies, both in pedagogy and research realms, 
is just as constitutive of these notes.

My concern is more properly the twofold concern of the classes 
of human knowledge and their interaction (# one) and the environ-
ments in which knowledge production takes place (# two). And I 
have no temptation, readers must be warned, to ride the wave of 
irresponsible attacks on the humanities and its scholars. There is a 
sense in which the new disdain for the humanities is a false problem; 
modern society, in the Euro-American world and outside of it, seems 
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to go through waves of hope that education’s utility could be made 
apparent to all, only to come back and see the folly embedded in this 
hope. Not least of these movements was the Third Reich’s hesita-
tion about the value of the Gymnasium, which emphasized classi-
cal education and the study of languages, for its “non-utilitarian 
education.”3 I will not dismiss voices that assert that our current 
moment is different. The present moment and the future running 
after it promises to be the same as the past, until it is not. There is 
always a chance that we are witnessing one such moment.

But even if we indulge in the thought that the humanities is the 
problem, whence comes a solution? Producing a crisis of purpose 
and addressing it are, perhaps, both within the job description of 
the humanities. And it is a crisis of purpose, rather than economic 
shortage, that is the larger challenge to the university, if the latter 
does not satisfy itself with its vocational side. Suspicion of both the 
Euro-American humanities of old times and postcolonial studies’ 
excessive critique of Euro-American knowledge leaves us without a 
plan. I take it from this starting point to address the conditions 
of scholarship and its vulnerabilities, both inherent and specific to 
our modern context. The following pages, organized into four chap-
ters and a statement on self-perception, purport to be an argument 
against both academic mysticism and the impulse toward democra-
tizing education further and further. I hope the texture of the argu-
ment will command the reader’s interest.



Defending the Defenseless:  
The Humanities and Islamic  

Studies from an Oblique Angle

I will acknowledge my limits, only if you acknowledge yours. 
If I am an accomplished historian of the KMT (Kuomintang) 
regime in China (1912–1949), who naturally knows quite a bit 

about Qing rule (1644–1911) and the communist Chinese regime 
(after 1949), and who also knows quite a lot about China’s one-
damn-thing-after-another history, do I really have to be considered 
ignorant if I never cared to read Ibn Rushd (the twelfth-century 
Spanish Muslim philosopher)? Will my understanding of civiliza-
tion or history or law be totally incomplete if I didn’t go as far as you 
wanted me to go?

The problem is that we will always generalize from what (little) 
we know. Both the KMT historian and those who read Ibn Rushd 
have ideas about history, civilization, religion, laws, and the rest. 
We will always talk about history and civilization, knowledge and 
truth, and ultimately what is of “value” in the abstract. And one side 
will set the rules for the whole discussion, when there is a discus-
sion. The same is true outside of this little republic of the humani-
ties, and is true outside of the whole academy; and, wait, it is true 
outside of any country in which one may take residence. When the 
humanities and the sciences clash, one will win. When old academic 
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standards clash with new ones, one will dominate. When academic 
and market standards clash, one will prevail. When “national” views 
of knowledge and justice compete, one will triumph, or at least act 
as if triumphant.

In this opening discussion, I will content myself with setting the 
stage for my more controversial points by describing our age and its 
scholarship, focusing on scholarship’s inherent problems, its consti-
tutional vulnerability to being seen as futile—often by those who 
have not thought long enough to ask whether a human alternative is 
possible and what this alternative might be. Some context first.

When Are We?

This title is not the outcome of one of these cavalier computer auto-
corrections, turning a misspelled where into a when.

The question is: What time is it? As if time is an absolute. (It is; 
is it not?) There are interesting meanings of time that are the sub-
ject of ancient histories, some cyclical, some still, all unlike a linear 
time one may have in mind.1 One sense in which time changed its 
meaning since the middle ages, for example, is that it used to more 
apparently, for a medieval philosopher, indicate a corollary of the 
movement of the universe whose effect is seen in the changing posi-
tions of sun and earth, while in the late twentieth century a school 
child will have heard that the progression of an arrow of time cor-
responds to entropy or decay in the material cloth of the universe, 
which was initiated by the big bang. Roger Penrose is freaking some 
people out by contemplating not only the mathematics, but also 
some of the possible implications of the physics of the reversal of this 
process. (The reversal takes so much energy, but it is not completely 
out of the question, when one thinks of universe history.)2 Enough 
of this: the question I am asking is, what chronological label should 
be given to the age of our inquiry. Is it a late modern, postmodern, 
or simply a postmedieval world that lacks a label?

Imagine histories of our moment written in the future,3 saying 
that by 2014 or 2015, it was obvious that the modern age of the 



Defending the Defenseless    ●    9

Enlightenment, imperialism, and the worldwide postimperial states 
was drawing to a close. (How is this for a modern image of the future 
of the modern?) Back in 2015, the image is being debated. Following 
in the footsteps of Chicago undergraduates from the mid-twentieth 
century, someone smirks and says: it all depends on what is meant 
by modernity.4 Others say that the purported “modernity” ended a 
long time ago. Then a voice protests: How could the modern end if 
the modern simply indicates the current, anyway?

We will most likely struggle, many will promise, to characterize 
the modern, what it is and when it is. Yet, the postmodern is already 
a label for much in art, literary criticism, and philosophy; has been 
for a while. Charles Taylor’s A Secular Age (2007)5 told of a 500-
year-long story of modernity, passing by the Protestant Reformation, 
Deism, and the Enlightenment, which ended Christianity as anyone 
had known it before that. In 2008, Steve Shapin used the term “late 
modern” to refer to the world since 1900, for the purpose of writing 
about the intersections and sorrows of “university” and “industry” 
in the twentieth century.6 A wavering nationalism, with both the 
cultural contents of nations and their citizens’ capacity and desire 
to self-rule thrown into question,7 characterizes the postmodern as 
well as the late modern. This bad son of modernity, the postmodern, 
killed his father (the modern), and then committed suicide.

What of “modern” international order? There is a good tale to 
tell here. Once upon an ancient time, there was something called jus 
gentium, roughly the law of peoples, which developed as the Roman 
republic turned into the center of an empire and which (that law 
of peoples) ate up the local (Roman) jus civile. This Roman model 
for law, empire, and republic has been invoked as a precedent and 
an inspiration for our “modern” order now countless times. If this 
means nothing to the reader, take it on trust that modern interna-
tional order has justified subjecting both one’s national laws and 
other nations’ sense of order to imperial goals—at least when signifi-
cant gain is involved (oil, large investments).

The ancients also knew something we call natural law, which 
Greek Stoics invented but left for the Romans to develop. (Of 


