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ABSTRACT

The question of identity has perennially captivated philosophers throughout
history, progressing from the assertion "I am the only one™ to the nihilistic
declaration "I am nothing” and eventually culminating in the Cartesian
proposition "I think, therefore I am," only to confront the assertion of knowing
nothing. This article contends that Islam occupies a unique position capable of
offering the answers sought by the disoriented postmodern individuals, provided
we can articulate these answers in a language accessible to them. Three key points
are explored in this article:1. A concise exploration of the evolution of the self,
transitioning from the modern, stable self to the postmodern, fragmented, and
shifting self. Significant focus is directed towards the viewpoints of distinct
postmodern intellectuals, such as Lacan, Foucault, and Ricoeur, who interpret the
self as a product of linguistic construction. 2. An apologetic response to these
postmodern thinkers is presented, highlighting both the insights and inherent
problems within their perspectives. 3. A brief exposition of the Islamic viewpoint
on identity is discussed, emphasizing how Islam perceives the self as both a stable
given and an ongoing project. In the contemporary world, identity is no longer a
given but an open question, stemming from various factors such as postmodern
philosophies, the conditions of late modernity, and postmodernity. It is imperative
to furnish a compelling response to the question of identity from the Islamic
perspective.
Keywords: Identity, Islamic perspective, Freud, Foucault, Lacan, Karl Marx,
postmodern identity.
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Introduction:

Embarking on a philosophical journey through time, the notion of identity has
perennially captivated philosophers, social theorists, and theologians alike. From
the ancient musings of Plato and Aristotle about the essence of the self to
Descartes' confident assertion, "I think, therefore | am,"! the quest to understand
what defines and constitutes the self has been central to human inquiry. Descartes'
declaration marked a pivotal turn in modern thought, emphasizing reason as the
foundation of self-knowledge and existence.

This exploration navigates through the evolution of identity, traversing from the
transparent certainties of Descartes to the complexities introduced by the
Enlightenment, which further dissected the human experience into categories of
mind, body, and spirit, influencing subsequent interpretations of identity. As we
moved into the modern era, these categories became even more nuanced with the
advent of industrialization and modern capitalism, which reshaped human
relations and self-perception through the lenses of economics and social class.

The journey does not stop there. The 20th century introduced even more intricate
challenges with the rise of psychoanalysis and existentialism, each dissecting the
layers of the human psyche and the absurdity of human existence, respectively.
Figures like Freud and Nietzsche unraveled the layers of the self, suggesting that
much of what we take for granted as stable aspects of identity are but constructs
influenced by broader societal structures and deep-seated psychological processes.
As we delve deeper into contemporary times, the notion of identity has become
even more fragmented and fluid. The postmodern challenge to identity asserts that
the self is not a singular, coherent entity but a construct, often a collage of various
social, cultural, and ideological narratives. This view has been heavily influenced
by thinkers like Lacan, Foucault, and Ricoeur, who argue that identity is more a
product of linguistic and cultural constructs than a fixed natural essence.

In this article, we will explore these philosophical developments and juxtapose
them with the Islamic perspective on identity, which offers a contrasting view to
the fragmented self of postmodernism. Islam posits that identity, while influenced
by context and experience, is rooted in a divine essence that provides a stable
foundation amid the shifting sands of cultural and social change. Through this
exploration, we aim to illuminate the dynamic interplay between these diverse
perspectives and how they contribute to our understanding of what it means to be
human in a rapidly evolving world.

Postmodernism History
Postmodernism emerged in the 1950s-1960s as a cultural, philosophical, and
artistic movement that challenged modernist principles. Here's a brief history:
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e 1950s-1960s: Postmodernism began as a reaction to modernism's emphasis
on objectivity, universality, and grand narratives. Early proponents like
Jean-Francois Lyotard, Jacques Derrida, and Roland Barthes questioned
dominant discourses and embraced diversity, fragmentation, and
playfulness.

e 1960s-1970s: Postmodernism gained momentum in art (e.g., Andy Warhol,
Robert Rauschenberg), literature (e.g., Thomas Pynchon, Margaret
Atwood), and architecture (e.g., Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown).

e 1980s: Postmodernism became more mainstream, influencing fields like
philosophy (e.g., Richard Rorty, Jean Baudrillard), sociology (e.g., Jean-
Francois Lyotard, Fredric Jameson), and cultural studies (e.g., Stuart Hall,
Judith Butler).

e 1990s-2000s: Postmodernism faced criticism for its perceived relativism,
nihilism, and excesses, leading to debates about its legacy and relevance.

e Present day: Postmodernism's impact can be seen in contemporary culture,
from social media's fragmented narratives to the blurring of boundaries
between high and low culture.?

Understanding Postmodernism and Identity

The postmodern perspective on identity presents a radical departure from classical
views which tended to view the self as a stable, coherent entity. Influential
thinkers like Jacques Lacan, Michel Foucault, and Paul Ricoeur have significantly
shaped this discourse by arguing that the self is largely a product of linguistic and
social 3constructs. Here's how each of these thinkers contributes to this
understanding:

e Jacques Lacan posited that the self or the ego is fundamentally structured
by language. His famous concept of the "mirror stage" illustrates how
infants begin to recognize themselves as separate entities through
reflections and reactions from others, suggesting that identity is formed in
relation and is always mediated by language. This implies that the self is
not inherent but constructed through interactions and the symbolic order of
language.

e Michel Foucault focused on the power dynamics that shape knowledge
and, consequently, identity. According to Foucault, what one might
consider personal or internal identity is actually a complex construct
influenced by societal norms and power structures. His analysis of
discourse and power reveals how identities are imposed and regulated
through social institutions, such as the psychiatric hospital or the prison,
which classify and manage individuals according to specific norms.
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e Paul Ricoeur explored identity through narrative theory, positing that
people construct their identities by narrating their own life stories. This
narrative identity is always under construction, susceptible to change and
reinterpretation as people evolve and as their social contexts change.
Ricoeur’s thoughts highlight the fluidity and multiplicity of identity,
suggesting that it is a continuous process of becoming rather than a fixed
state of being.

These postmodern theories reveal how identity in contemporary society is seen as
fluid and ever-changing, heavily influenced by external social, cultural, and
linguistic forces, challenging traditional notions of a fixed and autonomous self.
Literal and Contextual Definition of Postmodernism

Postmodernism, as a philosophical and cultural movement, is characterized by its
critical, skeptical, and often ironic stance toward traditional ideologies and grand
narratives that have shaped Western thought since the Enlightenment. The
movement questions the assumptions underpinning these narratives, particularly
their claims to universality, objectivity, and truth. Key characteristics include:

e Skepticism of Meta-narratives: Postmodernism rejects the large,
overarching narratives of modernism that claim to explain and structure all
aspects of life and history. For instance, the Enlightenment's faith in
reason, progress, and scientific objectivity is seen as a narrative that
ignores alternative viewpoints and suppresses differences in the name of
universality and coherence.

e Irony and Playfulness: A typical postmodern approach involves playful
irony and a questioning attitude that destabilizes previously accepted ideas
and structures. This can be seen in postmodern art and literature, which
often eschew clear meanings and embrace paradox, ambiguity, and the
breakdown of high and low cultural distinctions.

e Cultural Relativism: Postmodernism often promotes the idea that all
cultural and ethical values are relative and context-dependent. This view
challenges the idea of objective or absolute standards in ethics, aesthetics,
and knowledge, advocating for a more pluralistic and tolerant approach to
understanding human experience.

e Fragmentation: Instead of cohesive narratives, postmodernism embraces
fragmentation, discontinuity, and pastiche, reflecting the complex,
pluralistic, and often contradictory nature of contemporary life.

Postmodernism's emphasis on deconstruction, the questioning of established
structures of authority and knowledge, and the celebration of diversity have
profound implications on fields ranging from literature and art to politics and
history, reshaping how identity and truth are conceptualized in the contemporary

4



Jihat-ul-Islam, Vol: 17, Issue: 02, January - Jun 2024

world.*

Literature Review

Postmodernism

The foundational impact of the "Masters of suspicion"—Karl Marx, Sigmund
Freud, and Friedrich Nietzsche—cannot be overstated in their contribution to the
development of postmodern thought. These thinkers fundamentally challenged the
Enlightenment's notion of a coherent, unified self that is rational and autonomous.®

e Karl Marx posited that identity is not an independent and self-determined
essence but is heavily influenced by social and economic factors.
According to Marx, our consciousness and thereby our identities are
shaped by our material conditions and the class structures within which we
live. This concept fundamentally challenges the idea of a free, self-making
individual by suggesting that much of what we consider our 'self' is
actually a product of external, economic forces.

e Sigmund Freud introduced a layered model of the human psyche that
includes the id, ego, and superego, which interact in complex ways to form
our identities. Freud's theory suggests that much of our identity is not the
result of rational deliberation but rather the outcome of unconscious forces
and early childhood experiences. This viewpoint disrupts the notion of a
fully knowable and controllable self, introducing the idea that much of
what drives us remains hidden within the unconscious mind.

e Friedrich Nietzsche challenged the premises of objective truth and
morality, arguing that they are constructs rather than absolutes. His
perspective that "God is dead" and that we must create our own systems of
values further undermines the concept of a stable, externally-defined
identity, promoting instead the idea of an identity that is subjectively
constructed.

These thinkers collectively laid the groundwork for postmodernism by
deconstructing the modernist idea of a stable, knowable self and replacing it with a
vision of the self as fragmented and constructed through various forces beyond
individual control.

Islamic Perspective on Identity

In contrast to the fragmented self of postmodernism, Islam offers a view of
identity that is both stable and fluid, where the self is seen as a given (created by
Allah in the best form) and an ongoing project (responsible for actions and
growth). This section will draw from Quranic verses and Hadith to underscore the
Islamic concept of a well-defined yet dynamic identity.

Islam explores identity through the lens of what might be termed "creatural
identity,” deeply rooted in the divine act of creation and encompassing broad
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concepts such as nations (<« s=%), tribes (JiL8), accountability (—i<5), and reckoning
(<), According to Islamic teachings, humans are created in the optimal form
and intended as vicegerents of God on Earth, as stated in the Quran:
"Indeed, We have created man in the best of stature; Then We return him to the
lowest of the low, Except for those who believe and do righteous deeds, for they
will have a reward uninterrupted."®
Furthermore, the Quran discusses the diversity among people, which is not meant
for division but for recognition and understanding:

"O mankind, indeed We have created you from male

and female and made you peoples and tribes that

you may know each other. Indeed, the most noble of

you in the sight of Allah is the most righteous of

you. Indeed, Allah is Knowing and Acquainted.” ’
The Quran emphasizes the significant role of accountability and the moral
responsibilities each individual holds. These concepts remind the believers of their
duties and the eternal consequences of their actions, offering a steadfast
foundation amid the shifting narratives of postmodern identity. This divine
guidance provides a timeless anchor, reminding believers of the enduring
significance of a God-centered identity, particularly as we navigate the challenges
posed by modern ideologies and the pervasive influence of media and
consumerism.
Postmodernism Challenges and Responses
As we transition from traditional to postmodern discourse, the challenges to
identity become more nuanced. Postmodernism poses several challenges to
various aspects of society, culture, and philosophy.

Challenges
e Relativism: Truth and values are relative, leading to moral and
epistemological relativism.
e Fragmentation Breakdown of grand narratives and universal truths, leading
to fragmentation and diversity.
e Hyper reality: Simulation and representation replace reality, leading to
confusion and disorientation.
e Decentering of the subject: The autonomous self is challenged, leading to a
reevaluation of identity and agency.
e Challenging dominant discourses: Postmodernism questions power
structures and dominant narratives.®
Responses
e Reaffirming universal values: Emphasizing shared human values and

6



Jihat-ul-Islam, Vol: 17, Issue: 02, January - Jun 2024

ethical principles.
e Reclaiming grand narratives: Reinterpreting and recontextualizing
universal truths and grand narratives.
e Critical realism: Seeking to distinguish between reality and simulation.
e Reconstructing identity: Rebuilding and redefining identity and agency in
light of postmodern challenges.
e Engaging in dialogue and critique: Encouraging open dialogue and critical
evaluation of dominant discourses and power structures.
e Embracing diversity and pluralism: Celebrating diversity and promoting
inclusivity and multiculturalism.
e Seeking new forms of resistance and activism: Developing innovative
ways to challenge power structures and promote social change.
e Reevaluating the role of science and technology: Critically examining the
impact of science and technology on society and culture.®
Postmodern Challenges to Islamic Identity
The rise of postmodern thought, which often emphasizes relativism and
skepticism, poses significant challenges to traditional Islamic notions of identity.
These notions are deeply rooted in divine guidance as outlined in the Qur'an and
the Hadith, as well as in the strong community-oriented values that have
historically unified the Muslim ummah. Postmodernism, with its question
everything ethos, can sometimes undercut these foundations by suggesting that all
truths, including religious truths, are subject to personal interpretation and context.
This can lead to a dilution of absolute values and a questioning of the structured,
normative practices that Islam upholds. The challenge for Muslims is to navigate
these waters where absolute truths provided by divine texts meet a world that
increasingly values relative truths shaped by individual experiences.°

Relativism and Skepticism

Postmodernism’s relativistic views often challenge the absolute truths held by
Islam, leading to conflicts particularly in areas of moral and ethical judgments. For
instance, postmodern perspectives might argue that what is considered ethical or
moral is culturally dependent, which can clash with Islamic views that are based
on universal truths applicable across all cultures and times. In response, Islamic
scholars and communities strive to reaffirm the timeless truths found in Islamic
teachings by engaging in educational initiatives that emphasize the universality
and relevance of Islamic principles. These responses often involve detailed
exegesis of the Qur'an and Hadith to highlight how these texts address the core of
human existence and morality beyond cultural and temporal boundaries.
Furthermore, contemporary Islamic scholars engage in interfaith and intercultural
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dialogues, presenting Islam’s perspectives in global forums to bridge
understanding and clarify  misconceptions arising from relativistic
interpretations.!

Fragmentation and Diversity

In the face of postmodern celebration of diversity and fragmentation, the Islamic
response is notably nuanced. Islam acknowledges the existence of multiple
perspectives and interpretations within the ummah, which can be seen in the
various schools of thought in Sunni, Shi'a, and other Islamic traditions. However,
despite these differences, there is a concerted effort to maintain a unified core of
beliefs that define what it means to be Muslim. This unity is crucial for preserving
a collective identity that transcends individual variations. The community leaders
and scholars play a vital role in facilitating dialogue and understanding, ensuring
that diversity within Islam enriches the faith rather than dividing it. This is often
achieved through conferences, scholarly debates, and publications that explore and
sometimes reconcile different viewpoints within the framework of Islamic
orthodoxy.

Islamic Responses to Postmodern Challenges

Islamic scholars leverage both traditional texts and contemporary interpretations to
address postmodern critiques effectively. By engaging with modern philosophical
and scientific advancements, they demonstrate Islam’s comprehensive
understanding of human nature and societal needs. This includes re-examining
Islamic teachings in light of contemporary issues such as bioethics, environmental
challenges, and digital communication’s impact on society. Scholars emphasize the
adaptability of Islamic jurisprudence to new circumstances, a principle known as
ijtihad, which allows Islam to remain relevant in changing times without
compromising its foundational principles. Additionally, through educational
outreach and the use of modern media, Islamic thinkers disseminate knowledge
that counters postmodern skepticism by showcasing the rational and timeless
wisdom of Islamic teachings, thus reinforcing the faith's robust intellectual
tradition.

Findings

Practical Implications for Muslims

In a postmodern world characterized by diversity and rapid change, Muslims face
unique challenges in maintaining their faith while interacting with secular
societies. The practical implications for Muslims involve navigating these
complexities by harnessing the flexibility within Islamic jurisprudence (Figh) to
address contemporary issues. This adaptability is crucial in dealing with matters
such as ethical business practices in global trade, maintaining religious observance
in non-Islamic environments, and engaging with non-Muslims in multicultural
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settings. Educational initiatives that teach young Muslims about the core
principles of Islam, combined with the understanding of their relevance in today's
world, are vital. Such education can empower them to make informed decisions
that align with both their religious beliefs and the demands of modern living.
Personal Identity

For individual Muslims, maintaining a personal identity is deeply intertwined with
their faith. Personal identity in Islam is not just about self-recognition or social
status, but it is a profound connection to a communal faith and a personal
commitment to Allah’s commandments. As Muslims interact with diverse cultures
and philosophies, their identity can be challenged by competing values and
lifestyles. Here, the role of personal faith becomes paramount in providing
stability and a sense of direction. Community engagement, such as participating in
mosque activities, Islamic classes, and online forums, helps reinforce this identity
by keeping individuals connected to their roots and offering support systems that
resonate with their beliefs. The continuous interpretation of Islamic teachings—
through the lens of context, culture, and lived experiences—allows Muslims to
adapt and integrate without losing the essence of their faith, enabling them to lead
lives that are both spiritually fulfilling and socially responsible.

Community Identity

The Muslim community plays a pivotal role in preserving individual and
collective identities amidst globalization and cultural shifts. This preservation is
managed through a variety of means: mosques serve as community centers,
Islamic schools teach foundational beliefs and practices, and community events
celebrate Islamic holidays and customs, reinforcing a sense of belonging and
cultural continuity. Islamic principles guide the integration of new cultural
elements by filtering them through the sieve of Islamic legality and morality. For
instance, adopting new technologies and methods of communication is
encouraged, provided they enhance the community’s ability to fulfill Islamic
obligations, such as charity, education, and the spread of knowledge. Moreover,
community leaders and scholars are tasked with providing guidance on how to
assimilate positively without compromising Islamic values, helping Muslims
navigate changes in societal norms and global interactions.

Contemporary Debates and Examples

The contemporary debates within the Islamic world often revolve around issues
like gender roles, feminism, and the impact of globalization on cultural identity.
These discussions are crucial in shaping how Islamic teachings are interpreted and
practiced in different cultural contexts. For instance, the debate on gender roles in
Islam has led to a re-examination of women's rights and duties in the family and
the community, spurred by both international human rights discourse and
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traditional Islamic jurisprudence. Feminism in the Islamic context is another area
where there is a push for recognizing the contributions of women within the
framework of Islamic teachings, advocating for greater equity while respecting the
distinctions that Islam makes between genders. Additionally, globalization has
raised questions about cultural identity and the extent to which Muslims can adopt
foreign customs and practices. These debates are reflected in the evolving
practices of Muslim communities worldwide, such as the incorporation of local
customs into wedding ceremonies, dietary adaptations, and the celebration of non-
Islamic cultural festivals that do not contradict Islamic principles.

Conclusion

In this exploration of identity through the lenses of postmodern thought and
Islamic teachings, we uncover contrasting yet enlightening perspectives.
Postmodernism challenges traditional notions of a coherent self, suggesting that
identity is a fragmented and socially constructed concept shaped by cultural,
linguistic, and power dynamics. Influential thinkers like Lacan, Foucault, and
Ricoeur have highlighted how identity continuously evolves, driven by external
influences and internal narratives. In stark contrast, Islam offers a grounding
perspective where identity is seen as both divinely ordained and personally
constructed. Rooted in the principles laid out in the Quran and Hadith, the Islamic
view provides a stable yet adaptable framework, emphasizing that while individual
experiences and societal changes may influence one’s personal identity, the core
of this identity remains anchored in divine guidance and the intrinsic nature
(fitrah) endowed by Allah. This dual approach equips Muslims to navigate the
complexities of modern life, ensuring that their identity remains intact and
meaningful, irrespective of external changes. By juxtaposing these viewpoints, the
article illuminates the strengths of the Islamic perspective in offering not only a
counter to the fluidity of postmodern views but also a proactive pathway for
individuals to forge identities that are both authentic to their spiritual beliefs and
responsive to contemporary challenges.
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