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Between the 2005-6 Danish cartoons controversy and the January 2015 
murders at Charlie Hebdo, public perceptions of an unbridgeable rift between 
a globalised Islam, on the one hand, and the globalising character of a secular 
public sphere, on the other, have returned to prominence despite decades of 
scholarship that undermined both universalising accounts of Islam and long-
dominant accounts of secularisation as factors of world history. 
If the methods and concepts of intellectual history and classical sociology that 
both assumed and constituted the centrality and normativity of an idealised 
Europe need to be provincialised, histories flowing from Asia and Africa, 
correspondingly, need to escape from their provincialism, from the marginality 
of the residual ‘non-West’ and from the heteronomy in which both European 
thought and cultural nationalism contained them. If Islam, today, thanks to 
Da‘sh (IS) and al-Qa’ida, pre-eminently holds the place assigned to modernity’s 
other, can a modern global history of Islam contribute to the larger project 
of a global intellectual history capable of both provincialising Eurocentric 
assumptions and of enabling a more capacious theoretical framework with 
which to replace them? Can a rethinking of the major world-historical forces of 
the past three centuries — capital and the division of labour, the market and 
the state — as constitutive of a world whose interconnectedness is profoundly 
and intensely uneven, contribute to a more satisfactory global history of Islam 
than is provided by either comparative area studies or older-style civilisational 
accounts? This paper aims to suggest ways towards framing such a history.  
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