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Abstract

The colonization of Islamic societies by the West during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries generated numerous reactions. Muslim
intellectuals sought to understand the causes behind the decline of Islamic societies, which had led them into a position of defeat vis-a-vis
the West. Many responses were proposed, foremost among them the attempt to locate the roots of this decline within Muslim societies
themselves. Accordingly, thinkers such as Ayatollah Khargani in Iran, Sayyid Qutb in Egypt, and Maududi in India classified Islamic
society into historical phases similar to those of the period of the Prophet’s mission, in an effort to identify a path out of the crisis faced
by Islamic societies under extensive cultural, political, and social pressures. In their view, contemporary Muslim societies resemble the
pre-prophetic era, and the state of jahiliyyah affecting them may even be more intense than during the time of the Prophet. The present
study seeks, through a comparative approach, to examine the concept of jahiliyyah in the thought of these three thinkers.
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Extended Abstract

The concept of jahiliyyah occupies a foundational place in Islamic intellectual history because it originally
marked the boundary between the pre-prophetic order and the order inaugurated by revelation, yet in the
twentieth century it was reformulated by a number of Muslim thinkers as an interpretive category for
diagnosing the crisis of modern Muslim societies. In its Qur’anic and early Islamic usage, the term referred to
patterns of conduct, judgment, collective ethos, and non-divine orientations associated with the period before
the Prophet’s mission, and in the hadith tradition it also appeared in discussions of political and religious
leadership, social partisanship, and the distinction between divinely guided order and deviant forms of
communal life (1). Although earlier Muslim scholars generally used jahiliyyah to denote a historical period
prior to Islam, some premodern thinkers, especially Ibn Taymiyyah, expanded the concept beyond a closed
chronological era and introduced the possibility that forms of ignorance, deviation, and anti-divine conduct
could recur within Muslim history itself, thereby opening the way for later thinkers to interpret contemporary
realities through the same lens (2). In the twentieth century, when Muslim societies were confronting colonial
domination, political fragmentation, intellectual dependence, and the erosion of civilizational confidence, this
conceptual expansion became especially consequential. Thinkers sought not merely to explain decline in
political or military terms, but to identify a deeper civilizational pathology rooted in the displacement of
authentic Islam by alien norms, corrupted practices, and secular modes of ordering life. Within this broader
context, Ayatollah Kharaqgani in Iran, Sayyid Qutb in Egypt, and Abul A‘la Mawdudi in South Asia each
reconstructed the meaning of jahiliyyah in a manner appropriate to his historical setting and intellectual project.
The present study therefore examines comparatively how these three thinkers transformed a classical Islamic
term into a modern category of social criticism and political theology, and how each linked the diagnosis of
jahiliyyah to a proposed path of Islamic renewal (22).

This study adopts a comparative and interpretive approach grounded in textual analysis of the selected thinkers’
principal works and relevant secondary scholarship. The analysis proceeds from the premise that jahiliyyah in
modern Islamic thought is not simply a theological label but a historically productive category through which
Muslim intellectuals articulated positions on sovereignty, legitimacy, social order, moral decay, reform, and
the relationship between Islam and the modern world. Kharagani is situated in the transitional phase of post-
constitutional Shi‘i political thought in Iran, where debates on religious authority, social reform, and the
implications of Western influence had intensified (4-6). Qutb is read within the bipolar atmosphere of the Cold
War and the ideological struggle among Islam, capitalism, and communism, a struggle that sharpened the
antithetical and totalizing features of his conceptual vocabulary (8, 9, 11, 12). Mawdudi is examined against
the background of late colonial India, the crisis of Muslim political identity, the Pakistan movement, and the
subsequent effort to define an Islamic state and an Islamic civilization in opposition to secular nationalism and
Western political models (13-15). The comparative framework focuses on four analytic dimensions: the
definition of jahiliyyah; the causes that produce it; the historical scope assigned to it; and the extent of its social
and political application. Through these dimensions, the study seeks to show both the continuities and
discontinuities among the three thinkers. All three reject the confinement of jahiliyyah to a closed pre-Islamic
past, but they do so in distinct ways: Kharaqani frames it through Shi‘i concerns about occultation, disunity,
and failure to implement Islamic norms; Qutb grounds it in rebellion against divine sovereignty and the
replacement of God’s rule by human rule; and Mawdudi identifies it with anthropocentric systems of life,
especially secularism, nationalism, and man-made political order (7, 12, 16, 17, 19).

In Kharagani’s thought, jahiliyyah emerges from a specifically Shi‘i reformist concern with the condition of
Muslim decline and the gap between the normative claims of Islam and the lived reality of Muslim societies.
His writings indicate that Islam is a comprehensive and transhistorical religion whose decline in public life
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cannot be attributed to any deficiency in revelation itself, but rather to Muslims’ misreading of religion, their
attachment to sectarian habits, and their abandonment of the essential principles embodied in the Qur’an, the
universally acknowledged Sunnah, and the practical model of the Prophet (3, 7). Kharagani’s analysis rests on
a stark duality between faith in God and the hereafter, on the one hand, and materialism and denial of God, on
the other, and from this perspective he argues that modern Muslim weakness stems from distance from original
Islam rather than from external force alone (7). What is particularly distinctive in his theory is the classification
of the present as a “third jahiliyyah.” Whereas earlier forms of jahiliyyah belonged to the eras before Christ
and before Islam, the current age is considered even more severe because it unfolds under the condition of the
Imam’s occultation while Muslims fail to benefit from the legislative and moral guidance that should govern
their lives. Kharagani ties this intensified jahiliyyah to the fragmentation of Twelver Shi‘ism into competing
schools and tendencies, including jurists, Akhbaris, Shaykhis, mystics, and philosophers, thereby emphasizing
disunity as a major symptom of civilizational ignorance (7). He applies this diagnosis concretely to Iran, and
especially Tehran, where the neglect of enjoining right and forbidding wrong signifies the triumph of jahiliyyah
in social practice. Yet Kharagani’s argument is not only descriptive but also sharply normative: he contends
that legal and political fidelity to Islamic law outweighs mere nominal Muslim identity, to the point that a non-
Muslim who rules according to Islamic law may stand closer to the reality of Islam than a Muslim ruler who
governs by non-Islamic law (7). In this way, Kharagani anticipates later Islamist arguments while remaining
rooted in a distinctively Shi‘i discourse of reform, moral accountability, and return to the common foundations
of Islam.

Sayyid Qutb radicalizes the modern use of jahiliyyah by placing it at the center of a total critique of modern
civilization. His understanding of Islam is overtly contrastive and polemical, shaped by the conviction that
humanity stands between fundamentally incompatible systems of life. In works such as Social Justice in Islam,
Islam and Others, Islamic Studies, and especially Ma ‘alim fi al-Tariq, he opposes Islam not merely to one rival
doctrine but to the entire modern configuration of capitalism, communism, nationalism, and civilizational
materialism (9-12). Qutb presents Islam as the only system capable of unifying material and spiritual needs,
justice and morality, law and conscience, and he rejects both Christianity in its reduced spiritualized form and
communism in its reduction of humanity to material interests (9). This larger framework culminates in his
mature doctrine that contemporary humanity as a whole lives in jahiliyyah because it has usurped God’s
sovereignty and vested ultimate legislative authority in human beings. The key conceptual pair in this argument
is ‘ubudiyyah and hakimiyyah: true servitude means submission to divine law alone, while true sovereignty
belongs exclusively to God, not to nations, classes, rulers, or majorities (12). From this perspective, jahiliyyah
is not confined to idol worship or pre-Islamic Arabia; it is any order in which human beings derive norms,
institutions, and values from a source other than revelation. Qutb accordingly argues that modern culture,
customs, legal codes, philosophies, and even much of what passes as Islamic culture are contaminated by
jahiliyyah, because they operate within non-Islamic assumptions and perpetuate obedience to powers other
than God (12). His response is a program of Islamic movement, Qur’anic reeducation, struggle, and the
reconstruction of an Islamic society based on the formula la ilaha illa Allah understood not as abstract creed
alone but as a revolutionary negation of all illegitimate sovereignty. In the comparative framework of this
study, Qutb’s theory is the most expansive in scope, the most universal in application, and the most
uncompromising in its division between Islamic and jahili orders.

Mawdudi likewise defines jahiliyyah through its opposition to Islam, but his conceptual style is more
systematic and sociopolitical, and his writings show a strong concern with epistemology, law, governance, and
civilizational principles. In his early formulation, especially in Islam and Jahiliyyah, he does not begin with a
simple lexical definition; instead, he examines the possible ways human beings may attempt to solve the
problems of life. He identifies two modes rooted in autonomous human judgment—whether through sensory
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empiricism alone or through a mixture of observation, conjecture, and analogy—and contrasts both with the
prophetic mode of guidance from God. For Mawdudi, the first two are forms of pure jahiliyyah because they
assume that no transcendent authority stands above man, no revealed source of law exists, and no
accountability beyond worldly life determines the validity of action (16). In such a worldview, human beings
become self-legislating and self-validating, and society is organized around human sovereignty, whether
expressed in monarchy, class rule, republicanism, capitalism, or other humanly constructed arrangements (16).
After the formation of Pakistan, Mawdudi increasingly gave this analysis an explicitly political expression.
Islam, in his view, is at once comprehensive, popular, and political, and its basic principle is obedience to God
in legislation and governance rather than submission to humanly produced systems (17, 18). He distinguishes
between juridical Islam, which can be entered by outward verbal confession, and real Islam, which is grounded
in inward commitment and determines ultimate salvation (18). His most pointed formulation of modern
jahiliyyah appears in his critique of the three pillars of modern civilization: secularism, nationalism, and
democracy. These are not for him neutral administrative principles but the core symbols of a jahili order
because they relocate sovereignty from God to man and thereby generate a government opposed to divine rule
(19). Against them he places obedience to God, human unity beyond tribal or ethnic divisions, and divine
sovereignty combined with human vicegerency, a structure he famously describes as “theo-democracy” (17,
20). He also differentiates between ancient jahiliyyah, which was overcome by Islam, and modern jahiliyyah,
which reemerged after the corruption of the caliphate and intensified under the influence of European
ideologies, particularly nationalism, socialism, and secularism (21). Thus, while Mawdudi shares with Qutb
the extension of jahiliyyah into the present, his analysis is more institutionally articulated and more directly
tied to the construction of an Islamic political order.

The comparative findings of this study show that Kharagani, Qutb, and Mawdudi all transformed jahiliyyah
from a bounded historical label into a critical category for diagnosing modern Muslim decline, yet they did so
from different intellectual locations and with different levels of scope and abstraction. Kharagani’s discourse
is shaped by Shi‘i concerns over occultation, sectarian fragmentation, and moral neglect; his jahiliyyah is
especially visible in Iran and in the failure of Muslims to implement the shared ethical and legal core of Islam.
Qutb universalizes the term most decisively, turning it into a global judgment on all systems based on human
sovereignty and interpreting the Cold War order itself as a single jahili front despite its ideological divisions.
Mawdudi systematizes the concept in relation to epistemology, law, and political institutions, identifying
modern jahiliyyah with secular, national, and democratic forms of life that sever politics from divine
normativity. In all three cases, however, jahiliyyah serves a common function: it names the condition produced
when Islam is displaced as the organizing principle of life. Their diagnoses differ in setting, vocabulary, and
theoretical emphasis, but their shared conclusion is that Muslim decline cannot be remedied by imitation of
Western models or by partial reform within an alien framework. The solution, for each in his own way, is a
return to Islam as a total source of guidance, legitimacy, and communal order. Kharagani seeks recovery
through Qur’an, Prophetic practice, and principles shared across Islamic schools; Qutb calls for a Qur’an-
centered movement that restores divine sovereignty and liberates humanity from submission to human rule;
and Mawdudi argues for a fully Islamic system of life and governance grounded in revelation rather than
secular civilizational premises. Taken together, their thought demonstrates that the modern reactivation of
jahiliyyah was not a marginal semantic development but a major conceptual strategy by which Muslim thinkers
sought to interpret colonialism, modernity, moral disorder, political illegitimacy, and the possibility of Islamic
renewal.

In conclusion, the twentieth-century reconceptualization of jahiliyyah by Kharagani, Qutb, and Mawdudi
reveals a profound attempt to reinterpret the crisis of Muslim societies through a language internal to the
Islamic tradition yet directed toward modern conditions. Their use of the term did not merely invoke the
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memory of pre-Islamic Arabia; rather, it functioned as a diagnostic instrument for identifying the structures of
estrangement that had separated Muslim societies from what they regarded as authentic Islam. Although their
contexts were different—Iranian Shi‘i reformism, Egyptian Islamist radical critique, and South Asian Islamic
constitutional thought—they converged in seeing modern decline as inseparable from a displacement of divine
guidance by man-made norms. The differences among them are still significant: Kharaqgani’s argument is more
socially and confessionally situated, Qutb’s is more universal and confrontational, and Mawdudi’s is more
systematic and institutionally political. Yet all three viewed Islam not as a private faith limited to ritual or
morality, but as the sole adequate basis for collective life, public legitimacy, and civilizational recovery. The
comparative study of their views therefore shows that the modern discourse of jahiliyyah was, at its core, a
discourse of Islamic re-foundation: a call to recover a lost center, redefine the sources of order, and confront
the modern world by reasserting Islam as the decisive criterion for judging history, society, and politics.
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