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Islam and Democracy
By Abe Wizbe

Is democracy compatible with Islam?

Can the Qu'ranic principle of 
'consul-

tation' somehow find a legitimate

expression within Slnri'ah Law? How

would the traditional Muslim position

on theocracy fare in so-called 
'islam-

ocracy'? Has Islamic history over the

past 200 years given us any reason to

believe that liberal democracy, as an

accepted form of government, is pro-

gressing amongst Muslim nations?

The subject at hand has become

particularly pertinent in light of Amer-

ican object ives in  Post-war I raq,

namely, seeing a democratic regime in

place as soon as possible. Do they stand
-a 

reasonable chance of succeeding? Of

the 46 Islamic states in existence today,

only the Turkish RePublic can be

described as a democracy in western

terms. Several others have taken half-

way steps towards.sharing, Yet not

relinquishing Power.'
l,tustim scliola.s often point to the

early Caliphate' when the successor to

the Prophet was chosen on the basis of

consultation among his closest followers'

This idea is expressed in the Arabic

word shura, meaning 
'taking counsel or

advice'. Of the three verses in the Qu'ran

that contain the concept, only two have a

marginal bearing on the subject' Here

are the Qu'ranic quotations'
TheY have broken awaY from about

thee: so Pass over their faul* (the timid

in battle), and ask for God's forgiveness

for them; and consult them in affairs of

the moment. Swah 3:159

Those who hearken to their Lord'

and estabtsh regular Prayer; who con-

duct their prayers by mutual consulta-

tion, who sPend out of what we bestow

on them for sustenance' Srtrah 42:38"

According to Sunni doctrine, and as

practiced in the naming of the first

b"Hpht, an elective process after €on-

sultition may take place amongst those

qualified to make the choice' Howeveq

ti.r. ,r"n", has been anY defining of

who could ParticiPate or how the

electing procedure should operate' Irr

,rrbr.quJttt centuries, the ideal mereiy

remained part of Sunni jurisprudence

without biing implemented' So, this

small trend toward democracy in Islam

was s implY st i l lborn '  Of  course '

common affair consultations did take

place between the ruler and the ulama

ilslamic scholars), but the principle was

never institutionalised' We will see later

whv this was so'
b.*o.t".Y, bY definition, in line

with its Greek roots, means 
'people-

rule',-or 
'rule by the ruled''" '  The

citizens of any democratic state either

hold power directly or by virtue of their

elected representatives' Another way of

describing the democratic institution is
'majority rule'. In Islam, governance ls

basld on the Qu'ran and the Sunnah'

which together give rise to the Sh'ari"ah'

Anything apart from the Sftari'aft is not

acceptable in the Islamic legal system'

Nevertheless, certain advocates of a

democratic Islam today are insisting

on the need for ijtilnl' (use of inde-

pendent judgment on legal or theolog-
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ical issues- re-interpretation) so as to
make  I s l am re levan t  t o  t he  2 l ' t
century. i" Thir struggle for the practice
of ijtihad has been part of Islam from the
beginning. Paul Balta says that the
doors of ijtihad closed in 1019." Then,
after what seemed a promising start
through reform in the twentieth cen-
tury toward true ijtihnd, the last twenty
years have seen a strong return to a very
conservative expression of Islam in the
form of Wahhabi totalitarianism. So we
have Bernard Lewis commenting, Tra-
ditional Islam has no doctrine of human
rights, the very notion of which might
be seen as impiety. Only G. od has
rights-humans have duties.'" In the
face of such a position, the outlook for
democracy does seem dim indeed.

To further substantiate that state-
ment, it might be appropriate to quote
two other authorities. Abd al-Qadir
Audah (d. 1955) who was a Muslim
Brotherhood theoretician and Egyp-
tian lawyer says,

Civil law was a creation of human
beings, whtle Shari'ah was a creation of
fu. Civil law groups temporary prin-
ciples set by the community while the
Slnri'ah is based upon principles laid
down by God to permanently organize
the community.,. and... create.healthy
individuals in an ideal society."u
Abul Ala Maududi, the famous

Pakistani thinker states,
The central principle of the Islamic

State is that sovereignty rests solely in
God, and not in people, hence Islam is
theocratic. The Caliph is to be the head
of state as God's vice-gerent to ensure
that God's Law is followed in the
Ilmnah (Muslim co-muniry1. uili

Jane Lampman of The Christian
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Scierue Monitor, in her article 'Easing

into Islamic Democracy', refers to
Radwan Masmoudi, an MIT trained
engineer and member of the CSID
(Centre of the Study of Islam and
Democracy, founded in 1999), as an
indication that there are Muslim activists
who are working toward a convergence
of democratic and Islamic values.'*
Their aim is to build bridges between
moderate Islamists and the-younger
generation that is seriously looking into
the compatibility of Islam and democ-
racy. Lampman quotes Masmoudi as
sa)4ng that Muslims have the model
they need in the Prophet's approach in
Medina. The fourteen groups of non-
Muslims who lived in the city, induding

Jews, Christians and others, were to be
treated equally in all worldly matters.
And in matters of religion, each was
simply responsible to C,od.

However, the most precise analysis
of the whole question comes from
Bernard Lewis. For clarity's sake, I
will itemize his five major observations.

i) The heart of the matter lies with
Islam itself. Democracy has its origins
in the West, shaped by its double
heritage: Judeo-Christian religion and
ethics along with Greco-Roman state-
cra{t and law. No other culture has
given birth to such a systen.

ii) Every civilization formulates its
own idea of good government. The
institutions that arose from ancient
Greek polity resulted in some form of
counci l  or  assembly qual i f ied to
govern. This did not happen in Islam.

iii) Roman law created the 'legal

person', a corporate entity that for
legal purposes was treated as an indi-
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vidual with authority to own, buy, sell

and fulfil legal obligations. It took the

form of the Roman Senate, the Anglo-

Saxon witenagemot, the innumerable

parliaments, synods, chambers, coun-

cils etc., that flourished in Christen-

dom. Is lam had i ts  waqf  (Pious

foundation), which existed for the

moment, but it never took on a

governmental role.
iv) In the vast majoritY of cases,

Muslim government was intensely per-

sonal. In principle, there was no state,

only a ruler; no court, onlY a judge.

v) Since the Islamic stat€ was' in fact,

a theocracy, legitimate authority came

from God alone. The ruler derived his

powe! not fiom the PeoPle, but from

God and his holy law. Hence, there was

no need for a legislative institution, and

consequendy, no need for representa-

tion or any procedure of choosing

representatives. Not surprisingly, there-

fore, most Islamic history is one con-

tinuous autocracY.*
In addition to the above, Bernard

I-ewis points to two crucial impedi-

ments to the develoPment of democ-

racy in Islamic nations. I shall not

expand on these, but they are signifi-

cant enough to mention' First is the

failure to l iberate and emPower

women. Granting women certain free-

doms is not the same as emPowering

them to play their part in the develop-

ment of their society. Secondly is the

failure to sustain the personal owner-

ship of property. A rich man's property

has never been completely safe fiom

seizure by the state. This is symbolized

in the many ways PeoPle in Muslim

lands enclose themselves behind walls

or else dissimulate their wealth. And a

corollary to this is the relationship

between money and power. 
'Western-

ers will use their money to buy power'

while the Middle Easterners will use

power to acquire money.'*'The impact

on the political systems is obvious- In

the latter case, it fiequently leads to

intrigue and uPheaval in societY.

Perhaps we should add the imPor-

tant role of self-criticism\n Western

society. Because citizens are fiee to

speak their mind and work for improve-

ment rather than fight the opposition,

problems receive the attention they

d.t.*.. In one waY, the fieedom to

criticize mismanagement and corrup-

don forces those in power to deal with

their weaknesses. Islam does not enjoy

that luxury, because criticizing the

government via the media can be

interpreted as disloyalty. The stifling of

discontent then leads to stagnation'

If, therefore, achieving democracY

in Muslim lands is so problematic, what

options might exist? Dr. Ali Sina,

writ ing from Iran, takes a strong

position in favour of pluralism, stating

that the imposition of any religion or

doctrine including atheism is a huge

mistake. He goes on to say,
I am not advocating secularism as

a substitute to religion. I am advocat-
ing secular government. Let People
choose the religion that they like' but

the state should be fiee of religion'
Freedom of sPeech must be g'uaran-

teed and the right to criticize anY
religion or doctrine. With that, reli-

gions will eventuallY die out, and

reason will Prevail.-
Dr. Mohammad Shahrour wonders

whether the new concePts such as
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pluralism, civil society, democracy and
opposition can be introduced into
Islamic tradition. He believes that a
nation bounded by the limic of God
can exercise the process of legislation
through a parliament. Since God has
defined the fiorbidden (haram), a parlia-
ment can define the permissible (hnl"al).
The field of lwlal is everything that is
not hara,rn, and therefore, a parliament
has the task of regulating the rest,
which, by extension, might include the
system of government. What he seems
to overlook is that, once functioning as
a system, democratic principles...will
inevitably clash with Shari'ah law.o"

Rafiq Zakaria in The Struggle within
Ishm underlines that, according to the
Muslim worldview, religion and politics
are inseparable and that secularism is
the enemy of Islam and the Shnri'ah.
He argues strongly for separation of
church and state as the only way out.
Zakaia believes that the secularist-lean-
ing Muslims have contributed much to
Islam in the past and are the only real
hope for Islam in the future."'"

\4hat, then. are the prospects for
democracy in the lvliddle East and
other Islamic regions?

Jane Lampman, who surveyed nine
Muslim countries, says that 87 percent
of Muslims see democracy as the best
choice for a political system. And
Sayyed Hossein Nasr notes that 'in

Islamic countries, people rvant more
freedom, but at the same time, the vast
majority want to live according to
God's laws, which they beiieve will
bring them happiness in this world
and the next.'x' Nasr thinks that if
parliament passed laws that were not in
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opposition to divine laws, there would
be no problem. Strange that he doesn't
see that in that case, the problem
simply reverts to Qu'ranic rule. Nasr
is probably correct, howeve4 that most
Muslims want a moderate progressive
interpretation of Islam whereby the
will of the majority is respected and the
rights of the minority are protected. At
first reading, that would appear some-
what utopic, particuldtly in light of

Present history.
As unlikely as it may seem, however,

there are voices being raised in hvour of
promoting democratic thought amongst
Muslims. Sayf al-Dawla, writ ing in
Bet'Lteen the Statc and Islam, thinks that
democracy is the only effective way for
people to solve their problems and for
societies to evolve.*"t The same volume
mentions the creation of centres for the
study of Arab unity and democracy in
places like Beirut, Cairo and Rabat.
Saad Eddin Ibrahim holds that there is
no way for a people to rise from cultural
under-development other than by edu-
cation, knowledge and experience with
the democratic process, leading to true
human rights. He established the Ibn
Khaldun Civil Society in Cairo, but
predictably, the centre was closed and
Ibrahim arrested in June 2000."ii

In recent history, Lebanon pre-
sented a notable experience as an
open political system and as a function-
ing Arab democracy. But civil war
closed off Beirut, and many Lebanese
fled to Cyprus, London and Paris.
Surely, the experience bears investiga-
tion, since it made Lebanon the envy of
the Middle East for fortv vears.

1 l
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I have not given enough attention

to the role of Islamic fundamentalists
(read Islamists) and their drive for

power. They are increasingly popular

in Muslim lands, simply because they

cannot be held responsible for the

current havoc. Once in Power, theY

will not need popularity, since they will

find ways to hold onto power. A recent

Al-Muhajiroun rally in Trafalgar

Square, London, illustrates their posi-

tion well. At the rally, signs were held

up saying'Democracy and the West are

the disease... Islam is the answer-' If

their number continues to grow, the

future prospects for democracy will

slowly frde from the scene.
How might all this affect the work of

the Gospel in the Muslim world? Is

there hope that tensions will lessen and

freedoms of choice in belief prevail?

We cannot lose hope, for our convic-

tion remains that the kingdoms of this

world belong to God and to his Christ.

It has always been true that when

the skies are the darkest, God rides his

chariots to his greatest victory. Ulti-

mately, democracy is not the long-term

answer to the PeoPle of the Muslim

World; only in true knowledge of God

through Christ is there hope- Conflict

amongst the nations will continue until

the Righteous One appears with heal-

ing in his wings. Nevertheless, let us

pray to the end that a door might open

in Islam and that seekers for truth will

find the way.
Islam and democracY, under cur-

rent terms, are clearly incompatible'

Only by a profound aPPlication of

irtihad could some form of democratic

government emerge. Impossible? Per-

haps beyond the human reach, but

surely our reach of faith should exceed

our gTasp.
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