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Islam and Democracy
Abdel-Karim Al-Barghuti*

In the Arab world, described by Hisham Sharabi as in a
" premodernistic' era, the perspective of democracy as an
ongoing process on the political horizon takes on an increasing
urgency. According to Burhan Ghalyoun, democracy is a
process which still needs to be crystallised in practice in the
Arab environment, i.e. fostering the idea, vision, and concept,
as well as the values and principles associated with it. In (On
the Democratic Option: Critical Studies, vol.1, Mawatin,
1993, Ramallah).

From a theoretical pOint of view, the Islamic- democratic
correlation is only a contemporary articulation of a bigger
predicament in Islamic knowledge, ‘namely the predicament
between reason and all-around .eXpression of the sacred and
comprehensive text, as a reference for political thought. On
the historical level, the predicament is a reflection of the

* Abdel—Karim. Al-Barghuti, Ph.D., is a lecturer in the Dept. of

Humanities at Bethiehem University.
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cyclical movement in the practical implementation of the
Islamic model, based on the intertwining of the religious and
secular, striving to translate into modern terms the early
[slamic experience in the establishment of the state and the
Umma (the nation). This experience/model is considered as

sacred as the text itself.

The sheer volume of Islamic literature, with all its
variations, and the specific limitations of the languages used,
make it difficult to integrate this literature when it comes to
talking about democracy. However, what draws this literature
together, despite all its variations, is its historic depth, its
connection to the Islamic reformation or renaissance
movements, and its responsiveness to daily Moslem concerns.
There is also the importance of the appearance of political
movements based on the language of Islam as a dominant

discourse in popular awareness, in order to prowiote

continuation of the first Islamic model /experience.

The Western Challange

To study the variations within this issue, one must
examine the reform movements (Al-Salafiyah) within the
Ottoman Empire, during the 18th and 19th centuries. This
includes the Wahabiah,  Sunusiah, Al-Wasiah, and
Al-Mahdiah, as movements which considered their calls as
reactions to the internal decay of the Ottoman Empire and the
inclination of its provinces towards independence in the wake

of disintegration.

Therefore, the reforms are centreed around rejecting the

dubious Ottoman Islamic rule which run contrary to the
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"Shari‘d’ (Islamic laws) and around the call for "Jihad',
through unifying the Islamic disciplines, and returning to the
"Fikh" ( knowledgeable commentary) of Ibn Taymiyah and 1bn
Al-Jouzi as paths to the purity of early Islam. In other words,
the reform movement opened the door for debate about the
legitimacy of the state and the nature of the regime, as well as

the emergance of the various renewal movements.

During the 19th and 20th centuries, the renewal
movements of Al- Afghani, Abdo and others emerged not only
as internal reactions, but also as the result of the Western
cultural challange. Their study therefore focussed on
comparisons  between Western "superiority',  with its
foundation in law which meets the citizen's daily needs, and
the Ottoman " backwardness and stagnation' based on imitation

and tyranny.

Through this comparison, there emerged the call for
adopting and Islamising "Western superiority.” In his book
entitled Agwam Al-Masalek fi M’ rifat Ahwal Al-Mamalik
Direct Paths for Understanding the Position of Kingdoms),
Kheir EI-Din Al- Tounsi seeks excuses for adopting Western
institutions, such as a Parliament, through likening its
members to prominent Islamic scientists and notables. Jamal
El-Din Al- Afaghani feels no embarrassment in his comparison
between democracy and the Islamic Shura system. He wrote
that "the nation (Al-Umma) is the source of power and
government, and the will of the people is the law followed by
the people, and the law to which every governer must be a
trust- worthy servant. Khatirat Jamal El- Din El- Afagani ( The
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Thoughts of Jamal El-Din El- Afagani, by M ohammad
Al-Makhzoumi).

Islam and the Regime

Because of the influence of the renewal movements, there
appeared constitutional attempts, which the Ottoman regime
conducted itself, to reconcile the two elements. On one hand,
there is the Islamic concept of the -regime, where the 4th
article of the Ottoman Constitution of 1876-1908 stated that
the Sultan is sacred and unquestionable. On the other hand,
there is the parliamentary power of the two assemblies, a lower
and a higher, each elected according to items 42 and 65 of the

same Constitution.

The discrepancy was not limited to these two forces, as
there emerged a third force, expressing itself in the policies of
Ataturk, who abolished the Caliphate in 1924, and introduced
Turkey to Republicanism, thus by-passing the idea of
" Islamizing' the institutions, and actually separating Islam

from the state.

Once again, the pioneers of Islamic thought developed
new concepts closer to the reformist ideas, contradicting those
of Ataturk, through what they called the Islamic movement.
Here, Islam was viewed not "as a Caliphate which must be
changed,”' but as a movement towards " the return of the
Caliphate.”" These movements also had differences, centreed
around the question: "Is the Caliphate an integral part of

government?"

- 128 -



At a time when Sheikh Ali Abdul- Razeq unilaterally
stated that the Caliphate is not an integral part of government
(in his book "Islam and the Proper Way for Governance,"
Al-Islam Wa Usul Al-Hukm), we see that in the opinions of
most of the representatives of the Islamic movements, the
Caliphate is indeed an integral part of Government, and even
the embodiment of Government. Their messages focussed on
the changing of the system, the implementation of the Shari a,
and the modernisation of the nation. They wanted to achieve
those goals through establishing political movements capable of
dealing with tne differing forms and systems of Government
and able to establish a platform for change, not only through
the language of Islam, but also through the language of the
non- Moslem world. Here, two basic paths can be identified:

The first path, from an Islamic point of view, is the
rejection of the premise that democracy is a domestic issue,
one of the reasons for the down-fall of the Caliphate, and to
see it as an imported solution. Such thinking was supported by
Mahmoud Al- Khalidi, Abdallah Al- Shami, and others. ( The
Democratization of the P.L.O: Ideology, Infrastructure, and
Strategy. In  English, by Manual Hassasian. Lynn
Publications, 1993. U.S.A.)

The second path, is to consider Islam as the father of
‘democracy, able to absorb all relevant elements. Such ideas
were presented by Youssef Al-Kardawi, Taha Jaber
Al-Ilwani, and others who called for a historic reconciliation

between I[slam and modernism.

- 129 -



Democracy

The first path, in its rejection of democracy, was based
on a contextual interpretation of consultation { Al- Shura) and
consensus (Al-Ijma ), as two alternative methods for the
guarantee of participation and justice, given that the regime
can only be that of God (see "Project for Basic Principles of
the Islamic State,” discussed during the conference of Moslem
Scholars, Karachi, 1970. The first article stated that "God 1s
the only source of legistation and creation.” The project also
considered that there is only one interpretation for the Moslem
text. )

The second path, though based on consultation
(Al- Shura), develops this concept to include democracy,
through trying to prove that the principles of democracy, such
as legitimacy, sovereignty, Separation of authorities, human
rights, etc, are not only guaranteed through Al- Shura, but are
an integral part of it. Proponents of this philosophy based
their view on the fact that Islam does not include the details
of Al-Shura, and does not state how it should be applied.
They viewed Al- Shura as "an important pillar of the faith, a
distinctive characteristic of Islam, as important to God as
prayers and donations,” according to Abdel-Qader Odeh.
(Islam and our Current Political Situation. Third edition,
Cairo, 1973). This, however does not go into details on
choosing a presidential or a parliamentary system. ( Al- Kotob
Mohammad Al-Kotob Tbeileh, Islam and Human Rights.
Second edition, Cairo, 1984 ). Dr. Tubaileh goes even further
in expanding on the concept of Al-Shura, and allows the

introduction of modern concepts of an electoral college and a
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senate and house of representatives, and considers them as the
source of the legislation and decision- making, not only as
consultative assemblies to the president.” He views the
parliament as the source of decision- making, with the members

pledging allegiance to the state and not to a ruler.

In confronting the concept of " God as the Ruler,”
proponents of the second path pr‘ovided a philosophy for
reconciliation. In his book, The Islamic Political Philosophy,
1951, printed by the Committee of Moslem Youth, Cairo, Abu
Al-Ali Al-Mawdoudi spoke about the republican theory, as a
method for the administration of democratic government of the

people participating in authority.

According to such philosophy, the evaluation process can
be conducted by the people, not only by those belonging to a
certain social class or family. However, the Holy Book and
the Prophet's life (Al- Sunnah) take precedence wherever they
are available. In this way the government s restricted by
God' s will (’Abu’Al A’li Al-Mawdoudi, Islamic Political
Philosophy, 1951 ). Sunnis were not the only proponents of this
idea, as there were some Shi ite supporters, proponents of the
" Islamic Rupublic,” who based their philosophy on a
correlation between the knowledge of a religious Moslem
leader, who is not totally infallible, and a people’ s committee
known as the " Committee of Experts.” (Iranian Constitution,
item 107 ).
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The Right to Disagree

In the various 1slamic movements there was disagreement
on whether human rights were an integral part of democracy.
Moslem proponents of the first concept viewed human rights as
something given by God, with no room for human laws n
imposing any limitations. According to them, democracy,
based on equal rights among people, regardless of their values,

Is incompatible with {siam.

The second concept views human rights, not as
applicable only to Moslems, but to all human beings, as a
principle based on Al-Shura, allowing disagreement on
important issues pertaining to the regime. To begin with,
Al-Shura depends on the presence of diversity of opinion.
Therefore, being able to disagree is a right, and the freedom
to express a different opinion is a guaranteed right, in
addition to the right to disobey an unjust ruler. "It is
considered a religious obligation to resist an unjust ruler”, and
accordingly, freedom 1is the foundation, strengthened by the
declaration of the Caliphate Omar who said: "How do you
allow yourselves to enslave people when they were actually born
free?" This is considered the basis for all human rights,
especially the right to live. In the Koran, it is said " Unjustly
killing one person is just as bad as killing all the people.”
( Surat Al-Maidah - 32), and "1 have created you all from
males and females, and I have made you into nations and
tribes, so that you will to interact with:each other. The elite
among you are those who are the most righteous.” ( Surat
Al-Hujurat - 13). The Koran also protected individual

privacy: "Do not enter into a house unless you seek
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permission.”  (Surat  Al-Nur-27). " Once again Surat
Al-Hujurat - 12 emphasised the freedom of expression, while
Surat Al - Bakara - 256 guaranteed protection from religiuos
persecution: " People cannot be obliged to follow a certain
religion.” Surat Al - An‘am 108 called on believers not to

insult those who do not believe in God.

Among the proponents of unifying democracy with Islam,
there were varied opinions, despite their agreement that Islam
is a comprehensive alternative to modern democracy. At a time
when the supporters of the first concept were more
conservative, the pragmatists were seeking ways to modernise

Islam, and to utilise it to achieve an Islamic model.

When it comes to political and constitutional issues in the
Arab world, where there is an increased popular support for
the Islamic movement, it seems that the second model the mosi
predominant. This is confirmed by the stances adopted by the
Islamic movements in Algeria, Tunisia, Jordan, and the
Sudan, where there is a flexibility, based on " situational"
constitutions that are committed to political pluralism. Hassan
Al-Turabi, in his book The Islamic Movement in the
Sudan- Development, — Growth, and the Path'. 1989,
Al-Khartoum) considers that the contributions of his
movement in the founding of constitutional and principles in
7967 and 1983, were important the movements efforts in

establishing a constitutional democracy.

The Islamic movement took a step forward in expanding
its understanding of pragmatism and political flexibility, to
the exient of regarding itself as a "democratic movement. " In

a presentation by Rashed Al- Ghanoushi, about the platform of
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the Islamic Revival movement in Tunisia, he affirmed that
"the movement is political, intellectual, and democratic, and
that it has actually defended freedom of thought and
expression, without excluding anybody, and respects the rights
of all citizens and the right to participat in political life. It
accepts the authority of ballots, and rejects violence as a
method for resolving conflicts between political parties and
citizens. (Excerpt from George Jaquaman, Regarding the
Democratic Option, published by Mawaten, Ramallah,1993).

This trend did not [limit itself to the stating of opinions
on public issues, but also presented its own vision for the
internal pyramid of the Islamic movement, with the aim of
transforming it into a modern political movement. On the
experience of the Islamic Movement in the Sudan, Hassan
Al-Turahi stated in his previously mentioned book The
Islamic Movement In the Sudan' that the movement avoided
using traditional Islamic expressions, such as Princedom
( Al- Imarah), the Imam, or the democratic tradition, such as
trusteeship, responsibility, and leadership, speaking in terms
of direct and indirect elections, nominations, voting, and

removal of rulers.

In Jordan, we see that the "Leadership of Al- Shura
Cow:cil' has been directly elected in a secret ballot, and a

woman entered Parliament for the first time.

If there is a discrepancy in the intellectual and political
ideas of the Moslem movements, how is that reflected in the

reality of the Moslem movement in Palestine?
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Since there are two trends, one rejecting and the other
accepting democracy, the movement in Palestine reflects both
trends, despite the fact that the second trend is more popular.
This stems from the specific characteristics of Palestinian
society, such as religious and political pluralism, secularism
of the national Palestinian movement, the preoccupation of the
Islamic movement in the daily struggle, and its accumulated
experience in dealing with a highly politicised public.
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