Emancipation through Critique: Critical Islam and the Ethical Question 
Abstract
Through the works of Ebrahim Moosa (South Africa, India, and the United States) and al-Ṭāhir Amīn (Tunisia), this article examines how critical Islam might be used to address the problems facing the Muslim world. It contends that the ethical thesis—that emancipation begins with the formation of a Muslim autonomous self via a reexamination of the Muslim heritage—is highlighted by critical Islam.  It is demonstrated that critical Islam is open to modernity and critical of Western imperialism, emphasizes the individual's religious experience, historizes the understanding of religious literature, and deviates from tradition. However, it prioritizes deconstruction above novel theological concepts, ignores spirituality, and has little effect on the majority of theologians.
Introduction

Critical Islam is a school of thought that seeks to examine and reinterpret Islamic textual sources, as well as to directly adapt the ethical core of the founding scriptures into modern contexts without the need for centuries of dogmatic theology and rigid law (Mandaville, 2003, pp. 127–145). Besides focusing on independent Islamic thought, or ijtihād (Shani, 2007, p. 426), this discourse is also more inclined to contextualize and, to some extent, relativize doctrines and normative codes in order to promote a more skeptic and diverse understanding of Islam (Hoffmann, 2008, p. 80). Additionally, through the voices of Abdurrahman Wahid, Moeslim Abdurrahman, and Mansour Fakih, critical Islamic also creates a paradigm for social transformation and liberation in specific situations, like Indonesia (Abbas, 2018, p. 7). Critical Islam addresses as well the underlying causes of contemporary ethical, theological, legal, social, and political issues in the Muslim world by reforming the inherited pre-modern Muslim traditions in a comprehensive and methodical manner (Duderija, 2013, p. 73).

In this paper, I will examine the resources and boundaries of critical Islam as expressed by two Muslim intellectuals: al-Ṭāhir Amīn from Tunisia and Ebrahim Moosa (India, South Africa, and the United States). Even though they both contributed significant insights on critical Islam and had unique and different ideas on critique (than other well-known critical thinkers like Mohammed Arkoun, Muḥammad ʻĀbid al-Jābirī, or Fazlur Rahman), they were not studied and remain neglected in the Islamic intellectual scene. Thus, their work on critical Islam would be investigated here for the first time in an academic setting. In the second section of this article,  I will assess the possibilities and limitations of these two discourses. I concentrate on two questions: 1. what makes these two projects of critical Islam similar and/or different from well-known critical projects in the Muslim world. 2. whether critical Islam as perceived by Moosa and Amīn can contribute to resolve the Muslim world's current crises.
1. Ebrahim Moosa: Critical Islam’s pressing tasks
A man of three worlds—India, South Africa, and the United States—Ebrahim Moosa has a distinctive profile. In addition to combining three different traditions in his thinking, he also sets himself apart from other Muslim scholars in the West by having a closer bond with the Muslim tradition and less interest in Western critical theory.

1.1 An Intellectual Trajectory

 Ebrahim Moosa is Professor of Islamic Thought and Muslim Societies at the University of Notre Dame (Indiana-the US). Born in South Africa in 1950, he received his PhD in Islamic Studies from the University of Cape Town (1995). Prior to this, he obtained the ʿĀlimiyya degree in Islamic and Arabic Studies from Darul ʿUlum Nadwatul ʿUlama', India's prestigious Islamic university. He also holds a postgraduate diploma in journalism from City University, London.
 In 1998, when Ebrahim Moosa was head of the Islamic studies department at the University of Cape Town, a Muslim group that uses violence to fight gangs and drugs, called PAGAD (People Against Gangsterism and Drugs) detonated a bomb in Moosa's home; he left South Africa with his family to seek refuge in the United States. Moosa had criticised the group for being a criminal gang and not a Muslim vigilante group as PAGAD claimed.

Moosa's latest book is What is a Madrasa? (2015), which is a history of the madrasas of South Asia. His other publications include Ghazali and the Poetics of Imagination, winner of the American Academy of Religion's Best First Book Award in the History of Religion (2006). He has also edited Fazlur Rahman's latest manuscript, Revival and Reform in Islam: A Study of Islamic Fundamentalism.
 Moosa's work focuses on the contemporary crisis of Islam, the Muslim subject between ethics, law and technology, the relationship between tradition, history and ethics, and human values in Islam. In his thought, he focuses on ‘some of the major challenges that confront a tradition-in-the making like Islam, in a rapidly changing world… examining the way religious traditions encounter modernity and in the process generating new conceptions of history, culture and ethics.’


One difference to note between Moosa and other voices of critical Islam such as Ziauddin Sardar or Mohammed Arkoun is that Moosa can claim religious legitimacy. He graduated as a theologian from Darul ʿUlum Nadwatul ʿUlama; he has also conducted significant Islamological research which grants him legitimacy as an expert in Islamic studies. This dual theological and Islamological approach to Islam has given him an insightful look into the Muslim tradition and the evolution of Muslim thought. It has also enabled him to tackle with skill the problem of religious and political authoritarianism in the predominantly Muslim world. Moosa embraces a trilateral legacy of Asian, African and Islamic traditions which is also rare among critical Muslims. Moreover, he draws on the critical thought of Fazlur Rahman, and to a lesser extent on the ideas of Syed Ahmad Khan and Muhammad Iqbal, which are leading intellectuals in South Asia as well on the South African Muslim intellectual Farid Esack in what pertains to critical hermeneutics.
1. 2. The tasks facing critical Islam
E. Moosa sees four main tasks facing critical Islam: to move away from apologetics, to adopt a multiple hermeneutic, to embrace historicism and to adhere to an Islam of the present (Moosa, 2003, pp. 111-127). I propose to examine each of these theses in detail.


Moosa attacks the preponderance of modern Muslim thought on apologetics; for him, critical Islam must evolve beyond apologetics (Moosa, 2003, p. 120). The apologetics that Moosa criticises consists in trying to paint an ideal or coherent picture of classical Islam. Thus, he points out that ‘the predisposition among many Muslim apologists is not to understand history, but rather to try to fix or correct it, with the enormous condescension of posterity (Moosa, 2003, p. 122). This apologetics of Islam results in Muslims being relieved of responsibility (Moosa, 2003, p. 115), since whitewashing Islam and blaming Muslims for acts of Islamist violence, for example, ultimately absolves them of responsibility for what they do in the name of Islam, in the knowledge that Islam exists only through the actions of Muslims (Moosa, 2003, p. 116). Moosa also points out that the majority of modern Muslim thinkers have fallen into this trap, including Iqbal by claiming “the best ideal in the West, namely reason and rationality, was already an artifact of Muslim civilization"(Moosa, 2003, p. 118). 
E. Moosa recommends exploring ‘the multiple interpretive methods that were employed by scholars in the past to discover the creativity they invested. In addition, we need to explore and develop new ways of interpretation of especially the revealed text in order to allow its full breadth and vision to speak to us in a transformative way’(Moosa, 2003, p. 126). This proposal is not dissimilar to that promoted by the reformists since the 19th century; that said, it remains relevant given that the traditionalists are opposed to such a proposal and that classical exegesis remains indispensable in many respects, at least in order to understand the Qur'anic vocabulary and to distance oneself from the dominant traditionalist interpretation of the Qur'an.


Moosa insists on the idea of Islam as ‘an event in history’(Moosa, 2003, p. 114).  This thesis is part of the historicist trend in Muslim thought, led in particular by M. Arkoun and Abdellah Laroui. Moosa maintains that history threatens the unfathomable authority of authoritarians, because any serious and in-depth study of the Muslim tradition will undoubtedly vaporise the pretensions of uniformity and absolute obedience to the authorities (Moosa, 2003, p. 117). Much like other critical Muslim intellectuals, Moosa follows "hermeneutical historicism," which rejects the literal reading of religious scriptures and reads them in light of their historical context. It also takes history into consideration when modifying and/or developing new concepts (Tampio, 2013, p. 824). 

 Furthermore, Moosa targets the religious authorities, even if in his conception of authoritarianism he associates the different religious and political forms. Moosa argues that Muslim societies in the past, as in the present, ‘ have always been diverse, differentiated, dynamic, but also in a state of contestation as all organic human social formations naturally are. The false utopias of ideal and perfect Muslim societies in the past, widely touted by ideologues of authoritarianism, will not survive the scrutiny of history.’ (Moosa, 2003, p. 117).

As is the case with Mohammed Arkoun, Naṣr Ḥāmid Abū Zayd, Fazlur Rahman, and Farid Esack,  Moosa inscribes the Qur'anic revelation in the ‘multiple agendas of the society in which it was first revealed; in short it has a political history. that occurs against the backdrop of power and history’(Moosa, 2003, p. 124). This argument undoubtedly sets him apart from reformists who view the Quran as sacred and historicize it minimally in light of what is permitted by Muslim tradition (e.g., the circumstances of revelation). Throughout Western universities, the critical study of the Quran and its history has advanced somewhat (Arkoun, 2001), but in the Muslim world, it has not progressed at all. Without freedom of expression, critical research and tolerance, such a work cannot be accomplished.


The historicisation of the Qur'an involves not only ‘knowing the detailed social contexts in which God’s revelation is played out in history‘, he points out, ‘but also studying how it plays out in history and the different communities of the Qur’an. Without that voice of the communities engaged with their scripture, we can hardly make sense of revelation and the various communities of revelation’ (Moosa, 2003, p. 125). Moosa admits that for a time his reading of the Qur'an was insufficient because it did not take into account the role of history in defining Qur'anic statements. He claims that he is now ‘more inclined to give history and the performative role of the revelation a greater place in an interpretive schema’(Moosa, 2003, p. 125). Moosa thus joins the group of scholars Abdullah Saeed referred to as contextualists, who place a strong focus on the socio-historical background of the Quran. The discipline of Quranic studies is still dominated by textualists and semi-textualists, but contextualists have gained increasing traction in recent decades thanks to a number of publications by critical Muslim intellectuals such as Fazlur Rahman, Naṣr Ḥāmid Abū Zayd and Farid Esack (Saeed, 2008). Ziauddin Sardar, another voice of critical Islam, can also be considered contextualist (Fadilah and Kusmana, 2018).
Moosa contrasts an Islam of the present that starts from the issues and context of today with an Islam of the past that looks to the texts and authorities of the past; he denounces ‘this desire to find justification in the past, in a text or the practice of a founder, which suggests that Muslims can act confidently in the present only if the matter in question was already prefigured in the past’ (Moosa, 2003, p. 122). An Islam that constantly seeks religious understanding in the past ‘is a sign,’ he says, ‘of a profound lack of dynamism among the contemporary adherents of the tradition’ (Moosa, 2003, p. 122).  In addition to the mythical nature of this Islam imagined by the followers of Islam of the past, Moosa deplores the extent to which this mentality suggests that ‘Muslims can only engage in discourses of justice, egalitarianism, freedom, and equality only if there is some semblance that the scripture or the Prophet or some of the learned savants (imams) of the past endorsed, hinted, or fantasized about the possibility of such discourses’ (Moosa, 2003, p. 122). This criticism calls into doubt the entire field of fiqh, which is founded on analyzing novel situations in light of established precedents (the Quran, the Sunna, and the Ijmā‘). It specifically challenges the taqlīd mindset (imitation) that permeates many Muslim schools of thought in the areas of ethics, law, and theology. Thus, critical Islam might be considered emancipatory in this sense as it seeks to free the Muslim mind from analogy (qiyās), a barrier that al-Jābirī (al-Jābirī, 1984; Sanuri; 2023) and Abū Zayd (Abū Zayd, 1992) devoted a great deal of work to dismantling. 
For some Muslims, reformists and traditionalists alike, ‘only the past was good in Muslim history; indeed it was perfect, if not a utopia. This suggests that Muslims lack confidence in their abilities and is symptomatic of their despair. It implies that the present is always despised and viewed as fallen’ (Moosa, 2003, p. 123). Although Salafism is frequently singled out as the epitome of this backward-looking mindset, Sufi brotherhoods, Islamist movements, Shii Hawzas, the most diverse traditionalist circles, reformists, and even some liberal thinkers all share the fixation on a golden age of early Muslim thought. Perhaps more than merely appreciating the past, the concept that it was perfect, hiding all the issues that have weakened Muslim cultures and states to this day, such as sectarianism, is a sign of a lack of critical thinking. 
Turning to the past also indicates that the Islam of the past “discredits the legitimacy of Muslim experience in the present and refuses to allow that experience to be the basis of innovation, change and adaptation” (Moosa, 2003, p. 122). A critical Islam implies, therefore, a critical attitude towards the authorities of the past and those who mobilize the legitimacy of the past. Here, too, we can see the importance of the question of religious authority in Moosa's discourse on critical Islam, which can be explained by his immersion in the world of Sunni religious authorities and by the influence of M. Arkoun and Fazlur Rahman, among others. The latter two thinkers, like Moosa, suffered the wrath of Muslim religious authorities in Pakistan and Algeria. 
On the other hand, the legitimacy inscribed in individual religious experience can only be lived in the present; here, Moosa owes much to Sufism (centered on esoteric experience) which he studied particularly through the work of al-Ghazālī. We can also see the influence of Abdolkarim Soroush, for whom the notion of religious experience is crucial (Akbar, 2017; Surūsh, 2008). Going beyond Ghazalian Sufism, Moosa has worked on Islamic ethics as a potential emancipatory arena of Islamic law, emphasizing the establishment of communication between religious ethics and science (Moosa, 2021), as well as recovering reclaiming the ethics of sharia and identifying the customs, politics, and actions that can free Muslims from the rigidity of Muslim jurists and legal standards (Moosa, 2018 ; Moosa, 2020). Here, "the ethical" refers to Muslims' contemporary ethical concerns and priorities, which are inherently tied to experience and the present.
2. “al-Islām al-naqdī”: al-Ṭāhir Amīn and critique as a horizon for overcoming crises in Muslim thought
To the best my knowledge, and beyond media or popularisation usage, only two Arab-Muslim thinkers have adopted the expression ‘al-Islām al-naqdī’ (critical Islam): the Egyptian ‘Āṭif Aḥmad in an article published in 2002 and the Tunisian al-Ṭāhir Amīn, who published the first book devoted to critical Islam in Arabic, in 2015. I dwell in this section at greater length on this more elaborate project of critical Islam written by al-Ṭāhir Amīn; as for ‘Āṭif Aḥmad, a liberal-Marxist thinker and psychiatric physician who began his career as a Muslim Brother (born in 1936)
, his article on critical Islam has not had enough visibility and remains confined to generalities; he considers critical Islam as a current of Muslim thought that responds to the challenges of modernity, embracing scientific modernity in thought and research, and applying its methods to Muslim thought. He also distinguishes between a critical reading of Islam and critical Islam, which, for its part, presupposes adherence to Muslim thought and a critique produced from within, as did Arkoun, Khalīl ‘Abd al-Karīm, Naṣr Abū Zayd, etc. ‘Āṭif Aḥmad identifies two specific features of critical Islam: the distinction in Islam between the spiritual and the historical and the critique of the theological heritage. Thus, this critical Islam is close, he says, to Arkoun's applied Islamology: a critical study of Islam using methods from the human sciences (Aḥmad, 2002, p. 22). Let us now look closer at al-Ṭāhir Amīn’s project of critical Islam.
2.1 al-Ṭāhir Amīn: bio-bibliographical overview
To date, the only Arab and Muslim thinker to have taken the risk of adopting ‘critical Islam’ and dedicating a book to it is the Tunisian al-Ṭāhir Amīn; the latter is a secularist thinker who remains very little known in the Arab intellectual scene, despite his many publications, especially his book al-Islām al-naqdī: al-muthaqqaf al-naqdī wa-l-mas'ala al-dīniyya (Critical Islam: The Critical Intellectual and the Religious Question) published in 2015. Amīn was born in 1960 in Tataouine, south-east Tunisia and studied Islamic theology at the authoritative al-Zaytuna University, Tunis. The birth and youth of al-Ṭāhir Amīn in a marginalised Berber context, far from the country's religious and political central institutions, helped shape his critical consciousness, in a way similar to that of the two most prominent critical thinkers in the Maghreb: al-Jābirī in Morocco (from Figuig, a marginalised Berber oasis in the Eastern Moroccan desert) and Arkoun also in Algerian Kabylia (an isolated Berber mountainous region in North East Algeria). Al-Ṭāhir Amīn is sensitive to the identity wound he feels in relation to his life in south-eastern Tunisia.

His writings focus on two axes: that of critical thought and that of the misery of identity, culture and revolution in the Arab world. With regard to critical thinking, in addition to his book al-Islām al-naqdī, al-Ṭāhir Amīn published in 2014, al-Ufuq al-naqdī al-jadīd(The New Critical Horizon), al-Muthaqqaf al-naqdī : dars Idwārd Saʻīd in 2018 (The Critical Intellectual: The Lesson of Edward Said) and al-Muthaqqaf al-naqdī: dars Hishām Sharābī in 2019 (The Critical Intellectual: The Lesson of Hisham Sharabi). These four books on criticism share a common thesis, namely that the Arab-Muslim intellectual has not assumed his critical role, even though it is his raison d'être. As he puts it:
The absence of criticism as a social and historical need has led to the misery of Arab culture and the deterioration of Arab political, social and economic reality. To be a critical intellectual is essentially to present oneself as a miserable conscience of one's society. Criticism is the liberating and enlightening horizon of intellectuals. I am talking about criticism in the Kantian sense mainly, because Kantian criticism opened the threshold to our modernity. Kant linked criticism and the Enlightenment by insisting on the principle: ‘Everything must be subjected to the tribunal of criticism’. We are still outside the Kantian moment for intertwined reasons, the most serious of which is that we refuse to admit that the truth of modern times is not religious. As for the most dangerous reason, Arab political authority still persists in destroying the critical spirit because of its fear of criticism, which plays certain authoritative roles because criticism constitutes a counter-authority through the mechanism of vigilance. Criticism has to do with truth. The intellectual who refuses to be a false witness to his historical moment is a critical intellectual based solely on his critical sense, i.e. he refuses to lie by describing the lie as a veil of reality, i.e. the truth. Telling the truth requires courage and daring to expose public affairs. In this sense, the French philosopher Michel Foucault saw in criticism a ‘moral value’ as a virtue. Criticism is a virtue insofar as it bears witness to the truth. The paradox of most of our Arab intellectuals is that they do not say enlightening things because they empty them of the slightest virtue. 

Al-Ṭāhir Amīn builds his critical Islam on the efforts of critical thinkers in the Arab-Muslim world, citing more than a hundred works by modernist thinkers ; nevertheless, his perception of critique is largely influenced by Kantian criticism and critical intellectual history of Arab-Muslim reason conducted by the Egyptian positivist thinker Zakī Najīb Maḥmūd (1905-1993), Laroui , Arkoun and al-Jābirī (in the 1960s-1990s) (Riecken, 2015 ;  Viersen, 2024, pp. 149-212). These efforts were, however, individual, and have not begun an effective critical movement that infiltrates political or social structures. Moreover, the critical method of these thinkers remains isolated in Arab-Muslim culture and has not carried out a radical critique of religious thought in a way that would change dominating ethical or theological paradigms; al-Ṭāhir Amīn laments that the Arab-Muslim world has not embarked on a creative-deconstructive path and has been content to turn the concept of progress into sick and empty metaphors.
 

The second strand of al-Ṭāhir Amīn's thought is his analysis of the misery of identity, culture and revolution in the Arab world, concepts that he believes are poor and impoverishing because they are thought beyond history; this thesis was particularly developed in his trilogy Bu's al-thawra (The Misery of Revolution) published in 2012, Bu's al-huwiyya (The Misery of Identity), and Bu's al-thaqāfa (The Misery of Culture) both published in 2013. In this trilogy, he points out that ‘because the Arab world is a victim of its own poor identity and prisoner of a poor culture, the false and fabricated “Arab Spring revolutions” as well are poor and impoverished at the same time. Misery is the suffocating climate towards which historical decadence has led the Arab world’.


Although the concept of bu's, misery is often a mark of the Marxist influence on Arab thought ( in reference to Marx’s Misère de la philosopie, translated as Bu's al-falsafa ) it has more of an ‘existentialist’ meaning in al-Ṭāhir Amīn's intellectual endeavour; he does not claim Marxism, and even criticizes the naiveté of Arab Marxists and adheres to liberal secularism. The excessive use of misery in his thought is more a frustration with the last 20 years of the political, intellectual and social scene in the Arab-Muslim world than that of the impact of a Marxist rhetoric. The term bu's refers to the poverty that many Arab Muslims experience as well as the hopelessness, melancholy, and fragility brought on by the inability to alter these circumstances. Bu's is also used the Islamic philosopher Ṭāhā ʻAbd al-Raḥmān in his Buʼs al-dahrāniyya (Misery of secularism) to criticize the moral and spiritual depravity of secular societies and ideologies (Ṭāhā, 2014; Ṭāhā and El Boubekri, 2023, p. 8). Both al-Ṭāhir Amīn and Ṭāhā ʻAbd al-Raḥmān employ the word bu's with a critical mindset that is influenced by ethical considerations.
2.2 The project of critical Islam
Al-Ṭāhir Amīn defines critical Islam as the process of liberating religious practice from traditionalist discourses, and transforming religious norms into civil values (Amīn, 2014, p. 16). He adds that critical Islam is “a civilisational project and a possible horizon, a grand idea that could save the Muslim world from catastrophe when it has lost the spirit of civilisational momentum” (Amīn, 2014, p. 16).  In his view, this critical Islam makes it possible to answer the following central question: what is Islam's historical capacity to overcome its own crises? The act of criticism, he says, redefines Islam as a cultural model and not as a theological necessity or dogmatic reason (Amīn, 2014, p. 16); in this way, criticism will reinvigorate Islam, which has been deprived of its spiritual strength since the decadence that began in the 11th century, and which has led to the destruction of Arab-Muslim societies and the emergence of fundamentalist movements (Amīn, 2014, p. 16).
Not only does critical Islam appear to be the answer to the crisis of Islam according to al-Ṭāhir Amīn, but it is the only possible option since the failure of the Arab renaissance, for if the latter failed it was because it did not embark on self-criticism (Amīn, 2014, p. 21). So the very survival of Islam in the modern world depends on criticism. This is the case since we should also think about the external challenge that confronts Islam, namely the clash of civilizations and the return of cultural identities. For Amīn, the clash of civilizations is a fact, responsibility for which lies outside Islam, in the West in particular where geopolitical interests seek this clash while Islam is completely unprepared for this conflict (Amīn, 2014, p. 21). 
In a similar fashion to Moosa, al-Ṭāhir Amīn's critical Islam is based on historicisation; Arab Muslims, he argues, need a new interpretation of Islam based on historical context because inherited Islam is the result of a pre-modern traditionalist structure that Islamist movements merely reproduce (Amīn, 2014, p. 29). As a result, the religiosity of contemporary Arab Muslims is out of context. He often reminds us that the crisis in the Muslim world is not just one of religious thought, but also of social and political structures; sometimes we might forget how inherited Islam could be a justification of traditional elements and economic, social and political elements rooted in the realities of today's Arab-Muslim individuals and societies.

Al-Ṭāhir Amīn maintains that historicizing Islam begins with understanding the genesis of the Qur'anic text, which must be studied by the tools of historical research, and not left to theologians (Amīn, 2014, p. 46). He shares this concern with other critical Muslim intellectuals, including Sardar, who urged for a philosophical analysis of the Qur'an, which has been applied to the Bible and the Old Testament without compromising their integrity (Sardar, 2012, p. 12). However, for now, the Islamic heritage appears to be ahistorical, and the fundamental narrative of the genesis of Islam is based on a later myth (Amīn, 2014, p. 46). Thus, one of the first tasks of critical Islam is to conduct critical research on the Qur'an, namely to understand the Qur'an as intertextuality, which evokes previous religious texts and resonates with/recognises the Judeo-Christian heritage, as an evolving Arabic-language discourse and as a multi-vocal dialogue with the other(Amīn, 2014, p. 47).
Al-Ṭāhir Amīn highlights the dialogical character of the Qur'an at the expense of the historical role of the Prophet Muhammad, in the sense that the Qur'an did not reflect his life but existential questions posed in the 7th century; it is through this dialogical character that the Qur'an would be capable today of being an active cultural partner (Amīn, 2014, p. 50). This thesis was previously promoted by the more known Lebanese thinker Khalīl Aḥmad Khalīl's Jadaliyyat al-Qur’ān in which he argued that Quranic belief is the outcome of dialectics of three fundamental issues: the unknown, nature, and humanity and that these three occurrences and the communication they enter into lead to belief (Khalīl, 1994, p. 81).
We have seen that the ethical question is crucial in Moosa’s critical Islam. Equally, the shift from Islamic law to ethics is vital to al-Ṭāhir Amīn, who calls for a new paradigm of religious ethics to replace the dominant paradigm of ethics based on imitation, taqlīd; the Muslim is supposed to live religious experience as imitation of the norms or models of the Muslim tradition. In his view, however, we should live the religiosity that individuals desire out of freedom and without external pressure (Amīn, 2014, p. 30). Al-Ṭāhir Amīn believes that just as Christianity carried out its cultural revolution, relativising the religious heritage, to save the cultural, the religious and the political at the same time by embracing modernity, it is the responsibility of Muslim intellectuals to pose through critical consciousness the religious question as an intellectual problem that is not the property of traditionalist religious discourse (Amīn, 2014, p. 37).  
However, the gamble on critical Muslim intellectuals promises to be all the more difficult as their impact is minimal on the religious sphere in the Muslim world, and the gap between modernist intellectuals and traditionalist religious clerics has widened (Amīn, 2014, p. 47). We might even wonder whether this is not an elitist bet, and far from helping to transform Islamic individual and collective ethics, which resonate with everyday life and behaviour in society.
Al-Ṭāhir Amīn wants to redefine religion, dīn, which should be understood not as a divine imposition that precedes human reason or inspiration from the sacred, but as a pure human path and a human reaction to the sacred or to absolute truth (Amīn, 2014, p. 52). To remake the Islamic ethical experience means making Muslims more autonomous in dealing with the problems of reality, by multiplying the sources of consciousness (Amīn, 2014, p. 54). This idea is central to Iqbal and Abdennour Bidar (Riwanda and Abd A’la, 2023), and consists in reconstructing Islam as a humanist project, even if we must then accept the conclusion that human beings have several paths to the sacred, and that no one path should dominate the others. 

So what is to be made of this historic, traditionalist and authoritarian Sunni Islam taken over by political Islamic movements and official Islam?  Al-Ṭāhir Amīn proposes to prepare the Muslim to integrate modern institutions and practices (Amīn, 2014, p. 41). It is a modernist project that places modernity at the centre of the Muslim subject's action, as opposed to Islamism, traditionalism or reformism, which adopt the opposite approach.
3. Discussion : Resources and limits of critical Islam
The project of al-Ṭāhir Amīn, compared to that of Moosa has more roots in the work of Muslim critical thought as it developed in the second half of the 20th century; Moosa embodies a South Asian tradition, marked by decolonial theory, and is less critical towards the Islamic tradition. In the North African tradition of Moroccan, Algerian and Tunisian thinkers, epistemological and historical criticism of the Muslim tradition prevails over critique of the West, and al-Ṭāhir Amīn embraces a radical rereading of Arab-Muslim sources and history from following the works of Mohammed Arkoun, Abdallah Laroui and Muḥammad ʻĀbid al-Jābirī, among others. His critical Islam project consists in rethinking Islam as a historical process through the tools of critical, philological, philosophical and sociological thought. Although the two critical projects (Moosa and Amīn) reach similar conclusions about spirituality, ethics and individual religious experience as the foundations of critical Islam, a-Ṭāhir Amīn challenges all the religious structures that carry today's Islam. 
On the other hand, we can see in Moosa’s critical Islam a willingness to rescue much more from historical Islam than al-Ṭāhir Amīn is prepared to accept; even though both studied Islamic tradition in Islamic seminaries in India and Tunisia, they have a different relationship to it; al-Ṭāhir Amīn's secularism is very prominent while Moosa remains open to certain Islamic reformist ideas. 

The particularity of al-Ṭāhir Amīn's critical thought is to synthesize epistemological criticism (Arkoun and al-Jābirī, etc.) of the Arab-Muslim heritage and engaged criticism (Edward Said, Michel Foucault, etc.). As with Moosa, there is a dual critique of the West and Islam, although the emphasis is on self-criticism. Al-Ṭāhir Amīn highlights above all the responsibility of the Arab intellectuals and other internal factors rather than that of colonialism, in the misery of Arab-Muslim culture today. The Tunisian and Arab context of al-Ṭāhir Amīn probably explains this insistence on the internal factors of the crisis: confronted daily with millennia-old structures of society, politics and culture, “evil” is perceived as internal and obviously precedes Western imperialist policies. The absence of critical and rationalist thought, at the most elementary levels, makes his call to the Kantian moment topical, even if other Muslim intellectuals such as the Indian Muslim anthropologist Irfan Ahmad accuse Kant and his critique of colonialism and a moment to be surpassed (Irfan 2017, pp. 39-41).

In the two cases of critical Islam I have studied here, we can glimpse four resources and four limitations; let us start with the resources. At the end of the analysis, we can admit that critical Islam deploys the following resources: 1. a break with traditionalism, official and political Islam without concessions, unlike reformist thought which is more conciliatory. 2. an openness to Western modernity, both philosophical and technological, while criticizing the imperialist West. 3. the dimension of the autonomous, ethical and rational subject in the appropriation of religious experience beyond Islamic orthodoxies and traditions. 4. the historicization of the reading of Islam and its texts.

Similarly, we can see four limits to critical Islam: 1. the strong emphasis on the geopolitical dimension of Islam's current fate. 2. the lack of development of the spiritual dimension, even if we do come across snippets of Sufi poems and concepts; 3. the critical approach of a hundred or so Arab-Muslim intellectuals that critical Islam attempts to synthesize does not seem to deceive theological circles too much. One wonders whether critical Islam's elitist gamble on intellectuals only serves to isolate this school of thought from Muslim societies. 4. in the current phase, critical Islam is following a path of deconstruction of religious thought, failing to engage Islamic texts creatively enough.
Conclusion
This article analyzes the writings of al-Ṭāhir Amīn (Tunisia) and Ebrahim Moosa (South Africa, India, and the United States), two leading voices of critical Islam. I have first discussed the key points of each on the meaning and tasks of critical Islam and how they center the reexamination of the Muslim heritage around the ethical and independent self. I also analysed their discourses in light of their immediate historical and intellectual milieu. I then contrasted the two thinkers and came to the conclusion that critical Islam emphasizes the individual's religious experience, historizes the reading of religious texts, breaks with tradition, and is both open to modernity and critical of Western imperialism. On the other hand, it disregards spirituality, does not have an impact on most theologians, and emphasizes deconstruction above innovative theological ideas.
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