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Islamic Fundamentalism and the Limits of Modern Rationalism: A Work of Comparative
Political Theory

firm grasp of Islamic fundamentalism has often eluded Western political observers, many
of whom view it in relation to social and economic upheaval or explain it away as an
irrational reaction to modernity. Here Roxanne Euben makes new sense of this belief
system by revealing it as a critique of and rebuttal to rationalist discourse and post-
Enlightenment political theories. Euben draws on political, postmodernist, and critical
theory, as well as Middle Eastern studies, Islamic thought, comparative politics, and
anthropology, to situate Islamic fundamentalist thought within a transcultural theoretical
context. In so doing, she illuminates an unexplored dimension of the Islamist movement
and holds a mirror up to anxieties within contemporary Western political thought about
the nature and limits of modern rationalism--anxieties common to Christian
fundamentalists, postmodernists, conservatives, and communitarians.A comparison
between Islamic fundamentalism and various Western critiques of rationalism yields
formerly uncharted connections between Western and Islamic political thought, allowing
the author to reclaim an understanding of political theory as inherently comparative. Her
arguments bear on broad questions about the methods Westerners employ to
understand movements and ideas that presuppose nonrational, transcendent truths.
Euben finds that first, political theory can play a crucial role in understanding concrete
political phenomena often considered beyond its jurisdiction; second, the study of such
phenomena tests the scope of Western rationalist categories; and finally, that Western
political theory can be enriched by exploring non-Western perspectives on fundamental
debates about coexistence.
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