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(Corinne Fortier).All the articles in this 
volume, in various and different ways, 
endeavor to shed light on the socially sig-
nificant aspects of African women’s ac-
tions and ideas. 

In sum, Gender and Islam in Africa 
offers a refreshingly new perspective on 
a broad range of issues and will be a wel-
come contribution to many fields within 
the social sciences and humanities. I am 
convinced that this book will reward those 
whose interests lie in exploring women’s 
agency, and that it will also bring a re-

ward to those whose concern with gender 
lies in challenging the current notions and 
stereotypes. Last but not least, Margot 
Badran’s edited volume enhances criti-
cal understanding of the ways in which 
African women have promoted the ideals 
and practices of equality, human rights, 
and democracy within the framework of 
Islamic thought.

Araceli González-Vázquez
Laboratoire d’Anthropologie Sociale, 

Collège de France 

On November 30, 2006, Catholic Pope 
Benedict XVI made a historic visit to the 
Sultan Ahmed Mosque in Istanbul. The 
Pope’s historic visit to what tourists call 
the “Blue Mosque” was designed to sym-
bolically ameliorate tensions caused by the 
Pope’s controversial speech a few weeks 
prior in Germany. During the visit to the 
mosque, the Pope turned toward Mecca 
and gave a silent prayer for two minutes. 
As he and his entourage began leaving the 
mosque, the Papal leader pointed to an in-
scription on a wall and asked for the trans-
lation of the phrase written there, which 
was “A merchant is the beloved of God” 
or “al-kasib habiballah” (p. 12).

This historic moment is used in Vali 
Nasr’s book Islamic capitalism to illus-
trate the point that Islam has deep entre-
preneurial roots. The revival of this spirit 
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he argues is the most important trend in 
the modern Muslim world. The growth 
of a new Muslim middle class he believes 
will both undermine terrorism and dissi-
pate the influence of radical Islam on po-
litical discourse in the Muslim world.

Vali Nasr, an Iranian-American pro-
fessor at Tufts University in Boston, ar-
gues that during the second half of the 
20th century several Muslim countries 
underwent an impressive transition from 
closed and statist economies to more open 
and liberal economies. This new Muslim 
middle class is rising in the Gulf, Tur-
key, Southeast Asia, and elsewhere in the 
Muslim world by embracing the global 
economic order. Nasr’s book omits, per-
haps, the rapidly growing Muslim middle 
class amongst Muslim diaspora groups in 
the European Union and North America, 
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which may in fact be the fastest growing 
of them all. Regardless, Nasr argues that 
the attitudes of this new bourgeoisie are 
both pious and materialistic. He specifi-
cally highlights Turkey in his book as one 
of the most successful examples of this.

Extremism, and the political chaos it 
breeds, is bad for business. As a result he 
argues that this ideology is being brushed 
aside across the Muslim world. In a dra-
matic example, Nasr points out that dur-
ing the Algerian Civil War (1991-2002) 
shopkeepers who were funding the insur-
gency grew tired of the ongoing civil war 
as it was bad for business (p.168).

While there is great work being done 
on Islam and economics, rarely is it 
found in such a readable format such as 
this one. This might be changing. In the 
context of the so-called “Arab Spring”, 
the rates of youth unemployment, inter-
net penetration, and economic growth are 
being included in reports and writings on 
the region. Additionally, the successes of 
Turkey have made it clear that the eco-
nomics of the region goes far beyond the 
measurement of barrels per day of petro-
leum production. 

This new Muslim middle class is not a 
reaction to Muslim extremism but a reac-
tion to “Kemalism”. The vision of Turkish 
leader Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, according 
to Nasr, was one of statist economics and 
hyper-secularization. This had prolonged 
consequences in holding back the region 
as Nasr notes: “In the Middle East, by 
contrast, after a promising start in the 
early twentieth century, the middle class 
was largely the product of the state, and it 
forfeited its role as the vehicle of liberal-
ization, opting instead for state patronage. 
This was a tragic legacy of Kemalism” 
(p. 112).

In Kemalist states the military enforced 
secularism and “stifling conformity” on 
Muslim societies the author argues. Ke-
malism took many forms in the Middle 
East, from Shahist Iran to Abdul Gamal 
Nasser’s Egypt. The most recent and curi-
ous case from the Muslim world is maybe 
that of former President Pervez Mushar-
raf of Pakistan. 

There is no doubt that Musharraf saw 
himself as the next great Kemalist reform-
er. Musharraf spent much of his childhood 
in Turkey and it is clear the country left 
a lasting impression on him. To this day 
Musharraf still speaks some Turkish and 
is a fan of Besiktas, the legendary Istan-
bul football club. While president of Paki-
stan (2001-2008) and afterwards, Pervez 
Musharraf often mentioned the Turkish 
leader in his speeches.

There were those in the international 
community who were willing to make this 
comparison as well. A 2007 New York 
Times article gushed that Musharraf was 
“[In] his swagger, his eagerness to pull 
Pakistan into the Western orbit of power, 
he is reminiscent of the legendary Turkish 
leader.”1 But Pakistan had Kemalist ten-
dencies long before Musharraf took the 
reins of the nuclear-armed state. Pakistan, 
as Nasr points out, has been more or less 
dominated by the military since 1958. 

Vali Nasr’s argument that supports 
for “Islamic” states is passé will be put 
to the test in the coming months as the 
peoples of the Arab world begin to form 
new governments and hold elections. Nasr 
believes that only with a strong middle 
class will democracy develop firm roots 
in the Muslim world. Vali Nasr quotes 
the scholar Barrington Moore Jr. who 
famously stated, “No bourgeois, no de-
mocracy” (p. 112). Yet, in 1930s Eastern 



BOOK REVIEWS

200 INSIGHT TURKEY

Europe and in Latin America during the 
Cold War the bourgeois class has at times 
courted authoritarianism rather than de-
mocracy. Global polling shows attitudes 
toward democracy are waning amongst 
the global middle class.

There are some slight errors in this 
slender book. For example, some would 
translate “kasib” not as “merchants” but 
rather as “wage earners.” But, these er-
rors in no way detract from the strength of 
Nasr’s efforts. In 2009 the book was orig-
inally published under the unfortunately 
obscure title of The Forces of Fortune. 
The Council of Foreign Relations, which 
printed the book through its publishing 

arm, has aggressively promoted the text 
and launched the book with events and 
conference calls designed to raise aware-
ness of the title. Going even further the 
text was rebranded and re-released under 
such titles as Islamic Capitalism (2010). 
Clearly, Nasr’s publishers are aware that 
this text is at least an equal accomplishment 
as his 2006 work on the Shia Revival.

Joseph Hammond

Endnote

1. Fouad Ajami, “With Us or Against Us”. New 
York Times, January 7, 2007.

Pascale Fournier’s book addresses the 
highly contentious and complex relation-
ship between multiculturalism, gender re-
lations, and family law in liberal states. It 
adds to the rapidly growing body of legal 
scholarship that grapples with the legal 
consequences of cultural diversity with-
in states that once may have contributed 
through colonialism to the creation of plu-
ralist legal systems ‘elsewhere.’ Unfortu-
nately, this scholarship tends to replicate 
the historical divide with too little atten-
tion paid to the rich analyses of ‘law’ by 
those working on and within legal systems 
in what can now be described as the ‘glo-
bal south.’ Hopefully the series in which 
Fournier’s book is published (Cultural Di-
versity and Law edited by Prakash Shah) 
will bridge this gap. 

Fournier’s book confronts three ma-
jor concerns. The first is the ‘problem’ 
of Islamic law. Politically, particularly 
in Europe, there is growing Islamophobia 
and a retreat from multiculturalism, as a 
state supported project. Muslim minority 
communities, now long established within 
their original host state, who seek to live 
by Islamic values and norms, can be seen 
as not properly ‘belonging’ and therefore 
‘suspicious,’ even though, as Fournier 
makes clear, that state may have in effect 
denied them access to citizenship. Islamic 
law, often hazily and lazily understood in 
popular parlance as ‘shari’a,’ is a flash 
point for such anxieties. 

The second related issue relates to the 
role of women in Muslim communities. 
Feminism faces a major dilemma in the 
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