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According to Gellner (1992), we are used to binary intellectual oppositions; Catholic 

versus Protestant, Faith and Reason, Liberalism versus Marxism. In the contemporary 

world, three irreducible oppositions exist: 

 

• Religious fundamentalism 

• Relativism, exemplified by postmodernism 

• Enlightenment rationalism, or rationalist fundamentalism. 

 

"[I]t would be wrong to try to reduce any one of them to a mere exaggeration or 

modification of any of the others, or to see it as a compromise version of the two 

others"(Gellner p 1).  

 

Gellner uses the scissors paper and rock example to illustrate the nature of the opposition: 

scissors cut the paper, paper wraps the rock, and rock blunts the scissors. There is no 

stable dominance.  

 

Religious Fundamentalism 

 

The core of a religion is doctrine rather than ritual and this doctrine is final and fixed. It is 

written and presupposes further presupposes writing, scholarship, or exegesis. Region is 

not to be interpreted as saying that it does not really mean what primitive and uneducated 

people in the past originally took it to mean. It is to be taken as literally true. The 

modernist interpretation, stemming in Gellner's view from Kierkegaard, is one of 

tolerance; the idea that religion is in essence a commitment to a position that is absurd, 

that gives offence to our logical minds, but which we must accept if we are to exist: 

existence demands more than a belief in something plausible or logical. This is not an 

acceptable position according to fundamentalism. Nor another modernist reinterpretation 

of faith that it is really a celebration of community, or loyalty to a social order. Faith 

becomes faith in symbolic truth, that is not in conflict with science. The faith in the 

religion is faith in something that is literally and unquestionably true.  

 

Fundamentalism occurs in many religions, but in our age "fundamentalism is at its 

strongest in Islam" (Gellner page 4). Sociologists have long entertained a theory of 

secularization according to which religion declines as science advances. This has not 

happened in Islam. Increased wealth in some Muslim countries has led to a strengthening 

of Puritanism rather than its weakening. Contemporary fundamentalism is strongest in 

Islam. Islam is perhaps stronger now than it was 100 years ago.  

 

Islam claims to complete the tradition of Abraham and its Prophets. Mohammed (saw), 

the Holy Prophet, is the seal of the Prophets. Earlier versions of the tradition became 

distorted. Three principles of religious and political legitimacy exist in Islam; the Divine 

Message and its legal elaboration, the consensus of the community, and sacred 



postmodernreasonislam24/03/2100:12 2 

leadership. Differences in the relative importance of these principles separate the tree 

sects- Shi'ite, Kharejite and Sunni.  

 

The central doctrine of Islam is monotheism. The Holy Prophet is the seal or completion 

of prophethood. His message contains the essentials of faith and morals, doctrine and 

law, and there is no further argument. There is no cannon law, but simply divine law. The 

executive is subordinated to the divine legislature. Muslim scholars are theologians/jurists 

are monitors of political rectitude. The community will not agree on error, although there 

is a natural respect for those who are better informed. So in a sense the interpretation of 

the divine law is mediated by the community. Transcendent standards exist, beyond the 

reach of manipulation by the political or any other authorities. 

 

In Islam there is a theoretical absence of a clergy. No sacramental status separates the 

leader of the ritual from the laity. Believers are equidistant from God.    

 

Islam is internally divided between the High Islam of the scholars and the Low Islam of 

the people and this is related to the demarcation between territories governed by the 

political centre and those governed by the local tribes and their leaders. The latter may be 

temporarily united by an inspired leader. Urbanization has greatly strengthened High 

Islam. The influence of the tribe has declined. Identification with High or reformed Islam 

has played much the same role as nationalism elsewhere. Populations have been impelled 

in the direction of more correct Islam. 

 

Gellner misunderstands mysticism. He identifies the growth of Saint cults with low 

Islam. They provided additional supererogatory rituals, better fitted to provide an escape 

from miserable conditions than the more austere orthodoxy. 

 

Postmodernism 

 

The influence of Postmodernism can be seen in anthropology, literary studies and 

philosophy. It brings these fields closer than they were previously. 

 

A number of notions personify postmodernism; everything is a text, the basic content of 

texts is meaning, meanings are there to be decoded or deconstructed, the notion of an 

objective reality is suspect. All meanings are deconstructed in a way that brings in their 

opposites. Pursuit of generalization is labeled as positivism. Sometimes the author is 

exiled from the text. 

 

Gellner is suspicious and derogatory of postmodernism. Relativism is a consistent theme 

in postmodernism, detected by Gellner. Truth is ambiguous elusive, inward subjective. 

Postmodernism is associated with hermeneutics; "Everything is meaning…. Whatever is, 

is made by the meaning conferred on it…It is the meaning with which it is endowed 

which has singled it out from the primal flow of uncategorized existence, and thereby 

turned it into an identifiable object" (Gellner p 24). The subject himself or herself is 

subject to hermeneutics - to be distrusted as much as objectivity. 
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Positivism is interpreted by postmodernism as a belief in the existence of objective facts 

and the possibility of testing such facts by objective and testable theory, not essentially 

linked to a particular culture or (subjective) interpretation. Theory cannot be assessed 

without reference to its author and his or her social identity; "…what seems to be 

envisaged is a collage of statements drawn from the people investigated and from the 

investigators, commenting on their own cognitive anguish" (Gellner, page 27). Unique 

facts are replaced by multiple voices, in a dialogic style. 

 

According to postmodernism facts are inseparable from the observer who claims to 

discern them, and the culture, which supplied the categories, used to describe them. 

Positivism is linked with colonialism. The notion that objective facts exist is associated 

with expressions of domination. A link is made between political liberation and cognitive 

subjectivity.  

 

In anthropology there is a double stress on subjectivity; world creation by the person 

studied and text creation by the investigator.  

 

There is a strong link between political and hermeneutic egalitarianism. Colonialists used 

their power to impose their vision: similarly, objectivity and clarity are simply a cunning 

trick by the dominators. 

 

Gellner roots postmodernism in the Marxist tenet that opponents failed to be objective: 

instead, they were misguided by their class interests. Class interest bred false 

consciousness. It is fairly easy according to Gellner to slide into the position that there is 

no objective truth at all. This according to Gellner was more or less the position of the 

Frankfurt School. The Frankfurt School explained why it was a mistake to be enslaved to 

what is.  

 

I suppose this amount to recognition of multiple realities. Gellner asks How can we select 

the right one? The Frankfurt School merely pretended that they had a method for so 

doing. In fact, no critical theory ever existed. The postmodernists go further by asserting 

that no alternative objective path is desirable or necessary. Objective truth is replaced by 

hermeneutic truth that respects the subjectivity of both the object of inquiry and the 

inquirer. The egocentric predicament discovered by postmodernists is the encirclement 

not by ones own sensations but by ones own meanings.  

 

Rationalist fundamentalism. 

 

This repudiates substantive absolutism of fundamentalist religions. Instead, it absolutizes 

some formal procedural principles of knowledge and perhaps of moral valuation. We 

must proceed in a certain way with our inquiries and this procedure is independent of 

culture. 

 

There are no substantive truths, a notion, which according to Gellner eliminates anything 

sacred from the world. There are no privileged sources. All hypotheses are subject to 

scrutiny, all facts to novel interpretations.  
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What is absolute is the method itself. We make our world as a shadow of our cognitive 

procedures.  Kant's Copernican revolution consisted of saying that there is no way of 

proving that the world must be like that - that being the scientific viewpoint- but we can 

show that the world must appear to be such if we think in a certain way: and we do. 

The practical success of this style lies in its ability to persuade all mankind to some extent 

to accept this way of thinking. 

 

Kant the deepest enlightenment thinker held that everything inside nature was subject to 

its laws, but knowledge and morality were outside it. Inside nature there was only room 

for causation. 

 

Kant's ethics amount to an obligation to be rational, where rationality is conceptual 

orderliness: the refusal to make exceptions, determination to treat all cases as alike and 

unify them as far as possible. There are no privileged sources of illumination. There is no 

Revelation. Only a procedure is absolutized.  

 

There can be no Revelation that is free from scrutiny. Scrutiny is a moral obligation.  
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