
Abstract 
This paper explores some of parameters of the commitment on the part of many 
Muslims to the cause of religious reform – a project that includes, but is by no means 
restricted to the attempt to exercise greater control over female sexuality – in the 
discourse of socially and geographically mobile Muslim entrepreneurs in Malay(si)a.  It 
is argued that it is possible to see in the historical development of such reformist zeal the 
emergence of modern ascetic sensibility and, moreover, that it shares such a sensibility 
with a much broader range of modern/universalizing ideologies and practices. 
Particularly important for my argument are the parallels between religious reform and 
modern cosmopolitan narratives as that term has been understood in both the western 
philosophical tradition, and in the writings of more recent cultural theorists on cultural 
hybridity, multiculturalism and border crossings. I will suggest that seeing such 
projects for what they actually aspire to, seeing them in other words as asceticising 
projects that seek to purge the world of particularistic beliefs and practices, allows us 
better to understand and assess them. 
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