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Abstract:

This article commences with an exploration of the intricate relationship between
religious belief and practice, emphasizing the importance of these elements in
shaping individual and collective identity. Drawing from postmodernist critiques,
we analyze the evolving nature of religious subjectivity in an era dominated by
technological and industrial advancements. In doing so, we engage with key
insights from the Holy Qur'an, as well as classical and contemporary scholarly
interpretations of the corpus Islamicus, to establish a foundational framework for
understanding the spiritual and ethical challenges faced by modern Islamic
societies. Additionally, we review the extensive literature on the dehumanizing
impact of industrial technology, focusing particularly on how it fosters the
alienation of religious consciousness. This alienation, we argue, threatens the
essential core of spiritual self-fulfillment and calls for the urgent implementation
of both individual and collective safeguards. These safeguards, we propose,
should be grounded in the higher objectives of Islamic law, or Magasid al-
Shari‘ah, which provide a comprehensive framework for addressing
contemporary ethical dilemmas. In light of recent developments in Artificial
Intelligence (Al) and its integration into the digital sphere, we further posit that
this technological advancement represents a significant acceleration of the
dehumanizing trends already set in motion by industrialization. The ethical
challenges posed by Al particularly in terms of its impact on human autonomy
and spiritual well-being, necessitate an informed and proactive response from
Islamic societies. To this end, we conclude that Islamic communities must
urgently seek guidance from their rich juridical and ethical traditions to navigate
the complexities of Al and its societal implications.

Keywords: Islam, Science, Artificial Intelligence, Religious Subjectivity, Technology.

Introduction

One of the more common complaints among Muslim jurists today is the apparent
profusion of mindless inquiries with precious little effort or reflection reflected within.
While we would certainly refrain from pretending to empirically substantiate this
opening claim, many of those who have been long in touch with the community will be
glad to attest to the trend.

Alienation from the individual exercise of routine subjectivity, and the delegation of
one’s essential functions to higher reasoning (or authority) is far from a novel
phenomenon. While traceable back to humanity’s fall from the Heaven, the scope and
scale of anxious conformity and ethical collectivism has varied over time. We draw on
a bourgeoning research literature on modern alienation and subjectivity, and explore
the role of mass media and technology in exacerbating these symptoms. More

Volume: 03, Issue: 02, July — September 2024



Artificial Intelligence and Religious Subjectivity in Contemporary Islam: .... Al-Mithaq

specifically, the “crisis of modernity” and the accompanying disruption of spiritual self-
image might have been induced in a significant capacity by the socio-economic tolls of
liberal capitalism and the Westphalian state.

Ironically, this apparent disdain for basic wisdom on the part of the masses might also
stem from the folly of overassertive mediocracy and universalist ethical
standardisation. While this is a vastly underexplored area of research, the current
authors nonetheless contend that the deterioration of the Islamic heritages of logical
rationalism and mysticism may ultimately boil down to the pervasiveness of objectified
judicial thought, a dominance strongly reinforced by the industrial-capitalist influences
indicated previously.

The current authors assert that the advent and proliferation of advanced artificially-
intelligent networks and algorithms in the twenty-first century reflect a potentially
hazardous development for the modern man. It is argued, in light of sociological and
psychological literature, that the inception of the digital realm governed by the A.L. may
have far-reaching consequences for religious subjectivity in complex ways, not in a
disjointed fashion, but as a continuation of the revolutionary forces long promoting
communal disorientation and alienation from one’s transcendental self. This is, we may
relevantly add, especially the case for the two billion Muslims of the world today, for
our community has largely been exceptionally resistant to the forces of secular
humanism and liberal individualism, not to mention the piecemeal adoption of capitalist
culture and Washington Consensus economics by much of the Ummah.

The arguments here presented are unapologetically opinionated but reflexive, as all
serious research always is. In a field of study that has fundamentally been a bastion of
explicit activism since inception, we intend to play our role not by presenting revisionist
theories, but by contributing to the evolution of a more balanced and healthy
perspective on Islamic history and society. We recognise that many of the topics hereby
touched have traditionally been neglected by the scholars of Islam and further fruitful
inquiry is not only welcome, but desperately requisite.

Religious Subjectivity in the Islamic Tradition

“Dissent within my Nation is a blessing,” (Ikhtilaf Ummaht-i Rahmat) the Holy Prophet
(¥) is said to have declared in an apparently apocryphal tradition that nonetheless
perfectly represents a popular notion among some classical Muslim scholars.! It forms
only one of the countless epistemological assumptions and ontological attitudes that
constituted (and still do, to some extent) what Islamicist Thomas Bauer has recently
called “A Culture of Ambiguity”.? While far from a postmodernist utopia, parts of the
Golden-Age Islamic world normalised a socio-religious outlook radically surpassing
mere “toleration” or even “tolerance”, occasionally bordering on a celebration of
spiritual diversity. The level of recognition and legitimacy historically accorded
minority communities in the Islamdom compares favourably to that in the Catholic
Europe, for instance.’

In the modern era, this vein of moral subjectivity and independent agency with regards
to religious experiences has been particularly unpalatable to the mainstream Sunni
thought. This reflects, in part, the ever-growing hegemony of the realist juridical-
procedural infrastructure on public discourse, one that has effectively dominated and
silenced esotericism (mainly al/-Tasawwuf), logical rationalism (the staple of the
Mu ‘tazili tradition and al-Kalam, inter alia) and other strands of Islamic thought since
at least the nineteenth century.

As much can be inferred from the explicitly legalistic language that
(uncharacteristically) characterises the axiological milieu of contemporary Islam.

| 3
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Borrowing from the defunct “debate” surrounding al/-Shari‘at and al-Tarigat, the
results of the purported conflict were decisive by all measures: Mainstream Sunni
narratives today would universally suggest (perhaps cherish) an unconditional triumph
and primacy of the former over the latter.* The current authors believe that this classical
thesis merits a revival and meticulous investigation before more certain conclusions can
be drawn.

The Holy Qur’an and much of the pre-modern Islamic tradition would seem
unambiguously insistent on the nuanced nature of “belief” and “conversion”.’ The same
would seem completely amiss in an Islamic society today.® In a very different context,
the Jamaican-American race theorist Charles W. Mills has described his own position
regarding ethnic identity as ‘constructivist objectivism’ (in contrast to the extremes of
“voluntarist subjectivism” and “foundational essentialism”).” The term that might be
aptly appropriated in the religious context to describe (early) Islamic attitudes towards
faith (albeit with a stress on the “constructivist” part), in contrast to the predominant
legalism of modern Islam.

This confusion of the legalist-objectivist process of juridical ruling and the religious-
subjective domain of “faith” would seem largely untenable in light of the spiritual core
of Islam (itself severely weakened by the relative decline of mysticism), with its
emphasis on pragmatic sagacity.® Textual and anecdotal evidence would suggest that
the classical notion of “Belief in the Unforeseen”, a central tenet of Muslim theology
and spirituality, for instance, relies strongly (if not solely) on emotional appeal and
passion,’ and is clearly centred around the “heart” and “conscience” instead of “mind”
and “reason”. !° Even the juridical literature could not resist the conclusion that formal
conformity is unwarranted in matters of faith.!! Religious truth, then, would only seem
accessible through the free exercise of individual subjectivity alone.

More specifically, the interpretation of virtually every phrase and verse of the sacred
texts requires biased analysis and opinionated application, often subconsciously. This
is the case in practice even within the Tafsir bi-al-Athar community of Qur’anic
Exegesis, despite ostensible opposition to the more openly-subjective bi-al-Ra’y/ al-
Dirayat school.'? The resolution of contradictions in particular becomes impossible
without allocating a decisive role to individual (and ultimately institutional) agency,
even if only through selection bias or unspoken faith-based assumptions. Examples of
this obvious phenomenon in the field of Al-Imaniyat are too numerous to list, but the
ever-elusive problems in the chapter of Sifat Allah (esp. Khalq al-Af"al, Khalq al-
Qur'an, al-Tajsim, al-Istiwa’), but also the less-debated details of Heavenly blessings
(Sifaht al-Jannat) offer excellent demonstrations. The holy mysteries here posed are
clearly insurmountable unless subjective decisions are made without full textual or
rational basis. !

But we actually began this section with an anecdote regarding juridical dissent for a
reason: The level of ritualistic tolerance evidently reserved for dissent and ambiguity
in the golden age of Islamic Jurisprudence itself is a shining spectacle of respect for
subjective individual agency, the parallels of which are nearly unheard of in the history
of Abrahamic religions.'* Surviving doctrines in juridical theory shed some light: It is
standard assumption t that legal ‘Commandments’ are not technically contingent on the
existence of a practical or even theological foundation (the so-called Magasid al-
Shari‘ah), not to mention that the entire spectrum of al-Taqlid would be simply
inconceivable in the uncompromising realist viewpoint. !>

It naturally follows that many manifestations of these subjective principles remain in
the Islamic legal literature and custom to this day, even if the values themselves have
been lost or are no longer applied in any practical sense. Some of the prime remnants
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include judgements based on the classical concept of Al-Masalih al-Mursalah.'® There
are conveniently vague exceptions to virtually all obligatory commandments in the
Divine Law, with a case-by-case decision required on the ground. Wisdom, elegance,
and mindful reception (constituting al-Bdatin) seem to be just as, if not more, important
to acts of worship than their sheer shape (al-Zahir).!” When worldly penalties exist for
religious offence, they are predominantly self-enforced or left to the offender’s own
judgement on multiple levels, not just the Diyanat, but also the Qada’ ones (court
cases).'® Even Divine punishments are largely theoretical in their extremity, with grace
actually occupying a central place in practical virtuosity.! It is the impression of the
current authors that the absolute insistence (by both rationalists and literalists) on
universal values and deontological ethics therefore fits poorly into this scheme.

Alienation and Technology

“Alienation”, as a sense of otherization and distance, of not really belonging to and
feeling the social and physical order of things around us, is an innate human condition.
After all, the first human Adam (A.S) still retained enough existential loneliness and
curiosity to give in to the apple tree, even in the comfort of human company and the
spiritual pleasures of the Paradise. This implicit hope of one day discovering a long-
forgotten home for ourselves underpins the universal human craving for an afterlife.
Despite its all-pervasiveness in the modern sociological literature, the practical
significance and human consequences of ‘alienation’ remain poorly understood, and
even the term itself has been marred with contradictory over-theorising, diluting its
scientific utility.?® Most commonly associated with Marxist thought in contemporary
scholarship, the religious dimension of “alienation” has nonetheless been crudely
addressed by the burgeoning Islamist treatment of the “Crisis of Modernity”.?!
Christian existentialists have made the alienation of individual religious subjectivity a
centrepiece of their criticism of enlightened rationalism for at least two centuries at this
point.??

It is not immediately obvious that the modern era has indeed ushered in an
unprecedented crisis of “alienation”.?* Nonetheless, it is equally implausible to imply
that the inception of Westphalian collectivism, capitalist stratification, cosmopolitan
urbanisation, democratic mass media, and liberal norms have not created a unique
cultural structure with drastic implications for faith-based communities like Islam.
Many such developments, it might be argued, ultimately devolve to the organic
evolution of technology and mass communication despite diversity in institutional
contexts and particular outcomes.*

The prevalence of self-alienation in technology-dominated landscapes is a recurring
theme not only in the academia, but also contemporary entertainment: From George
Orwell’s “Oceania” to the countless worlds created by the dystopian “Cyberpunk”
genre, from animated titles like Psycho-Pass to Hollywood hits like “Minority Report”.
Objectivist standardisation and legalist conformity, with an accompanying constriction
of organic individual agency, forms the core idea behind these popular stories.?

In his monumental contribution to literary criticism, Walter Benjamin identified the
“self-alienation” created by the “mechanical reproduction” of original ceuvres d’art as
a key thread behind the political artistic developments of the early-twentieth century.
While he only uses the term once and eschews an exhaustive treatment of the subject,
the popularity (even centrality) of his arguments in the essay highlight just one of the
mechanisms through which modern technology inherently influences the patterns of
human subjectivity and subtly modifies cultural-religious inclinations at the grassroots
level.?
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Most general overviews of the alienating impact of capitalist technology are associated
with Marxist humanism and similar schools of thought on the left side of the political
spectrum.?’ This is far from inevitable, however. Sartrean Existentialists, for instance,
have surprisingly little to say on the matter. And so, we observe, do scholars of Islam.

Artificial Intelligence and Religious Subjectivity

So far, we have scrutinised the indispensable role played by individual and group
subjectivity in the religious and spiritual life of the human agent (Khalifa). We have
also identified and briefly elaborated on two major objectivising influences on the
contemporary Muslim Ummah, focusing specifically on the role of industrial
technology in pacifying the free soul bestowed upon all at birth. In this section, we
focus more specifically on digital Artificial Intelligence, or A.I., which constitutes one
of the most glaring emergent technological trends to leave its drastic mark on the
modern mind.

Artificial Intelligence in its current form has a long history of application in industrial
machinery, whose impact is visible in the ongoing process of automation and the related
socio-economic phenomena.?® But the arena where Artificial Intelligence could intrude
most bluntly in the Believer’s religious life is that of information technology and the
digital world. Only three decades into its inception, the internet — a complex web of
knowledge created, organised, and accessed through A.L. systems — has already been
associated with increased alienation in the workplace.?’ Through mechanisms such as
the “online disinhibition effect”, similar developments have also been observed in the
social sphere.>°

Casting aside the obvious implications of such changes in the social structure for a
public religion like Islam, there are more direct ways in which A.l.-based technologies
could disrupt the religious agency of the Believer and the Community. Unfortunately,
there is currently a dearth of substantial studies of the subject from a religious, let alone
Islamic, perspective despite the obvious relevance. !

It should be noted that the contemporary Artificial Intelligence is simply incapable of
imitating the kind of subjectivity discussed earlier, and in all likelihood, it might never
develop a sense of a religious realm.*? For now, information technology is the primary
pathway through which the A.L. could become relevant in this regard, aside from its
background influences comparable to other technological developments.>?

Excessive dependence on A.L. for the process of gaining casual knowledge poses
serious questions about the health of individual religious subjectivity. To borrow terms
from Bloom’s taxonomy, observation would reveal that the internet browsers and social
media applications have bypassed the cognitive and affective domains (the “head” and
“heart”) and toxically infected the psychomotor functions (“hand”) of a significant
segment of the modern population at an alarming pace.** The dangers of A.l.-assisted
misinformation, which is only now being rudimentarily understood,** can also have a
major import on the religious lives of Muslims if current trends continue.*® One recent
study also found a correlation between “interpersonal alienation” and “excessive
Internet fiction reading”, hence the vicious cycle of isolation from meaningful socio-
cultural activities (including religion).?’

The other side of the coin also deserves attention, however. Given that the
“connectionist” bend in the field of A.L research (established in the late-1980s and
1990s) stays in place for the long haul,*® an alternative arrangement closer to the work-
free utopia once envisioned by Karl Marx may feasibly enter the realm of possibility.*’
The social, but also the technological, assumptions behind this thesis, however, are
highly implausible. Nonetheless, it is hard to deny that the integration of information
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technology systems has drastically improved labour productivity and enabled more
leisurely time (a crucial component of developing a healthy agency). The spectrum of
positive economic possibilities raised by robotic automation might take some time to
materialise, but their sheer existence is undeniably a boon to the flowering of the
religious mind.

Concluding Remarks

Since the 1990s, a growing body of radical democratic literature has touted the alleged
blessings of a “critical” or ‘monitoring’ postmodern citizenry alienated from the
mainstream processes that sustain the liberal society.*’ For a culture that encourages
conformity in public affairs and agency in private matters (like Islam), the prevalence
of such attitudes could pose an existential problem: One that is already being identified
as the “Crisis of Modernity” in its preliminary stages. After establishing the crucial role
played by pragmatic subjectivity in the religious and spiritual life of the ideal Muslim,
we identify a number of forces responsible for its gradual suffocation. Industrial
technology in a capitalist framework has long been associated with such alienation. In
this article, we have briefly explored the various ways in which recent advances in
Artificial Intelligence might exacerbate or ameliorate these symptoms in the long term.
Ultimately, a satisfactory compromise between neo-Luddite Romanticism on the one
hand and unfettered progressivism and techno-fetishism on the other hand must be
reached.
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