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'RELIGION	AND	STATE	ARE	TWIN	BROTHERS':	
CLASSICAL	MUSLIM	POLITICAL	THEORY	
	
Muhammad	Khalid	Masud	
 
 
This	paper	explores	the	reasons	for	reluctant	democratic	transition	in	current	Muslim	
societies	amidst	tensions	between	the	secularists,	Islamists	and	terrorists.	Secularists	
consider	Islamic	state	impossible	because	Islam	does	not	allow	democracy.	Islamists	accept	
democracy	but	reject	secularism	as	anti-religion.		The	terrorists	do	not	recognize	space	for	
democracy	and	secularity	in	Islamic	state.		

	

In	my	view,	the	problem	is	with	the	comparative	methodology	that	considers	certain	
concepts	essential	and	certain	practices	normative.	Ernest	Gellner	(1996),	for	instance,	
characterizes	Islam	as	"secularism	resistant".	Most	regard	Islamic	law	fixed	and	political	
theories	constant.	Alfred	Stepan	(2012)	disagrees	as	he	finds	in	the	West	"multiple	
secularisms"	and	observes	democratic	transition	in	post	Arab	Spring	Muslim	societies.	He	
observes	that	healthy	democracies	require	religious	leaders	to	grant	authority	to	elected	
representative	and	the	state	authorities	must	facilitate	religious	groups'	democratic	
participation	in	civil	and	political	domains.	He	calls	it	Twin	Tolerations—that	is,	"the	minimal	
boundaries	of	freedom	of	action	that	must	somehow	be	crafted	for	political	institutions	vis-
a-vis	religious	authorities,	and	for	religious	individuals	and	groups	vis-a-vis	political	
institutions"	(2000,	37).		

	

This	paper	is	too	short	to	analyse	all	these	approaches.	I	find	classical	Muslim	political	
thought	pragmatic	and	open	to	modification.	I	propose	to	overview	with	the	doctrines	of	
"Twin	Brothers"	and	Siyasah,	that	discusses	relationship	between	religion	and	governance,	
on	the	doctrines	of	Bidah,	Tashabbuh,	and	Ijma'	that	questions	the	scope	of	authority	of	the	
religious	in	social	and	political	matters.	The	paper	is	divided	into	four	sections.	The	first	
overviews	the	doctrine	of	Twin	Brothers,	the	religious	and	the	political.	The	second	and	
third	analyse	respectively	the	concepts	of	the	Political	and	the	Religious	focusing	on	the	
doctrines	of	Siyasah,	and	secularism,	Bidah	and	Tashabbuh	that	define	their	boundaries.	The	
fourth	section	discusses	with	the	social,	focusing	on	the	doctrine	of	Ijma'.	It	summarizes	
Imam	al-Juwayni's	views	on	Ijma'	relating	to	the	participation	of	masses	in	religion	and	
politics.		
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TWIN	BROTHERS:	The	Religious	and	the	Political		

Debates	in	Muslim	society	over	the	relationship	between	the	religious	and	political	began	
quite	early	in	Islam	but	it	became	more	prominent	during	the	early	Abbasid	period.	Ibn	
Muqaffa'	(d.	759),	Caliph	Mansur's	Secretary	was	alarmed	by	the	rise	of	numerous	schools	
of	law	and	the	freedom	of	juristic	opinion	that	led	to	contradictory	judgments	by	the	qadis	
and	Muftis	in	similar	cases.	He	advised	the	Caliph	to	use	his	prerogative	to	unify	the	laws.	
Caliph	Mansur	approached	Imam	Malik	(d.	795)	in	Medina	to	allow	his	compilation	of	laws	
to	make	the	law	of	the	caliphate.	Malik	refused	because	that	would	deprive	the	jurists	from	
the	freedom	of	interpretation.	The	jurists	were	generally	reluctant	to	accept	the	position	of	
judges	during	this	period.	Al-Juwayni	(d.	1085)	considered	necessity	of	establishing	the	state	
was	not	derived	from	the	Qur'an	and	hadith	but	by	the	consensus	of	the	community.	
Obligation	to	obey	the	ruler	was,	however,	religious.	Gradually,	a	demarcation	between	the	
roles	of	the	political	and	the	religious	emerged.	The	concepts	of	Imamah,	leadership	and	
Imarah,	command	made	the	Political	more	authoritative	as	the	terms	mulk	(kingship)	and	
later	Sultan	came	to	be	included	during	eleventh	and	twelfth	centuries.		Caliphs,	no	longer	
elected,	were	mere	figureheads	as	symbols	of	the	Religious,	Sultans	represented	the	
Political.	
	
The	doctrine	"Religion	and	kingship	are	twin	brothers"	(Al-din	wa'l-mulk	taw'aman)	
recognised	both	as	authorities.	The	statement	is	discussed	as	a	basic	principle	of	politics	in	
books	on	Theology,	Political	Theory,	History,	Ethics,	Tafsir	and	Hadith	from	tenth	century.		
Qudamah	b.	Ja'far	(d.	948),	secretary	to	the	Abbasi	caliphs	during	the	period	called	"Abbasid	
Revival"	(920-932)	when	the	caliphs	reclaimed	their	political	authority.	He	is	apparently	the	
first	to	attribute	this	statement	to	Ardashir	I,	the	founder	the	Sassanid	Empire	with	
Zoroastrianism	as	the	religion	of	his	kingdom.		Qudamah's	explanation	that	the	authorities	
of	religion	and	kingship	are	combined	in	Caliph	because	no	kingdom	survives	without	
religion	and	law	and	no	religion	can	function	without	kingdom	and	control	(1981,	1:	436).		
His	reference	to	Ardashir	is	quite	relevant.	It	coincides	also	with	the	restoration	of	the	
caliphal	power,	as	Qudamah	was	asked	to	prepare	a	manual	for	secretaries	and	tax	
collectors.		
	
		Majority	of	the	authors	attributes	this	statement	to	Ardashir	I	the	King	of	Persia	(re.	224-
241),	very	few	cite	it	as	saying	of	Prophet	Muhammad,	most	often	it	refers	to	"ancients"	or	
simply	says,	'it	is	said'.	Al-Ghazali	(d.	1111)	is	apparently	the	first	to	attribute	this	concept	to	
the	Prophet	saying:	"Islam	and	Sultan	are	twin	brothers"	reported	by	Ibn	Abbas	(N.D.	205).	
It	appears	in	the	hadith	collections	like	Musnad	Al-Daylami	(d.	1162),	'Ala	al-Din	al-Muttaqi's	
Kanz	al-Ummal	(1981,	6:10),	and	commentaries	of	the	Qur'an	after	al-Ghazali.	Al-Saghani,	in	
the	thirteenth	century,	however,	considered	this	report	fabricated.		
	
Variation	in	the	later	version	of	the	statement	later,	substituting	the	words	al-Din	with	al-
Islam	and	al-'adl,	and	al-mulk	with	al-sultan	and	sometimes	taw'aman	with	akhawan	and	
sinwan	needs	to	be	understood	in	the	changing	political	contexts.	Religion	was	extremely	
politicised	in	this	period	between	these	rival	warrior	groups	who	disrupted	the	order	in	this	
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region.	Caliphs	were	no	longer	in	control	of	affairs;	they	only	served	as	religious	figureheads.	
Nizamul	Mulk	Tusi's	(d.	1092),	book	Siyasat	Nama	famously	known	for	the	statement	of	
"Twin	Brothers"	provide	an	insight	into	the	art	of	political	management	in	this	chaotic	
period.	Taw'aman,	twin	brothers	in	this	statement	is	the	core	term	that	provides	rationality	
to	this	otherwise	common	wisdom.		
	
This	reference	implies	that	this	relationship	is	the	law	of	nature	and	biological	fact.	The	term	
has	some	other	interpretations,	all	politically	relevant.	Twins	means	having	the	same	source;	
twins	are	inseparable;	twins	are	indistinguishable;	twins	support	each	other;	twins	are	
interdependent;	twins	have	equal	position.		
	
Nizamul	Mulk	Tusi	took	two	steps.	He	wrote	Siyasat	Namah,	advising	Saljuq	Sultan	Alp	
Arsalan	to	acquire	religious	knowledge	enough	to	distinguish	between	heresy	and	authentic	
religion	to	protect	himself	and	his	kingdom.	A	whole	new	theology	was	developed	to	
counter	the	religious	Fatimid	state.	Second,	he	established	the	chain	of	Madaris	Nizamiyya,	
known	after	his	name,	to	train	religious	scholars,	Muftis,	Qadis	and	state	officials	who	would	
be	sufficiently	knowledgeable	to	guide	the	religious	discourse.		He	also	assigned	al-Ghazali	
to	write	a	book	on	the	heresies	of	the	Batinis.	It	is	in	this	book	that	al-Ghazali	cited	the	
above-mentioned	Hadith.	In	his	other	books,	he	does	not	refer	to	this	statement	as	Hadith.		
	
Before	the	situation	could	improve,	Tusi	was	assassinated	by	an	Isma'ili	and	al-Ghazali	had	
to	go	into	hiding.	This	situation	politicised	the	religious.	Debate	about	the	Political	and	the	
Religious	as	twin	brothers	continued	in	Muslim	societies.	The	next	section	discusses	the	
doctrines	relating	the	Religious;	the	third	section	overviews	the	doctrine	about	the	Political.			
	

1. THE	RELIGIOUS	

	The	Qur'an	refers	to	religious	diversity	and	co-existence	between	followers	of	different	
religions;	everyone	is	free	to	worship	(109:	4-6).	There	is	no	compulsion	in	religion	because	
truth	and	error	are	clearly	known	(2:	256).		Islamic	traditions	define	the	‘religious	other’	in	
several	different	ways.	Kalam	and	Fiqh	defined	the	religious	other	as	infidel	from	the	
perspective	of	faith.	Islamic	law	defined	the	religious	other	from	the	political	perspective	
and	defined	the	status	accordingly	as	Ahl	al-Kitab,	Ahl	al-Dhimma,	harabi,	mustamin,	and	
mu'ahid.	Boundaries	were	also	marked	to	distinguish	Din	from	Dunya,	changeable	and	
unchangeable,	and	between	Ibadat	from	Mu’amalat.			
	
	Fiqh	as	understanding	of	Shariah	developed	initially	as	multiple	local	customary	legal	
traditions	in	Medina,	the	city	of	the	Prophet	and	in	other	cities	where	the	companions	lived	
after	his	death.	The	plurality	of	views	in	the	Fiqh	traditions	is	proverbial.	The	problem	arose	
when	this	distinction	was	blurred	by	some	modern	religious	leaders	expanding	the	domain	
of	religion	to	include	the	Political,	namely	the	State	into	the	religious	as	absolute	authority.	
Mawlana	Mawdudi	considered	the	term	Din	too	unique	and	comprehensive	to	be	translated	
in	any	language."	The	modern	word	"state"	has	reached	somewhat	closer	to	it,	but	it	is	not	
yet	broad	enough	to	include	the	whole	semantic	field	to	which	the	word	Din,	Religion	
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refers"	(Mawdudi,	2000,	132).	
	
I	take	up	only	two	doctrines	Bidah	and	Tashabbuh	to	illustrate	how	these	boundaries	
provided	cultural	freedom	to	the	Social	by	distinguishing	the	religious	from	non-religious	
matters.	This	distinction	was	religiously	necessary	because	no	one	had	the	religious	
authority	that	the	Prophet	had.	As	discussed	in	the	last	section,	Imam	al-Haramayn	al-
Juwayni	clarified	that	religious	authority	existed	only	in	the	Qur'an	and	Sunnah.	In	the	
absence	of	these	primary	sources,	it	the	consensus	of	the	community	was	decisive.		
	

Al-Bidah	

Bidah	is	an	important	doctrine	defining	distinction	between	the	religious	and	the	non-
religious.		Muslim	jurists	have	written	volumes	on	the	subject.	Al-Shatibi's	(d.	1388)	
description	of	al-Bidah	is	regarded	as	more	definitive	than	others	as	he	discovered	four	
constituent	elements	that	render	an	innovation,	a	new	idea	or	a	practice	Bidah:	(1)	Intent	
and	belief	that	the	innovation	is	religious,	(2)	Similarity	in	status	with	religious	obligations,	
(3)	Exaggerated	emphasis	on	its	religious	nature,	and	(4)	Considering	its	practice	as	a	way	of	
seeking	God’s	pleasure.	Shatibi	does	not	consider	an	innovation	and	practice	as	Bidah.	He	
gives	the	examples	of	built	up	houses	in	place	of	huts	and	use	of	sieves	to	sift	or	strain	
unwanted	elements	from	food	as	innovations	that	are	not	Bidah	as	they	are	not	associated	
with	belief	and	religion.	Shatibi	distinguishes	also	Ibadat	as	the	area	where	Bidat	are	usually	
introduced	as	opposed	to	Mu’amalat.	He	gives	an	example	that	would	have	sounded	far-
fetched	in	his	period.	“If	there	were	then	a	person	who	travels	to	perform	the	obligation	of	
hajj	flying	in	the	air	or	walking	on	the	water	he	will	not	be	counted	as	innovator	or	heretic.	
The	purpose	is	to	reach	Mecca	to	perform	the	obligation	and	he	achieved	that	purpose	in	its	
fullest	sense	(Shatibi	1997,	1:	253).		
	

Tashabbuh	

The	doctrine	of	prohibition	of	imitating	the	infidel,	tashabbuh	bi'l	kuffar,	has	been	exploited	
by	extremists	to	blur	boundaries	between	what	is	religious	obligation	and	what	is	not.	
Firstly,	the	doctrine	is	presented	as	a	definition	of	Muslim	identity.	Imitation	of	non-Muslims	
per	se	is	described	as	apostasy.	Second,	it	blurs	the	difference	between	religious	and	
cultural	symbols	of	identity,	even	socialising	with	non-Muslims	is	regarded	as	Tashabbuh.		
	

The	doctrine	of	Tashabbuh	was	derived	from	the	following	saying	of	the	Prophet:	“Whoever	
imitates	(tashabbaha)	a	people	he	belongs	to	them”.	Varying	versions	of	this	statement	are	
reported	in	Ahmad	b.	Hanbal’s	Musnad,	Abu	Da'ud	Sulayman	b.	Ash'ath	al-Sijistani’s	(d.	888-
9)	Sunan	and	Abu	Isa	Muhammad	b.	Isa	al-Tirmidhi’s	(d.	892)	Jami’.		

	

Generalisation	of	this	prohibition,	diversity	in	its	interpretation	and	widening	its	implications	
arose	in	changing	cultural,	political	and	religious	contexts.	I	will	illustrate	this	diversity	with	
four	examples	form	the	twelfth	and	fourteenth	centuries	in	the	pre-modern	and	nineteenth	
and	twentieth	centuries	in	the	modern	period.			
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Al-Ghazali	discusses	the	question	of	Tashabbuh	as	cultural	issue	of	relations	between	
Muslims	and	others	and	takes	political	perspective.	He	gives	several	explanations	for	
prohibition	of	imitating	the	infidels:	tense	relationship	between	Muslims	and	Jews	in	
Medina,	distinct	Muslim	identity.	Ibn	Taymiyya	takes	the	prohibition	of	imitation	in	strictly	
religious	sense.	He	explains	that	imitation	breeds	affection	for	non-Muslim	practices	which	
are	sinful.		These	two	examples	are	from	Muslim	majority	cultures.	The	situation	becomes	
more	complex	in	nineteenth	century	colonial	India	where	Muslims	are	in	minority	living	
under	foreign	rulers	who	are	Christian.	

	
Shah	Abd	al-Aziz	(d.	1823)	was	frequently	asked	about	sharing	food	with	no-Muslims,	
dressing	like	them,	eating	with	them,	greeting	them,	attending	their	festivals,	accepting	gifts	
and	food	distributed	at	these	festivals,	did	it	make	them	non-Muslims?	He	clarified	that	
anything,	custom,	practice,	food,	dress	that	is	considered	by	non-Muslims	as	religious	is	not	
allowed	for	Muslims	as	amounted	to	imitating	them	in	strictly	religious	manner.		However,	if	
it	is	common	among	the	kuffar	but	not	peculiar	to	them,	there	is	no	harm	for	Muslims	to	
adopt	it.	If	Muslims	adopt	them	for	benefits	and	convenience	and	not	with	the	intention	of	
imitating	their	religion,	it	is	not	forbidden,	for	instance,	wearing	a	warm	dress	that	the	non-
Muslims	do	in	winter	is	not	religious	practice,	and	is	not	forbidden	(1987,	417).		
	
The	problem	of	tashabbuh	was	politicised	in	nineteenth	century	when	Sayyid	Ahmad	Khan	
as	an	official	of	the	state	had	a	dinner	with	an	English	official.	His	rivals	asked	for	Fatawa	and	
was	declared	infidel	because	he	mixed	with	the	English	and	ate	at	the	same	table.	Khan	
wrote	a	detailed	treatise	on	the	subject,	analysing	the	relevant	hadith	and	arguing	on	the	
practices	and	fatwas	in	contemporary	Muslim	societies.	Among	others,	Mawlana	Ashraf	Ali	
Thanawi	also	wrote	a	rejoinder	to	this	treatise.	Both	are	important	writings	and	reflect	the	
political	and	religious	context	of	this	debate.	The	space	in	this	short	paper	does	not	allow	
even	a	summary	of	this	debate.	Despite	the	scrupulous	details	and	arguments,	the	tenor	is	
quite	political.	We	find	same	trend	in	the	Fatawa	literature,	yet	some	of	these	rulings	are	
useful	to	see	how	the	boundaries	between	the	religious	and	the	cultural	are	also	drawn	to	
allow	practices	which	are	not	religious.	
	
Mufti	Abd	al-Hayy	of	Farangi	Mahal	advised	to	give	up	Muslim	cultural	practices	if	it	hurts	
the	religious	feeling	of	non-Muslims.	He	clarified	that	killing	a	cow	and	eating	the	meat	is	
not	an	obligation.	It	must	be	avoided	if	it	leads	to	religious	disorder	because	Hindus	worship	
it	(1964,	71).	He	also	allowed	accepting	sweets	distributed	as	religious	offerings	on	Diwali	
and	Holi	festivals	(1964,	510).	Speaking	and	learning	English	languages	was	also	forbidden	as	
tashabbuh.		The	Mufti	clarified	that	learning	English	was	not	tashabbuh.	Tashabbuh	refers	
to	special	customs	and	habits,	which	are	peculiar	with	the	kuffar.	Food,	drinks,	dress	may	
entail	tashabbuh,	but	not	languages	(1964,	551).	
	
There	was	also	a	difference	of	opinion	about	wooden	sandals	as	they	were	used	by	Hindu	
Yogis.	Mufti	Abd	al-Hayy	disallowed	these	sandals	but	Mufti	Rashid	Ahmad	Gangohi	(d.	
1905)	clarified	that	wooden	sandals	symbolized	Yogis	now	it	is	common	among	Muslims	and	
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Hindus,	and	therefore	allowed	(N.d.	627).	Gangohi	was	asked	about	English	dress	and	cross	
worn	by	Christians.	He	explained	that	Cross	is	a	symbol	of	Christianity,	and	therefore	counts	
imitation.	Hat,	coat	and	pantaloons	are	not	religious	symbols.	Muslims	in	England	also	wear	
these	dresses.	But	in	India	it	is	regarded	imitation	of	the	English	and	therefore	forbidden	(p.	
215).			
	Despite	the	emphasis	on	distinction	between	religious	and	non-religious	the	issue	of	
tashabbuh	was	increasingly	politicised	in	the	colonial	period.	As	the	next	section	illustrates,	
the	Political	brother	enjoyed	more	privileged	position	than	the	religious.	Consequently,	as	
noted	below	religion	had	to	be	imagined	as	state	and	ideology	but	religion	had	to	bear	the	
cost	for	this	transformation.	
	

2. THE	POLITICAL		

Siyasah	and	Shariah	are	often	essentialised	today	as	mutually	contradictory;	Siyasah	is	open	
and	Shariah	is	rigid.		In	Islamic	tradition,	the	doctrine	of	Siyasah	aims	to	mark	boundaries	
between	the	political	and	the	religious.	Ibn	Nujaym	(d.	1563),	defines	it	as	follows:	"Siyasah	
refers	to	the	action	taken	by	a	ruler	in	view	of	a	public	interest	in	his	opinion	in	a	certain	
matter	even	though	he	found	no	textual	evidence	to	support	his	action",	see	al-Bahr	al-Ra'iq	
(Cairo:	Dar	al-Kutub	al-'Arabiyya	al-Kubra,	n.d).	
	
The	debate	about	the	boundaries	emerged	in	the	ninth	centuries	when	jurists'	
interpretations	had	developed	into	several	schools	of	law.	Jurists	who	functioned	as	Muftis	
and	Qadis	represented	the	Religious	in	Muslim	society.	The	Abbasids	introduced	New	courts	
(e.g.	Mazalim	and	Hisba)	where	the	rulers	used	their	discretion	in	public	interest.	Imam	al-
Shafi'i	rejected	the	notion	of	"Ruler's	discretion	(Siyasah)",	allowing	it	only	that	which	
accorded	with	the	Qur'an	and	Sunna	(Al-Umm,	Cairo:	dar	al-Misriyya,	N.d.	1:	7).	Other	jurists	
developed	this	notion	of	discretion	to	limit	the	limited	number	of	crimes	where	
punishments	were	fixed	and	designated	them	as	Hudud,	the	rest	under	the	category	of	
ta'zirat	were	left	to	the	discretion	of	the	ruler.		The	debate	on	Siyasah	emerged	
intermittently	as	and	when	the	system	faced	a	crisis.	
	

(a) The	Doctrine	of	Siyasah	
	

The	first	crisis	came	when	the	newly	emerging	position	of	the	Sultan	claimed	to	be	the	
political	in	place	of	the	caliph	in	twelfth	century.	As	mentioned	above,	the	Abbasid	caliphate	
had	been	under	constant	threat	by	neighbour	states.	The	caliphs	were	too	weak	to	control	
the	disorder;	they	had	to	rely	on	military	amirs	who	gradually	claimed	executive	authorities	
and	kept	the	position	of	caliph	for	legal	justification.	They	used	this	authority	to	appoint	and	
depose	the	caliphs	at	their	will.		
	
Al-Ghazali	and	other	jurists	rationalised	this	situation	as	Istila',	rule	by	force.	He	developed	a	
theory	of	Siyasah	that	separated	the	political	from	the	religious;	the	religious	in	succession	
of	the	Prophet	and	the	political	as	a	matter	of	fact.	The	Siyasah	in	the	latter	sense	meant	
"Social	organization	and	cooperation	for	economic	resources	and	their	management"	(Ihya	
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'Ulum	al-Din,	Cairo:	Maktaba	Mashhad	al-Husayn,	1971,	1:	10-11).		
	
The	Abbasid	caliphate	in	Baghdad	was	destroyed	in	the	thirteenth	century	but	the	authority	
of	the	caliph	had	already	diminished.	The	political	continued	gaining	more	authority.		The	
caliphate	was	shifted	to	Cairo	reorganizing	under	powerful	Sultans	with	caliphs	as	nominal	
heads.	The	territory	of	the	Cairo	caliphate	was	limited.	It	was	frequently	threatened	by	
Mongols	and	Crusaders.	The	crisis	of	rule	of	law	related	more	specifically	to	crimes	and	
wars,	demanding	strong	rules	and	harsh	punishments.	Siyasah	came	to	mean	political	
authority	to	establish	discipline	and	order.	Al-Qarafi,	developed	a	theory	of	Siyasah	dividing	
religious	and	legal	authority	between	the	Imam,	the	Qadi	and	the	Mufti;	the	Mufti	was	
responsible	to	God	and	the	Qadi	to	the	Imam.	The	Imam	had	the	final	authority	where	the	
jurists	differed.	Ibn	Taymiyyah	proposed	to	assimilate	both	authorities	of	Siyasah	in	his	
doctrine	of	al-Siyasah	al-Shar'iyyah.	He	disagreed	with	separation	of	powers	between	
religion	and	state	because	state	was	necessitated	by	religion	and	the	state	was	responsible	
to	enforce	Shariah.	He	gave	more	power	to	the	ruler	under	Shariah,	for	instance	to	fix	
punishments	even	for	tazir	crimes.	In	Al-Andalus,	al-Shatibi	developed	Maslahah	public	
interest,	into	the	doctrine	of	Maqasid	al-Shariah,	in	which	religion	was	one	of	the	basic	
needs	along	with	four	other	categories	of	public	interest.		
	
Taqi	aI-Din	al-Maqrizi	(d.	1441)	who	argued	that	the	term	Siyasah	was	constructed	on	the	
pattern	of	Mongol	Yasa,	defined	Siyasah	to	mean	"Seeking	the	welfare	of	the	people	by	
leading	them	to	the	way	of	success	in	this	and	the	other	world".	According	to	him	Siyasah	
was	of	two	types,	Prophetic	and	Oppressive;	the	first	was	ruled	by	Shariah.		
	
The	Political	became	hierarchical	and	authoritative	during	sixteenth	and	seventeenth	
centuries	with	the	rise	of	Mughal	(India)	Safavid	(Iran)	and	the	Ottoman	empires.	Siyasah	in	
this	period	was	defined	as	balance	of	power.		The	jurists	as	officials	of	the	state	participated	
in	systemization	of	Islamic	laws	resulting	in	compilations	like	Multaqa	al-Abhur	and	Fatawa	
Alamgiri.	Emperors	introduced	their	own	law,	e.g.,	Qanun	in	the	Ottoman	Empire	and	
Farman	and	A'in	in	Mughal	India,	in	Mughal	India	in	addition	to	Shari’a,	sometimes	even	
contrary	to	fiqh.	Shah	Waliullah	also	defined	Siyasah	as	balance	of	powers.	Assimilating	the	
various	doctrines	of	Siyasah	by	philosophers	and	jurists	he	stressed	the	need	for	the	
deconstruction	of	old	systems	(fakk	kulli	nizam)	and	construct	a	new	one	on	the	Siyasah	of	
balance	and	Public	interest.	
	
It	is	quite	interesting	that	the	doctrine	of	Siyasah	was	also	invoked	by	the	colonial	rulers,	
especially	by	Warren	Hastings	in	eighteenth	century	India,	to	justify	reforms	in	Islamic	
criminal	laws.	He	assumed	the	title	Nawwab	Governor	General	Hastings	to	claim	
prerogatives	of	a	Muslim	ruler	to	reform	laws	on	grounds	of	the	doctrine	of	Siyasah	(Jain	
1982).	George	Rankin	noted	the	influence	of	the	doctrine	of	Siyasah	in	the	administration	of	
criminal	laws	even	after	Warren	Hastings.	It	is	described	by	Jonathan	Duncan	as	a	'corrective	
or	supplementary	doctrine'	which	is	well	known	and	admitted	in	the	practice.	It	was	
probably	this	doctrine	that	allowed	the	colonial	state	to	legislate	Shariat	and	British	judges	
to	adjudicate	it,	if	the	Ulama	approved	it.	
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Literature	on	Siyasah	grown	abundantly	in	nineteenth	and	twentieth	centuries.	The	term	
Siyasah	came	to	be	distinguished	as	law	in	public	law	in	contrast	to	Shariah	that	meant	
personal	laws.	Rifa'a	al-Tahtawi	(d.	1873)	translated	the	French	terms	"loi,	reglement"	as	
Siyasah	in	1830,	thus	equating	Siyasah	with	Secular	law.	'Abd	al-Wahhab	Khallaf,	defined	
Siyasah	as	"management	of	public	affairs	in	an	Islamic	state	with	a	view	to	securing	public	
welfare	and	removal	of	harm	in	such	a	way	that	it	did	not	transgress	the	limits	imposed	by	
Shari’a	and	did	not	violate	its	universal	principles,	even	though	it	may	not	be	in	complete	
conformity	with	the	statements	of	the	leading	jurists.	Ahmad	Fathi	al-Bahnasi,	and	other	
jurists	also	mentioned	this	division	between	Ta'zir	and	Hudud	as	Siyasah	and	Shariah.	
International	laws	and	peace	treaties	also	belonged	to	Siyasah.		
	

(b) Secularism	
	

The	modern	nation-state	replaced	the	personal	concept	of	governance,	and	bestowed	upon	
the	institution	of	state	complete	sovereignty	as	embodiment	of	the	nation.	This	
development	posed	new	questions	to	the	doctrine	of	Siyasah.	Who	has	the	sovereignty?	
The	Islamists	reject	the	idea	of	the	sovereignty	of	the	people.	They	believe	that	the	
sovereignty	belongs	to	God.	This	opened	a	new	debate	about	democracy	and	secularism.	
	
Secularism	has	been	subject	of	debate	more	heatedly	after	the	abolition	of	caliphate	in	
1924.	In	the	modern	context	secularism	was	approached	from	at	least	three	different	
perspectives:	sociological,	epistemological	and	ideological.	
	

In	view	of	the	religious,	cultural	and	ethnic	diversity	in	southeast	Asia,	Secularism	was	treated	as	an	
epistemological	issue;	communal	identity	was	defined	by	culture	and	source	of	knowledge.	Naquib	
al-Attas	proposed	Islamisation	of	knowledge	for	defining	Muslim	religious	and	political	identity.	
Secularism	to	him	was	neutral,	or	pluralist	toward	such	divisions.	To	Naquib	al-Attas,	“The	term	
“secular”	has	dual	connotation:	time	and	location;	now	and	this	world.	(p.	16).	He	considered	
secularism	anti-religious	from	that	perspective.	distinguishing	secularization	and	secularism,	he	
observed	that	Secularization	in	the	West,	is	understood	as	deliverance	of	man	first	from	religion	and	
then	from	metaphysical	control	over	his	reason	and	his	language’,	and			Secularism,	like	religion,	
denotes	an	ideology	that	projects	a	close	world-view	and	absolute	set	of	values	in	line	with	an	
ultimate	historical	purpose	having	a	final	significance	for	men.	Secularism,	according	to	them.	(p.	19	
citing	Harvey	Cox,	The	Secular	City,	New	York,	1965).	

	

In	the	Arab	world,	the	social	organisation	was	not	religious	either,	but	the	political	and	the	
religious	were	not	interdependent.	The	social	and	the	political	also	could	not	adjust	with	
each	other	under	the	Ottomans.	Strong	reaction	against	Ali	Abd	al-Raziq's	somewhat	
secularist	call	was	opposed	by	the	religious	and	political	together	at	the	abolition	of	the	
caliphate	as	Al-Azhar	was	supporting	the	caliphate	of	the	Egyptian	King	Fouad.	Resistance	to	
secularism	continued	but	turned	ideological	with	the	Muslim	brothers.	Al-Qaradawi	rejects	
it	as	Western,	anti-religious	and	atheist	ideology.	He	regards	Muslims	supporting	secularism	
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apostates.	
Ghannushi	argues	that	Secularism	as	not	ideology	or	theory;	there	is	a	multitude	of	
secularisms.	Western	secularism	is	only	'procedural	solution'.	Islam	has	combined	religion	
and	politics	since	its	beginning	with	the	social	contract	(Mithaq)	of	Medina	that	combined	
people	of	different	religions	and	beliefs	into	one	political	community.	Islamic	approach	is	
distinction,	not	separation	between	religion	and	politics.	In	Islamic	law,	distinction	is	made	
between	human	and	divine,	reason	and	revelation,	Ibadat	and	Mu'amalat,	rights	of	people	
and	rights	of	God,	state	and	religion.	Secularism	is	not	expulsion	of	religion	form	politics.	It	is	
dangerous;	it	reduces	state	to	be	Mafia	without	moral	restraint,	social	harmony	need	
balance.	"To	achieve	this	balance,	we	need	to	go	back	to	the	issue	of	distinguishing	between	
religion	and	politics	and	adjust	the	parameters	and	constant	in	religion	and	that	which	is	
variable".	(2012).	To	Ghannushi,	secularism	is	not	atheistic	philosophy	but	merely	a	set	of	
procedural	arrangement	designed	to	safeguard	the	freedom	of	belief	and	thought".		
Defining	the	Islamic	state,	he	says,	"The	state	is	Islamic	insofar	as	it	assures	that	its	actions	
are	in	accordance	with	Islam's	values	without	being	subjected	to	the	tutelage	of	any	
religious	institution	for	there	is	no	such	thing	in	Islam.	Rather,	there	is	a	people	and	a	nation	
who	make	decision	through	their	institutions".	
	

In	South	Asia,	Secularism	was	seen	from	three	different	perspectives:	traditional,	historical	and	
ideological.	

	

Qari	Tayyib's	book	“The	Natural	State”	illustrates	the	traditional	view.	According	to	him	the	
Nature	symbolizes	Divine	kingdom,	which	is	the	best	example	of	a	balanced	system.	The	
government	on	earth	is	Khilafat	(deputy	of	God),	which	establishes	a	system	of	government	
on	the	pattern	of	the	Divine	natural	state.		Islamic	caliphate	is	distinct	from	all	other	systems	
because	in	other	systems	humans	assume	the	Divine	authority.	Islamic	system	of	
government	differs	from	others	in	the	following	aspects.	

� God	alone	is	the	legislator.	
� The	ruler	is	bound	to	consult	and	is	bound	to	abide	by	the	consultation	.	
� Majority	view	does	not	constitute	a	binding	advice;	the	binding	advice	is	the	

one	that	is	the	most	reasonable.	
� Majority	view	is	decisive	only	to	settle	a	point	where	opinions	are	divided.	
� Khilafat	does	not	work	for	material	objectives.	
� Khilafat	system	does	not	allow	party	system.	

He	elaborated	further	that	political	government	without	consultation	is	tyranny	and	
dictatorship,	and	consultation	without	a	leader	is	anarchy	and	de-centrism.	In	its	most	
excellent	form	of	a	comprehensive	and	moderate	religion,	Islam	combines	autocracy	and	
democracy.		

Calling	for	obligatory	obedience	to	ruler	Islam	prevents	disorder	so	that	the	
divine	vice-regency	is	secure	from	chaos	of	the	selfish	opinions	and	form	the	
interference	of	the	masses.	Constituting	the	institution	of	consultation,	Islam	
abolished	the	possibility	of	the	tyranny	and	absolutism	of	the	ruler,	so	that	



 14 

that	entire	Umma	does	not	suffer	from	the	individualism,	selfishness	and	
chaos.	Consequently,	an	Islamic	government	combines	autocracy	and	
democracy,	neither	is	autocracy	independent	of	democracy,	nor	is	democracy	
independent	of	autocracy”	(Tayyib	1963,	220).	
	

The	opinion	of	the	people	does	not	qualify	as	‘majority	opinion’.	Only	the	religious	scholars	
can	validly	decide	between	equivocal	issues	because	possess	the	legislative	taste	and	are	
well	versed	in	the	philosophy	of	law.	The	opinion	of	the	ordinary	people	has	no	value,	even	
if	they	have	total	consensus	about	a	certain	matter	(Tayyib	1963,	219).	
	

Muhammad	Iqbal	studied	the	issue	from	historical	angle	and	argued	that	Muslim	societies	
did	not	develop	the	religious	as	institutional	authority	because	in	Islam	the	material	and	
spiritual	are	two	aspects	of	the	same	reality.	He	welcomed	abolition	of	Caliphate	in	Turkey	
to	bring	autocracy	to	an	end.	He	proposed	combining	Ijtihad	and	Ijma'	in	the	institution	of	
parliament.	He	also	explained	that	separation	of	the	religious	and	the	political	was	a	
functional	division	in	the	management	of	the	political.	"The	Islamic	idea	of	the	division	of	the	
religious	and	political	functions	of	the	State	must	not	be	confounded	with	the	European	idea	
of	the	separation	of	Church	and	State.	The	former	is	only	a	division	of	functions…	the	latter	is	
based	on	the	metaphysical	dualism	of	spirit	and	matter".		

	

Mawlana	Mawdudi	(d.	1979)	viewed	secularism	as	an	ideology	of	la	diniyyat,	absence	of	
religion.	'Islamic	ideology'	on	the	other	hand	is	based	on	two	principles	of	Sovereignty	of	
God	and	enforcement	of	Shariah.	He	does	not	support	democracy	as	a	theory	of	the	
sovereignty	of	the	people	and	rejects	theocracy	or	the	sovereign	authority	of	the	religious	
people.	He	called	Islamic	state	Theo-democracy.	According	to	him,	“Islamic	State	is	not	La	
dini	jamhuriyyat	(Secular	democracy);	sovereignty	does	not	belong	to	the	people”	(Mawdudi	
1964,	23).	He	coined	the	term	“Theo-democracy”	(Ilahi	Jamhuri	hukumat)	for	the	type	of	
democracy	in	an	Islamic	state	(Mawdudi	1964,	24).	He	is	extremely	critical	of	the	Western	
idea	of	democracy.	In	elections,	which	are	the	hallmark	of	a	democratic	system,	a	special	
group	of	people	is	elected	because	this	group	can	influence	people	by	its	wealth,	and	
propaganda.	This	group	in	power	makes	laws	for	their	own	personal	and	class	interests	
(Mawdudi	1964,	25).	In	Islam	people	are	not	free	to	make	their	own	laws.		
	
Niyazi	Berkes,	a	sociologist	from	Turkey,	views	it	as	a	problem	of	modernisation;	it	does	not	
originate	with	religion	or	state.	The	societies	where	the	social	and	political	were	not	
organised	on	religious	basis	in	pre-modern	period	could	easily	separate	the	political	from	
the	religious.	Unlike	Christian,	Muslim	societies	who	treated	the	religious	and	the	political	
interdependent	are	divided	between	the	traditional	conservative,	the	modernist	and	the	
religious	reformist.	The	traditional	conservative	is	strictly	religious,	but	accommodative,	the	
modernist	is	not	religious	and	has	no	problem	with	secularism.	It	is	the	religious	reformist	
who	is	for	revival	of	religion	and	contests	the	modernist.	The	Ottoman	society	was	not	
organised	on	religious	basis;	it	combined	religion	and	political	both.	It	is	the	difficulty	of	
continuing	this	combination	that	creates	tension.	
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3. THE	SOCIAL	

In	these	debates,	I	find	Imam	al-Haramayn	Abu'l	Ma'ali	al-Juwayni's	(d.	1085)	Ghiyath	al-
umam	fi	iltiyath	al-Zulam,	helping	communities	in	the	world	wrapped	in	darkness,	
immensely	relevant	to	these	debates.	Even	the	title	indicates	his	concern	with	the	
environment	of	tyranny	and	oppression	and	his	attempt	to	save	the	community	from	this	
dark	era.	Ghiyath	al-Umam	aims	to	help	the	masses	against	oppression.	Increased	
oppression	of	the	rulers	and	officials.	The	Ulama	have	lost	caution	and	balance.	Leaders	and	
the	middle	classes	have	no	piety.	My	attempt	is	to	put	the	grinding	wheels	in	place	I	have	
given	above	some	idea	about	the	darkness	and	oppression	to	which	this	title	refers.	Al-
Ghazali	who	accommodated	this	oppression	by	legitimised	Istila	based	on	necessity	of	
avoiding	disorder	was	al-Juwayni's	disciple.	Al-Juwayni	was	also	the	rector	of	the	Madrasa	
Nizamiyya	that	Tusi	established.	Both	were	also	prominent	in	supporting	the	Twin	Brother	
doctrine.	

	

Al-Juwayni	disagreed,	not	with	their	theory	and	with	the	missing	link	in	this	theory;	the	role	
and	faith	of	the	umam,	communities,	the	masses,	the	society	beside	the	Political	and	the	
Religious.	He	agreed	that	Imamah	was	complete	and	general	authority,	that	it	was	
necessary	to	establish	a	ruler,	that	the	religious	and	the	political	are	twin	and	
interdependent.	He,	however	disagreed	with	the	argument	that	the	establishment	of	state	
was	a	religious	obligation	created	by	a	religious	text.	He	goes	into	details	that	such	claims	
are	unfounded.	He	clarifies	that	this	necessity	was	created	by	the	community	and	
legitimised	by	Ijma',	the	consensus	of	the	masses.	Once	a	leader,	an	Imam,	an	Amir,	a	ruler	
is	elected	and	appointed	religion	obliges	its	followers	to	obey	him.	There	are	religious	texts	
to	this	effect.	

	

He	argues	that	this	necessity	is	not	a	religious	norm	in	the	sense	that	it	obliges	God	to	
provide	guidance	and	to	prescribe	rules.	One	could	say	that	Prophet	were	sent	to	fulfil	such	
necessity.	Al-Juwayni	argues	that	God	was	not	obliged	to	do	that.	Otherwise,	there	would	
have	been	no	fatrah,	hiatus,	a	period	without	a	prophet.	Also,	Prophet	would	not	be	the	last	
prophet.	That	means	sending	Prophets	is	not	natural	necessity,	a	norm,	a	Divine	obligation.	
If	so,	then	Imam	is	a	lesser	requirement.	If	it	is	possible	to	have	a	time	without	the	Prophet	
then	it	is	even	more	logical	to	have	an	Imam.		

	

Secondly,	God	is	not	obliged	to	save	the	people.		Even	the	Prophet	is	not	the	savour;	his	
duty	is	to	deliver	the	divine	message.	He	organises	society,	establishes	a	community	and	
guides	them	to	run	their	affairs.	He	does	not	force	them.	He	leads	them,	if	they	will.	God	
also	does	not	change	the	conditions	of	the	people	unless	they	change	themselves.	Thirdly,	
while	the	Prophet	was	chosen	by	God,	an	Imam	is	chosen	by	the	community.	Consensus	of	
the	community	is	the	source	of	legitimation	(pp.	1:21-26).	
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The	role	of	Imam	as	leader	of	the	community	is	central.	The	Imamah	as	an	institution	is	
comprehensive;	it	applicable	to	all	matters	including	protection	of	the	territory,	care	of	the	
subjects,	establishing	the	call	with	rational	and	military	support,	saving	the	oppressed	from	
the	oppressor.	(1:22).	

	

Imam's	legal	authority	related	to	two	types	of	laws:	(1)	laws	relating	Imam	and	governors	
who	have	the	authority	to	rule	and	to	enforce	the	law.	(2)	Laws	for	the	community.	There	
are	members	of	the	community	between	the	two	who	participate	in	formulating	and	
completing	the	laws.	(1:15).	Since	they	are	responsible	for	transmitting	the	authentic	and	
reliable	rules	in	Shariah,	they	must	be	qualified	to	exercise	Ijtihad.	They	are	the	pillars	of	
trust	in	knowledge	and	piety.		

	

Ijma'	

Most	problems	of	law	are	broken	into	pieces	because	differences	of	opinion.	The	negative	
and	the	positive	impact	of	the	difference	is	resolved	by	Ijma.	The	framework	of	argument	
for	Consensus	is	custom	and	its	continuity.	If	it	is	not	habitual	and	familiar	its	continuity	is	
not	proven.	Consensus	is	required	in	matters	relating	political	systems,	religions,	and	
religious	communities.	In	all	these	cases,	customs	continue	because	they	have	been	
developed	by	people	suffering	from	hardship	and	struggling	for	their	dreams	that	are	
attached	to	these	customs.	Opinions	differ.	Despite	individual	differences,	however,	these	
opinions	and	desires	come	to	join	each	other.	People	cannot	be	left	on	their	own.	They	
would	not	survive	alone.	Commons	and	crowds	may	lose	their	way.	It	is	only	when	God	likes	
to	harm	some	people	he	leaves	them	alone	(1:50).	

	

Instead	of	summarising	these	discussion,	it	is	well	to	refer	to	al-Deeb,	who	abstracts	the	
following	as	principles	of	al-Juwayni's	political	theory	in	Ghiyath	al-umam,		

� The	ruler	receives	the	authority	and	power	from	Umma,	the	community.		

� In	Islamic	state,	the	ruler	is	not	the	legislator.	
� He	is	not	absolute	and	sole	power	force,	he	must	consult	the	Ulama,	the	learned	in	the	

community.	
� The	Ulama	are	the	ahl	al-hall	wa'l	aqd	(legislators).	
� Freedom	of	each	person	is	guaranteed.	
� Property	of	the	people	is	protected.	
� Islamic	state	is	not	a	state	run	by	police	and	judges.		 	 	 	 	

	 	 	

	Conclusion	

To	sum	up,	division	between	the	political	and	the	religious	appeared	very	early	in	the	history	
of	Islamic	law.	It	turned	into	tension	when	the	Political	became	more	powerful	and	reduced	
the	authority	of	religion.	The	religious	organised	itself	as	protector	of	Shariah	and	rule	of	law	
but	in	view	of	social	cohesion	and	enforcement	of	law	it	accepted	boundaries.	This	position,	
expressed	as	twin	brothers	had	its	periods	of	tension	but	it	provided	the	needed	balance	of	
authority.	This	balance	of	disrupted	when	religion	was	interpreted	as	a	political	ideology	and	



 17 

refused	to	be	neutral	in	public	law	in	modern	period.		
	
Presently,	under	the	influence	of	the	doctrine	of	Maqasid	al-Shari'a,	that	defines	public	
interest	as	the	objective	and	has	already	been	accepted	as	guiding	principle	in	responses	to	
the	public	issues	in	economy,	health,	environment,	and	human	rights	has	emerged	as	
balancing	common	value	between	the	political	and	the	religious.	This	meaning	of	Maslahah	
as	public	interest	has	fortified	emerging	civil	society	in	the	Muslim	world	to	move	away	from	
conflict	toward	common	good	and	cooperation.	
	
Before	I	conclude	I	must	make	a	confession.	In	the	current	debate	on	the	"state	of	
exception"	political	theorists	are	divided	on	the	role	of	the	Political	and	the	Legal;	most	
following	Karl	Schmidt	recognised	only	the	Political	and	others	insisted	on	including	the	
Legal.	I	wanted	to	make	my	paper	relevant	to	this	debate	by	reminding	the	participants	that	
the	Political	and	the	Legal	were	regarded	as	twin	brothers	among	the	Muslims	political	
theorists	in	the	pre-modern	period	and	that	they	were	believed	to	be	twins.	Also,	that	the	
legal	was	called	the	religious	in	those	days.	While	writing	this	paper	I	found	that	in	hurry	
Muslim	scholars	had	forgotten	the	third	brother,	the	Social.	I	found	him	in	al-Juwayni's	
Ghiyathi,	the	pet	name	for	Ghiyath	al-umam	in	Islamic	tradition.	I	added	him	in	this	paper.	
	
I	am	glad	and	must	mention	that	I	am	not	alone	in	this	adventure.	I	would	like	to	mention	
the	following	two	studies:	The	Dialectic	of	the	Law:	Certainty,	Continuity	and	Society	in	al-
Juwayni,	by	Sohaira	Zahid	Siddiqui	(2014),	and	Ahmed	Abdel	Meguid,	"Reversing	Schmitt:	
The	sovereign	as	a	guardian	of	rational	pluralism	and	the	peculiarity	of	the	Islamic	state	of	
exception	in	al-Juwayni's	dialectical	theology",	(September	12,	2017).		
	
According	to	Siddiqui,"	al-Juwayni	articulates	a	more	expansive	notion	of	the	Shari'a	which	is	
responsive	to	religious,	political	and	social	change	and	continuously	acts	as	a	governing	
force	in	the	lives	of	the	people	to	adhere	to	it.	As	a	corollary,	the	Shari'a	more	than	a	static	
body	of	laws	is	a	mechanism	of	governance	which	transcends	any	formal	apparatus	of	
government	and	is	able	to	ensure	societal	continuity	in	the	absence	of	the	latter".	
	
Abdel	Meguid	finds	that	"al-Juwayni's	position	is	the	reverse	of	Schmitt’s.	Al-Juwayni	argues	
that	the	state	of	exception,	which	defines	the	essence	of	sovereignty,	is	the	absence	of	the	
sovereign	power	and	that	the	ultimate	task	of	the	sovereign	is	to	secure	a	rationally	
pluralistic	community".	
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DEMOCRATIC	TRANSITION	IN	MALAYSIA:	
PREREQUISITES	AND	OBSTACLES	
	
Syed	Farid	Alatas	
	
	
Abstract	
	
This	paper	discusses	three	categories	of	factors	that	account	for	the	transition	to	
democracy.	They	are	the	absence	of	peasant/worker	resistance	to	the	democratic	
programme,	the	presence	of	a	democratic	culture	among	the	political	elite,	and	the	absence	
of	external	interference	with	the	democratic	project.	The	first	and	third	refer	to	structural	
conditions,	while	the	second	refers	to	ideal	conditions.	In	the	case	of	Malaysia,	the	
structural	conditions	that	emerged	in	the	late	colonial	period,	that	is,	the	absence	of	mass	
movements,	allowed	for	the	rise	of	a	relatively	democratic	postcolonial	state.	Conditions	
had	been	relatively	conducive	to	the	development	of	a	democratic	political	culture	among	
the	citizenry	up	till	the	premiership	of	Abdullah	Badawi.	However,	recent	years	have	seen	
the	development	and	exertion	of	a	more	authoritarian	trend	among	the	political	and	
religious	elite	that	has	accompanied	a	process	of	“Islamization”	of	governance.	These	
developments	resonate	with	a	more	feudal,	hierarchical	and	authoritarian	culture	that	can	
be	traced	to	the	precolonial	past	and	which	has	an	affinity	with	a	more	authoritarian	
interpretation	of	Islam	so	typical	of	the	contemporary	state	religious	establishment.	The	
future	of	democracy	depends	on	the	ability	of	democratic	tendencies	within	the	state	as	
well	as	civil	society	to	work	against	authoritarian	forces.	This	would	require	drawing	upon	
the	more	egalitarian	and	humanist	tradition	of	precolonial	Islam	and	the	modernist	
movement	of	the	colonial	Malay	world.	An	important	condition	that	determines	the	future	
of	democracy	is	also	the	absence	of	external	interference	in	the	form	of	imperialism,	either	
through	direct	intervention	or	indirectly	through	financial	or	other	inducement.	This	paper,	
however,	does	not	look	at	the	external	factor.	
	
Democracy	in	Malaysia1	
	

Malaysian	state	has	managed	to	maintain	a	relatively	democratic	regime	since	
independence.	Objections	are	likely	to	be	raised	to	the	characterization	of	the	Malaysian	
state	as	democratic.		Some	have	referred	to	the	state	in	Malaysia	as	being	authoritarian	or	
neither	democratic	nor	authoritarian.	Therefore,	it	is	necessary	to	justify	the	designation	of	
Malaysia	as	a	democratic	state.	
	

While	it	can	be	conceded	that	the	Malaysian	state	does	not	“live	up”	to	the	
standards	of	Western	liberal	democracies,	nor	aspires	to,	it	is	a	system	in	which	democratic	

																																																													
1	This	section	covering	the	pre-financial	crisis	period	is	derived	from	my	Democracy	and	Authoritarianism:	The	Rise	of	the	Post-Colonial	
State	in	Indonesia	and	Malaysia,	Basingstoke:	Macmillan,	1997.	
2	Raymond	Aron,	Democracy	and	Totalitarianism,	London:	Weidenfeld	&	Nicholson,	1968,	p.	83. 
3	On	the	first	eight	see	NSTP,	Elections	in	Malaysia:	Facts	and	Figures,	Kuala	Lumpur:	NSTP	Research	and	Informations	Services,	1994;	
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procedures	and	institutions	distinguish	it	qualitatively	from	many	other	states	normally	
understood	to	be	authoritarian.		Here	Aron's	discussion	on	the	nature	of	democracies	is	
insightful.		All	regimes,	whether	democratic	or	authoritarian,	are	oligarchic	in	nature.		The	
essence	of	politics	is	such	that	decisions	are	taken	for	and	not	by	the	community.		Popular	
sovereignty	should	not	be	taken	to	mean	that	the	people	are	directly	involved	in	decision-
making.2		If	every	regime	masks	an	oligarchy,	how	are	democracies	distinguished	from	
authoritarian	regimes?		Important	distinctions	lie	in	the	manner	in	which	power	is	wielded,	
the	rules	according	to	which	the	dominant	minority	governs,	the	extent	to	which	the	ruling	
minority	is	open,	and	the	means	by	which	it	is	selected.		The	political	system	is	more	
democratic	to	the	extent	that	the	ruling	minorities	of	the	regime	are	open	for	entry	by	way	
of	democratic	procedures.		Along	these	lines	of	argument,	it	is	fair	to	say	that	Malaysia,	in	
comparison	to	liberal	democracies,	is	corrupted	by	too	much	oligarchy,	which	is	not	to	say	
that	it	is	an	authoritarian	state.		Instead,	relatively	free	elections	give	power	to	
representatives	of	privileged	minorities.	

	
While	it	may	be	true	that	democratic	procedures	would	only	be	adhered	to	as	long	

as	the	ruling	elite	maintains	its	positions	of	power	and	continues	to	advance	its	ideal	and	
material	interests,	the	conditions	under	which	this	is	so	must	be	explained.	This	is	to	be	
done	in	comparison	with	the	Indonesian	case.			

	
	 In	Malaysia,	since	independence	in	1957	general	elections	have	been	held	regularly,	
the	first	in	August	1959.		Subsequently,	elections	were	held	in	1964,	1969,	1974,	1978,	1982,	
1986,	1990,	1995,	1999,	2004,	2008	and	2013.		The	post-independence	period	of	Malaysia	
has	seen	six	consecutive	changes	of	heads	of	government	and	12	general	elections.3		
Throughout	this	period	civilian	authority	in	the	state	has	been	the	rule.		Still,	the	democratic	
nature	of	the	state	must	be	understood	with	certain	qualifications.	Nevertheless,	what	
exists	in	Malaysia	is	more	than	the	mere	form	of	democracy.		It	differs	qualitatively	from	
authoritarian	states,	Indonesia	included.		Opposition	as	well	as	government	parties	exist	at	
the	national	as	well	as	regional	levels.	
	

Apart	from	an	almost	two-year	period	of	"suspended	democracy"	following	racial	
riots	after	the	1969	elections,	parliamentary	democracy	has	functioned	continuously.		
Whatever	the	causes	of	the	suspension	of	democracy	were,	they	did	not	operate	sufficiently	
long	enough	nor	were	they	severe	enough	to	result	in	the	appearance	of	a	non-democratic	
state.	
	
	
	
The	Conditions	for	Democracy	
	

It	should	be	obvious	that	for	most	of	post-colonial	history,	the	Malaysian	state	has	a	
number	of	features	which	set	it	apart	from	Third	World	authoritarian	regimes,	which	tend	to	
be	totalitarian,	military-dominated,	one-party	systems,	or	bureaucratic	authoritarian.		The	
regularity	of	general	elections,	universal	suffrage,	the	legal	existence	of	opposition	parties,	
and	the	degree	of	political	contestation,	co-exist	with	a	powerful	state	which	derives	
																																																													
2	Raymond	Aron,	Democracy	and	Totalitarianism,	London:	Weidenfeld	&	Nicholson,	1968,	p.	83. 
3	On	the	first	eight	see	NSTP,	Elections	in	Malaysia:	Facts	and	Figures,	Kuala	Lumpur:	NSTP	Research	and	Informations	Services,	1994;	
Ahmad	Fawzi	Mohd	Basri,	"Pilihan	Raya	Umum	1995:	Mandat	Baru	Menjelang	2000,"	Dewan	Masyarakat	May	1995.		
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legitimacy	from	the	functioning	of	democratic	institutions	but	which	continues	to	play	a	
dominant	role	in	structuring	politics	and	social	life.4		As	noted	by	Girling,	democratic	
elections	do	have	substance	in	Malaysia	because	“alternative	choices	to	the	ruling	party	
alliance	still	exist”.5	The	quasi-,	semi-	or	statist	democratic	nature	of	the	Malaysian	state	
should	not	allow	one	to	labour	under	the	impression	that	democracy	is	merely	a	facade.			

	
	 The	conditions	for	democracy	in	Malaysia	are	the	following.	
	
The	lack	of	armed	resistance	against	the	state.	
	

Democracy	was	implanted	in	Malaysia	from	without.		One	of	the	conditions	under	
which	it	can	survive	is	an	absence	of	armed	resistance	to	the	democratic	program	and	state.		
The	Malaysian	post-colonial	state	had	never	been	up	against	mass	or	armed	movements.	
There	was	no	war	of	independence	and	the	lower	classes	were	neither	participants	nor	
sources	of	pressure	in	the	negotiations	between	the	British	and	the	Malayan	elite	for	self-
rule.		The	only	militant	element	in	Malayan	labour	was	associated	with	the	Communist	Party	
of	Malaya	(CPM).		The	emerging	Malaysian	government,	however,	had	refused	to	accept	the	
legal	existence	of	the	CPM	in	an	independent	Malaysia.		Meanwhile,	during	the	period	of	
the	emergency	imposed	by	the	British	from	1948	for	a	period	of	twelve	years,	the	CPM	had	
failed	through	guerrilla	and	terrorist	activities	to	gain	the	support	of	the	masses.6		It	was	
condemned	to	outlaw	status	in	independent	Malaysia	as	well	and	never	made	any	inroads	
in	the	labour	movement.	
	

In	Malaya,	credit	for	the	success	of	the	government	counter-insurgency	policy	
against	the	CPM	must	go	to	the	British,	as	the	greater	part	of	the	emergency	period	lasting	
from	1948	to	1960	was	during	the	period	of	colonial	rule.		In	fact,	in	1956,	a	year	before	
independence,	Tunku	Abdul	Rahman,	the	nation's	first	prime	minister	declared	that	the	
government	would	only	build	up	a	small	army	so	as	not	to	sap	the	resources	of	the	country.7		
This	indicates	that	the	emerging	government	of	independent	Malaya	did	not	see	the	CPM	as	
a	great	threat	to	the	security	of	the	country.		There	were	no	plans	to	build	up	the	armed	
forces	and	the	police	on	a	scale	necessary	to	fight	communist	insurgency.		After	the	British	
left,	there	was	no	great	expansion	of	the	armed	forces	and	police.		It	does	seem	that	the	
government	of	post-colonial	Malaya	"did	not	bestir	itself	unduly	over	the	military	threat	
posed	by	the	CPM...."8		The	left	was	heavily	suppressed,	but	most	of	this	suppression	took	
place	during	the	British	period.		By	the	time	of	formal	independence,	there	was	not	much	
left	of	an	anti-government	movement	to	suppress.	
	
Internal	strength	of	the	state.	
	

The	internal	strength	of	the	state	can	be	defined	in	terms	of	the	resources	it	can	
mobilise	in	situations	when	its	power	is	challenged,9	as	well	as	in	terms	of	the	support	it	

																																																													
4	James	Jesudason,	"Statist	Democracy	and	the	Limits	to	Civil	Society	in	Malaysia,"	Journal	of	Commonwealth	and	Comparative	Politics	33,	
3,	1995,	335-356.	
5	John	Girling,	“Development	and	Democracy	in	Southeast	Asia”,	The	Pacific	Review	1,	4	(1988):	332-340,	p.	335. 
6	The	reasons	for	this	are	explained	later	in	the	chapter,	when	the	impact	of	capitalism	on	the	peasantry	is	discussed.	
7	Chandran	Jeshurun,	"Government	Responses	to	Armed	Insurgency	in	Malaysia,	1957-82,"	in	idem,	ed.,	Governments	and	Rebellions	in	
Southeast	Asia,	Singapore:	Institute	of	Southeast	Asian	Studies,	1985,	pp.	134-165:	p.	136.	
8	Ibid.,	p.	137.	
9	Christopher	Chase-Dunn,	Global	Formation:	Structures	of	the	World-Economy,	New	York:	Basil	Blackwell,	1989,	p.	113. 
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receives	from	the	dominant	classes,	whether	industrial	or	merchant	capital,	or	the	landed	
classes.		A	democratic	regime	that	is	internally	strong	can	withstand	opposition	without	
having	to	respond	by	suspending	the	democratic	process	altogether.		Moore	referred	to	the	
strong	bourgeois	impulse	as	a	requirement	for	democracy.	What	is	important	is	the	general	
principle	behind	this,	that	is,	strong	class	backing	for	the	democratic	state.	In	the	case	of	
modern	capitalist	states	this	backing	comes	in	the	form	of	taxation,	the	stock	exchange	and	
commercial	credit.10	
	

Of	course,	the	question	of	internal	state	strength,	and	the	support	that	the	state	
receives	from	the	dominant	classes	in	particular,	cannot	be	viewed	in	isolation	from	the	
ethnic	factor,	simply	because	of	the	predominance	of	domestic	Chinese	capital.		In	the	early	
years	after	independence	and	prior	to	the	launching	of	the	NEP	(New	Economic	Policy),	the	
Chinese	fraction	of	capital	was	dominant,	as	Malay	capital	was	significantly	undeveloped.11		
But	the	NEP	brought	a	new	set	of	rules,	regulations	and	constraints	on	Chinese	capital,	
which	allowed	for	the	emergence	of	politically-connected	Malay	private	capital	by	way	of	
“Ali-Baba”	arrangements,	appointments	to	company	directorships,	and	the	procurement	of	
government	contracts,	not	to	mention	the	increasing	role	of	foreign	capital	since	the	
1970s.12		In	addition,	Malay	bureaucrat	capitalists,	that	is,	those	who	hold	or	once	held	
bureaucratic	posts	and	use	such	posts	for	initial	capital	accumulation,13	had	made	their	
indelible	mark	on	the	economic	landscape.	Nevertheless,	in	spite	of	the	change	in	the	ethnic	
composition	of	capital,	and	whatever	the	direction	and	magnitude	of	such	change	in	state-
capital	business	relationships	since	independence,	the	point	is	that	the	state	has	
continuously	had	a	solid	financial	basis	and	access	to	funds.	This	has	provided	for	some	
degree	of	democratic	stability.		This	includes	the	provision	of	funds	to	UMNO	politicians	
from	Chinese	capitalists,	which	was	as	true	of	the	1950s	as	it	is	of	today.14	

	
There	is	also	an	ethnic	aspect	to	the	role	played	by	capital	in	maintaining	the	internal	

strength	of	the	state.	As	far	as	Chinese	capital	was	concerned,	this	was	especially	important	
in	the	early	years	of	post-colonial	state	formation,	as	discussed	earlier.		This	alliance,	in	the	
form	of	the	Barisan	Nasional	(BN)	today,	is	still	important	in	spite	of	the	relative	loss	of	clout	
of	Chinese	capital.		Although	there	had	been	a	decline	in	support	from	the	Chinese	
community	of	the	MCA	since	1959,	and	the	implementation	of	the	NEP	resulted	in	both	the	
MCA	losing	ground	to	Chinese-based	opposition	parties	during	the	last	three	decades,15	and	
the	constriction	of	Chinese	capital,16	the	ability	of	the	MCA	to	bring	in	votes	due	to	its	link	
with	capital	is	still	significant	because	of	the	role	it	plays	in	"reinforcing	Chinese	ethnic	
identity	and	giving	it	concrete	expression"	in	economic	activity.17		In	spite	of	a	history	of	
Malay-Chinese	antagonism,	including	the	riots	of	May	1969,	Malay	sentiments	towards	the	
Chinese	were	not	such	that	Chinese	capital	could	not	aspire	to	ruling	class	status.		
	
	

																																																													
10	Karl	Marx,	The	German	Ideology:	Part	One	with	Selections	from	Parts	two	and	Three	and	Supplementary	Texts,	New	York:	International	
Publishers,	1970,	pp.	79-80.	
11	James	V.	Jesudason,	Ethnicity	and	the	Economy:	The	State,	Chinese	Business,	and	Multinationals	in	Malaysia,	Singapore:	Oxford	
University	Press,	1989,	pp.	36-38.	
12	Jomo	Kwame	Sundaram,	A	Question	of	Class:	Capital,	the	State,	and	Uneven	Development	in	Malaya,	New	York:	Monthly	Review	Press,	
1988,	pp.	266,	269.	
13	Yoshihara	Kunio,	The	Rise	of	Ersatz	Capitalism	in	South-East	Asia,	Singapore:	Oxford	University	Press,	1988,	pp.	72-74.	
14	Heng	Pek	Koon.	"The	Chinese	Business	Elite	of	Malaysia,"	in	Ruth	McVey,	Southeast	Asian	Capitalists,	Ithaca:	Cornell	University,	1992,	p.	
289.	
15	See	Heng	(ibid.)	for	a	review	of	the	various	election	results	since	1959.	
16	Jesudason,	Ethnicity	and	the	Economy,	ch.	5;	Gomez,	Political	Business,	pp.	39,	289-290.	
17	Jesudason,	Ethnicity	and	the	Economy,	p.	157. 
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Elite	cohesion	
	

The	question	of	why	and	how	Malaysia's	style	of	democracy	emerged	and	stabilised	
can	be	further	addressed	by	recourse	to	an	elite	perspective	on	democratic	stability.			
	

From	1957	to	1969,	the	UMNO,	MCA	and	MIC	had	consensus	on	vital	questions	
concerning	the	special	position	of	the	Malays,	the	status	of	Malay	as	the	official	language,	
and	citizenship	for	non-Malays.18		The	alliance	between	Malay	and	Chinese	elites	broke	
down	temporarily	when	the	Central	Working	Committee	of	the	MCA	said	that	the	party	
would	not	join	the	new	Alliance	cabinet	as	Chinese	voters	"rejected	the	MCA	to	represent	
them	in	the	Government,	if	the	result	of	the	general	elections	reflect	their	wishes."19		
Nevertheless,	when	the	new	cabinet	was	formed	on	May	20th,	the	MCA	continued	to	be	
part	of	it,	providing	three	"Ministers	with	Special	Functions."20		Although	there	was	still	talk	
of	withdrawing	from	the	cabinet	when	the	situation	returned	to	normal,	the	Chinese	
Chambers	of	Commerce	was	able	to	persuade	the	MCA	to	reconsider	the	question	of	
participation	in	the	cabinet.21		The	potential	for	protracted	elite	factionalism	between	the	
MCA	and	UMNO	was	manifest	in	the	views	of	some	UMNO	politicians	who	were	against	
continued	alliance	with	the	MCA.		But	what	finally	took	place	was	a	power	struggle	within	
UMNO	itself.		When	Tun	Tan	Siew	Sin	announced	that	the	MCA	would	not	be	in	the	cabinet,	
he	was	openly	supported	by	UMNO	"ultra"	politicians	such	as	Dr	Mahathir	Mohamad,	Syed	
Ja`afar	Albar	and	Syed	Nasir	Ismail,	who	wished	the	UMNO	to	go	it	alone	in	the	cabinet.22		
The	elite	factionalism	was	within	the	Malay	leadership	and	not	between	Malays	and	
Chinese.		Tunku	Abdul	Rahman	told	the	Malay	weekly,	Utusan	Zaman,	that	Malay	extremists	
within	the	UMNO	wanted	to	topple	him.23		Nevertheless,	the	MCA	eventually	participated	in	
the	cabinet,	and	the	problem	of	leadership	within	the	UMNO	was	resolved	when	Tun	Razak	
replaced	the	Tunku	as	Prime	Minister	in	September	1970.		What	is	interesting	is	that	
whatever	elite	factionalism	surfaced	during	this	period	was	intra-Malay	rather	than	inter-
ethnic.		The	"ultra"	Malay	UMNO	elite	did	not	move	to	expel	the	MCA	from	the	cabinet	but	
simply	supported	the	MCA's	earlier	decision	not	to	be	in	the	cabinet.		The	real	conflict	was	
within	UMNO,	with	the	MCA	issue	being	used	to	discredit	rival	elites.		

	
It	should	also	be	noted	that	the	relative	elite	cohesion	in	Malaysia	during	the	

formative	period	of	the	post-colonial	state	was	in	the	context	of	an	internally	strong	state	
and	a	non-politicized	military.	The	state	was,	so	to	speak,	politically	homogenous	even	
though	ethnically	divided.	The	ethnic	divisions	were,	and	are,	politically	united	in	the	
interests	of	state	and	private	capital.	There	was	no	serious	threat	to	the	status	quo	after	
1969	that	could	have	ended	parliamentary	democracy.	

																																																													
18	Chandra	Muzaffar,	Freedom	in	Fetters:	An	Analysis	of	the	State	of	Democracy	in	Malaysia,	Penang:	Aliran,	1986,	p.	322.	
19	Straits	Times,	14	May	1969.	
20	Goh	Cheng	Teik,	The	May	Thirteenth	Incident	and	Democracy	in	Malaysia,	Kuala	Lumpur:	Oxford	University	Press,	1971,	p.	28-29.	
21	Straits	Times,	31	May	1969.	
22	Tunku	Abdul	Rahman	Putra	Al-Haj,	May	13:	Before	and	After,	Kuala	Lumpur:	Utusan	Melayu	Press,	1969,	p.	140;	Goh,	May	Thirteenth,	p.	
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The	State	of	Democracy	Today	
	

In	terms	of	all	three	prerequisites	of	democracy,	the	state	seems	to	be	faring	well.	
Mass	or	armed	resistance	to	the	state	could	result	in	an	authoritarian	backlash.	Armed	
resistance	in	the	form	of	separatist	movements	and	terrorism	that	have	threatened	the	
integrity	of	other	states	such	as	Indonesia	and,	therefore,	provided	justification	of	a	
prominent	role	for	the	military,	continue	to	be	absent	in	Malaysia.		

	
The	Malaysian	state	is	still	internally	strong	in	the	way	that	I	have	defined	it.	To	the	

extent	that	there	is	no	exodus	of	Chinese	capital	from	Malaysia,	capital	will	continue	to	play	
the	role	of	supporting	the	state	as	it	did	in	the	past.	Regarding	elite	cohesion,	at	this	point	it	
would	be	difficult	to	speak	of	a	factional	split	within	the	Malaysian	political	elite,	even	
within	UMNO	itself.	At	the	same	time,	there	has	been	a	growing	authoritarian	trend	in	
governance.		The	real	test	of	our	democratic	state	today	lies	in	its	attitude	and	tolerance	
towards	criticism,	opposition,	dissent.	We	have	seen	a	steady	decline	in	such	tolerance	over	
the	decades.	In	line	with	the	feudal	mentality,	our	government	does	not	seem	to	see	itself	
as	servants	of	the	people	but	rather	as	our	masters.	

	
How	can	we	understand	this	beyond	the	political	economic	context?	
	
Obstacles	to	Democratization	
	

Although	it	can	be	said	that	in	terms	of	the	structural	prerequisites	for	democracy,	
Malaysia	has	satisfied	the	conditions	for	a	democratic	state	in	the	way	we	have	defined	it,	
there	remain	obstacles	to	the	further	development	and	consolidation	of	democracy,	which	
can	be	seen	also	as	factors	causing	a	regression	to	authoritarianism	Malaysia.	Here	I	discuss	
three	obstacles,	that	is,	the	communal	gap,	the	failure	of	capital	to	play	an	historic	role,	and	
the	persistence	of	feudal	psychology.	
	
	
The	Communal	Gap	
	

The	nature	of	Malaysian	politics	is	the	divisiveness	of	ethnicised	politics	and	
politicised	ethnicity.	This	is	an	inheritance	of	colonial	legacy.	The	British,	wherever	they	
went,	sought	to	maintain	ethnic	and	religious	differences	in	the	societies	that	they	colonised	
in	order	to	facilitate	political	control	and	hegemony.	Generally,	there	has	been	a	failure	of	
alliances	among	both	political	parties	and	the	citizenry	along	class	lines.	Association	is	
primarily	along	ethnic	and,	increasingly,	religious	lines.	The	failure	to	associate	along	class	
lines	is	evident	for	middle,	urban	working	class	as	well	as	the	rural	classes.	In	fact,	it	is	only	
the	elite	that	associates	along	class	lines.	The	Malay	political-bureaucratic	elite	and	Chinese-
dominated	capital	have	forged	a	level	of	elite	cohesion	that	is	unassailable.	While	the	elite	
have	an	interest	in	promoting	and/or	being	silent	over	an	ethnically	and	religiously	divisive	
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discourse	for	public	consumption,	there	is	little	consciousness	of	this	divisiveness	and	its	
impact	on	the	political	and	economic	future	of	the	country	among	the	general	population.	
The	lack	of	such	consciousness	explains	the	inability	of	most	Malaysians	to	think	along	class	
lines	and	is	a	serious	obstacle	towards	the	development	of	democracy.		
	
The	Failure	of	Capital	to	Play	a	Transformative	Role	
	

What	has	been	said	above	about	the	path	Malaysia	has	taken	towards	democracy	
resonates	with	the	so-called	Moore	thesis.	According	to	Barrington	Moore	Jr	in	his	seminal,	
The	Social	Origins	of	Democracy	and	Dictatorship,	the	absence	of	a	strong	bourgeoisie	
meant	the	failure	of	democracy	to	develop.		The	argument	of	the	book	is	that	differential	
strengths	of	the	bourgeoisie	creates	different	paths	for	state	formation.	A	stronger	
bourgeoisie	made	for	a	democratic	outcome	while	a	weaker	bourgeoisie	made	it	more	
difficult	to	overcoming	the	power	of	feudal	structures.24	

	
	 However,	there	are	historical	cases	in	which	the	bourgeoisie	failed	to	play	such	a	
transformative	or	revolutionary	role.	A	classic	case	was	discussed	by	Max	in	his	The	
Eighteenth	Brumaire	of	Louis	Bonaparte.25	Whereas	the	bourgeoisie	played	a	revolutionary	
role	in	the	revolution	of	1789,	its	role	in	the	revolution	of	1848	was	a	farcical	attempt	to	
recreate	the	great	revolution	of	fifty	years	earlier.26	Marx	explains	the	rise	of	authoritarian	
Louis	Bonaparte	in	1851	as	a	consequence	of	the	bourgeoisie	fearing	to	have	to	contend	
with	the	subjugated	class,	the	proletariat,	in	the	absence	of	a	powerful	state	to	mediate	on	
their	behalf.	This	is	a	case	of	the	ruling	class	not	wishing	to	exert	itself	forcefully	but	to	give	
up	its	power.	As	Marx	put	it:	
	

the	bourgeoisie	confesses	that	its	own	interests	dictate	that	it	should	be	delivered	
from	the	danger	of	its	own	rule;	that	to	restore	tranquility	in	the	country	its	bourgeois	
parliament	must,	first	of	all,	be	given	its	quietus;	that	to	preserve	its	social	power	
intact	its	political	power	must	be	broken;	that	the	individual	bourgeois	can	continue	to	
exploit	the	other	classes	and	to	enjoy	undisturbed	property,	family,	religion,	and	order	
only	on	condition	that	their	class	be	condemned	along	with	the	other	classes	to	like	
political	nullity;	that	in	order	to	save	its	purse	it	must	forfeit	the	crown,	and	the	sword	
that	is	to	safeguard	it	must	at	the	same	time	be	hung	over	its	own	head	as	a	sword	of	
Damocles.27	

	
	 Indeed,	this	is	what	we	may	be	seeing	in	the	case	of	Malaysia.	The	presence	of	
capital	and	its	alliance	with	the	state	has	not	succeeded	in	transforming	the	political	culture	
of	the	elite	into	a	genuinely	democratic	one.	In	fact,	it	can	be	argued	that	the	dominant	
political	culture	remains	feudal	in	essence,	remnant	from	the	pre-colonial	past.	
	
The	Persistence	of	Feudalism	in	Malaysia28	
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Shaharuddin	Maaruf	has	an	insightful	analysis	that	provides	us	with	a	means	of	

understanding	today’s	growing	authoritarian	political	culture.	Shaharuddin	defines	tradition	
as	cultural	or	value	systems	which	have	been	influential	in	molding	or	shaping	the	world-
view	of	a	given	people	for	a	significant	period	in	their	cultural	history.	These	cultural	or	
value	systems	represent	the	stable	core	which	provides	the	basis	for	the	society’s	responses	
to	contemporary	and	future	challenges”.29	Tradition	can	be	a	negative	or	positive	factor	in	
the	development	of	a	society.	Speaking	about	the	Malay	world,	Shaharuddin	draws	our	
attention	to	two	opposing	traditions	in	Malay	society,	that	is,	the	feudal	and	Islamic	
traditions.	The	conflict	is	rooted	in	the	past	but	is	still	present	in	contemporary	Malay	
society,	even	after	the	demise	of	the	feudal	polity.	Malay	feudal	values	have	survived	the	
feudal	system.	An	example	is	the	tendency	to	spend	lavishly	on	ceremonies	and	
entertainment	locally	as	well	as	abroad.	It	was	noted	by	Syed	Hussein	Alatas	in	1968	that	
“the	mood	and	desire	to	spend	on	such	objects	have	been	continuous	with	the	feudal	past	
where	the	ruling	power	put	a	high	premium	on	luxury,	entertainment	and	recreation.”30	
Years	ago,	the	University	of	Malaya	Academic	Staff	Association	and	the	Students’	Union	
used	the	term	“psychological	feudalism”	to	describe	the	university	council	due	to	its	
reluctance	to	seek	student	opinions	on	university	matters.31	Alatas	had	also	referred	to	a	
certain	practice	of	promotions	as	being	based	on	feudalism.	There	had	been	numerous	
cases	of	promotions	in	government	departments,	institutions	of	learning,	companies,	in	
political	parties,	and	public	associations,	because	the	aspirants	to	higher	positions,	due	to	
their	lack	of	capacity	and	talent,	resorted	to	winning	the	favour	of	their	superiors	through	
sychophancy	or	through	impressive	subservience”.32	These	statements	had	been	made	in	
the	1960s	but	are	probably	more	relevant	today	than	ever	before.	

	
Such	values	include:	(1)	a	servile	attitude	towards	authority	and	the	acceptance	of	

arbitrary	notions	of	power;	(2)	the	undermining	of	the	positive	aspects	of	individualism	and,	
therefore,	the	lack	of	respect	for	the	human	personality;	(3)	the	lack	of	respect	for	the	rule	
of	law;	(4)	the	non-distinction	between	the	public	domain	and	personal	domains	of	life;	(5)	
the	emphasis	on	grandeur	and	an	opulent	lifestyle;	(6)	the	indifference	to	social	justice;	(7)	
acceptance	of	unfair	privileges	for	those	in	position	and	power;	(8)	the	obsession	with	
power,	authority	and	privileges	for	their	own	sake;	(9)	the	undervaluing	of	rationalism	and	
the	philosophical	spirit,	and	the	encouragement	of	myths	which	serve	the	interests	of	those	
in	power;	and	(10)	the	emphasis	on	leisure	and	indulgence	of	the	senses	and	the	
simultaneous	undervaluing	of	work.33	

	
These	feudal	values	are	not	only	at	odds	with	the	spirit	and	outlook	of	modernization	

but	also	clash	with	the	fundamental	values	of	Islam.	As	opposed	to	such	feudal	values,	
Islamic	tradition	emphasizes	(1)	a	more	rational	and	egalitarian	conception	of	authority;	(2)	
limiting	arbitrary	power;	(3)	recognition	of	positive	individualism	and	respect	for	the	human	
personality;	(4)	the	rule	of	law;	(5)	a	more	humanistic	conception	of	leadership;	(6)	ethical	
integrity	and	honesty	in	public	office;	(7)	frugality;	(8)	social	justice;	(9)	effort	rather	than	
unfair	privileges;	(10)	the	ideal	of	excellence	for	life	on	this	earth;	(11)	rationalism	and	the	

																																																													
29	Shahruddin	Maaruf,	“Some	Theoretical	Problems	Concerning	Tradition	and	Modernization	among	the	Malays	of	Southeast	Asia”,	
Seminar	papers,	Department	of	Malay	Studies,	National	University	of	Singapore,	2002/2003,	p.	2.	
30	“Prof.	Alatas	sees	feudalism	in	non-essential	spending”,	The	Straits	Times	9	August	1968.	
31	“Students’	union	hits	at	varsity	council”,	The	Straits	Times	8	October	1966.	
32	“Malaysia	subscribes	to	the	conception	of	democracy”,	Eastern	Sun	30	December	1966.	
33	Shahruddin	Maaruf,	“Some	Theoretical	Problems	Concerning	Tradition	and	Modernization	among	the	Malays	of	Southeast	Asia”,	p.	16.	
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philosophical	spirit;	(12)	disapproval	of	irrational	belief	and	superstition;	and	(13)	dignity	of	
labour.34	

	
Shaharuddin’s	argument	is	that	both	feudal	and	Islamic	values	exist	in	a	conflicting	

relationship	in	Malay	tradition.	The	question	of	progress	in	the	modern	era	greatly	depends	
on	the	outcome	of	such	a	conflict,	that	is,	“on	which	value	system	gains	the	upper	hand	in	
the	conflict”.35	
	
Conclusion:	Theologising	Democracy36	
	

As	opposed	to	the	alliance	of	capital	and	the	religious	bureaucracy	to	establish	an	
authoritarian	state	with	the	trapping	of	religio-fascism,	there	is	a	need	in	Malaysia	for	us	to	
make	democracy	a	part	of	our	culture.	One	way	to	do	this	is	by	way	of	theologizing	
democracy.	Such	theologizing	of	democracy	would	stress	egalitarian	as	opposed	to	feudal	
values	and	the	appeal	to	social	justice	along	the	lines	of	need	(class)	rather	than	religion	or	
ethnicity.	A	basis	on	which	this	can	be	done	comes	from	the	thought	of	Said	Nursi	(1877-
1960),	the	late	Ottoman	theologian	and	thinker	who	lived	well	into	the	Turkish	republican	
era.	

	
The	Tanzimat	period	(1839-1876)	was	a	period	of	Western-style	reform	which	

entailed,	among	other	things,	the	separation	of	the	religious	from	worldly	functions	of	the	
government.	Its	goal	was	to	halt	the	economic	and	political	decline	of	the	empire	and	end	
its	subjection	to	Europe.	In	opposition	to	the	Tanzimat,	a	group	known	as	the	Young	
Ottomans	proposed	constitutionalism,	freedom	and	representative	government	while	
maintaining	Islam	as	the	foundation	of	the	state.	A	leading	proponent	of	the	Constitutional	
Movement	was	Namık	Kemal,	who	drafted	the	first	constitution.		Proclaimed	on	December	
23,	1876,	the	new	constitution	was	suspended	by	Sultan	Abdülhamid	II	in	1878,	pushing	the	
struggle	for	constitutionalism	underground.	The	writings	of	Kemal,	by	now	banned,	had	
influenced	many	youth,	including	Said	Nursi,	who	was	sympathetic	to	the	idea	uniting	
Islamic	thought	with	ideas	of	constitutionalism	and	representative	government.37	

	
Nursi	was	active	in	the	late	Ottoman	period	as	an	active	supporter	of	constitutional	

government,	educational	reforms,	and	the	integrity	of	the	Ottoman	Empire	during	the	reign	
of	Abdülhamid’s	successor,	Mehmed	Reşad.	As	part	of	these	efforts,	he	traveled	through	
the	Arab	domains	of	the	Ottoman	Empire	and	delivered	the	famous	Damascus	Sermon	at	
the	historic	Umayyad	Mosque	in	Damascus	in	the	Spring	of	1911.	At	that	time,	there	was	a	
need	to	speak	of	reform	in	the	language	of	pan-Islam	rather	than	Ottomanism	or	Turkish	
nationalism.	This	was	because	of	the	dissatisfaction	of	many	Arabs	with	Ottoman	rule,	partly	
due	to	what	they	perceived	to	be	the	marginalization	of	Arabic	as	the	language	of	
administration	and	the	question	of	increasing	Zionist	settlement	in	Palestine.	Nursi’s	task	
was	to	stress	the	need	for	commitment	to	the	themes	of	progress,	unity	and	
constitutionalism	for	the	sake	of	the	integrity	of	the	empire.38	

																																																													
34	Shahruddin	Maaruf,	“Some	Theoretical	Problems	Concerning	Tradition	and	Modernization	among	the	Malays	of	Southeast	Asia”,	p.	17.	
35	Shahruddin	Maaruf,	“Some	Theoretical	Problems	Concerning	Tradition	and	Modernization	among	the	Malays	of	Southeast	Asia”,	p.	17.	
36	For	a	brief	discussion	on	theologizing	democracy	see	Azhar	Ibrahim,	“Theologising	Democracy”,	in	Power	to	the	People?	(Con-)tested	
Civil	Society	in	Search	of	Democracy.	
37	Sükran	Vahide,	Islam	in	Modern	Turkey:	an	Intellectual	Biography	of	Bediuzzaman	Said	Nursi,	edited	and	with	an	introduction	by	Ibrahim	
M.	Abu-Rabi	(Albany:	SUNY	Press,	2005),	33-5.	
38	Vahide,	Intellectual	Biography,	94-5. 
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At	Eskisehir	Court	Nursi	was	asked,	“What	do	you	think	of	the	Republic?”	His	reply	

was:	
My	biography,	which	you	have	in	your	possession,	proves	that	I	was	a	religious	
republican	before	any	of	you	was	born,	with	the	exception	perhaps	of	the	Chairman	of	
Eskisehir	Court.	A	summary	of	it	is	this:	like	now,	at	that	time	I	was	living	in	seclusion	
in	an	uninhabited	tomb.	Someone	would	bring	me	soup,	and	I	used	to	give	
breadcrumbs	to	the	ants.	I	used	to	eat	my	bread	with	the	liquid.	Some	people	heard	of	
this	and	asked	me	about	it,	and	I	told	them:	‘The	ant	and	the	bee	nations	are	
republicans;	I	give	the	ants	the	breadcrumbs	out	of	respect	for	their	republicanism.’	
They	said:	‘You	are	opposing	the	early	leaders	of	Islam.’	I	replied:	‘The	Rightly-Guided	
Caliphs	were	both	Caliph	and	presidents	of	the	republic.	Surely	Abu	Bakr	the	Veracious	
(May	God	be	pleased	with	him),	was	surely	a	head	of	state	for	the	Ten	Promised	with	
Paradise	and	the	Companions	of	the	Prophet.	They	were	the	heads	of	a	religious	
republic	that	represented	the	truth	of	justice	and	freedom	to	the	extent	limited	by	the	
Shari’a,	and	not	some	meaningless	name	and	frame.39	

	
Nursi	argues	that	“it	is	possible	to	deduce	the	truths	of	constitutionalism	explicitly,	

implicitly,	permissibly,	from	the	Four	Schools	of	Islamic	Law.”40	Nursi	therefore	establishes	
that	there	is	no	conflict	between	Islam	and	constitutionalism	or	democracy).	As	Çengel	
notes,	Nursi	in	fact	equates	constitutionalism	with	shari’ah	in	the	sense	that	both	are	
opposed	to	despotism	and	oppression.	Nursi	says	“[d]espotism	is	tyranny	and	oppression.	
Constitutionalism	is	justice	and	shari’ah.”41	Furthermore,	[the]	real	path	of	true	shari’ah	is	
the	truth	of	constitutionalism	that	conforms	to	shari’ah.”42		At	a	time	when	many	Muslim	
scholars	opposed	constitutionalism	on	the	grounds	that	it	was	incompatible	with	shari’ah,	
Nursi	“accepted	constitutionalism	with	proof	from	shari’ah.”43	

	
	 This	is	by	far	a	more	enlightened	view	of	politics	and	the	state	than	any	held	by	our	
‘ulama.	That	fact	points	to	a	crisis	in	religious	leadership	that	the	country	is	facing.	The	
situations	is	all	the	more	critical	because	the	various	groups	in	power	and	others	which	
wield	influence	have	been	far	from	decisive	and	vocal	in	noting	the	problems	and	exerting	
force	and	pressure	on	the	relevant	authorities	to	bring	about	the	needed	changes.	
	
	
	

	

	

	

	
																																																													
39	Bediuzzaman	SaidNursi,	The	Rays	Collection,	Istanbul:	Sözler	Publications,	2002,	pp.	304-305.	
40	Şükran	Vahide,	TheAuthor	of	the	Risale-i	Nur,	Bediuzzaman	Said	Nursi,	Istanbul:	Sözler	Publications,	1992,	p.	73.	Cited	in	Yunus	Çengel,	
“Nursi’s	Approach	to	Modern	Values,	and	Justice	in	Governing”.	http://www.bediuzzamansaidnursi.org/en/icerik/nursi%E2%80%99s-
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41	Cited	in	Çengel,	“Nursi’s	Approach	to	Modern	Values,	and	Justice	in	Governing”.	
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DECONSTRUCTING	A	DILEMMA:		
DEMOCRACY	VERSUS	ISLAM	
	
Assc.Prof.	Alim	YILMAZ	
		
	
	
It	has	been	a	complicated	issue	to	discuss	the	relationship	between	religion	and	democracy,	
and	specifically	the	relation	between	the	concepts	of	democracy	and	Islam.	Does	it	make	
sense	to	relate	Islam	with	Democracy?	Why	is	it	a	problematic	question	and	an	intricate	
problem?	The	so-called	question	has	obviously	many	aspects	including	historical,	social,	and	
economical	and	the	ideological	ones.	Wouldn’t	it	be	an	arbitrary	perspective	to	argue	that	
Islam	foresees	democratic	governance	or	not?	
	
Islam	as	a	religion	has	its	principles	related	to	human	being,	the	world,	and	the	universe.	
Islam	is	the	call	for	men	how	to	be	a	“good”	living	being.	In	this	sense,	Islam	has	ethical,	
religious	and	social	codes	by	which	men	could	reshape	a	better	world.	On	the	other	hand,	
democracy	as	an	offer	of	unique	modern	and	contemporary	way	of	governing	has	no	
compulsory	connection	with	any	religion.	The	modern	appreciation	of	religion	and	that	of	
Islam	has	been	shaped	by	the	discovery	of	modern	science	that	takes	reason	as	mere	core	
of	knowing.	
	
A	careful	and	objective	evaluation	of	the	history	of	ideas	and	scientific	knowledge	will	make	
us	be	aware	of	the	fact	that,	although	progress	in	science	and	knowledge	has	been	
paradigmatically	changed	in	specific	periods	of	history,	Islamic	science	and	philosophy	lay	
under	the	occupation	of	the	modern	science	which	has	reconstructed	the	social	and	political	
order	in	the	West.	
	
The	search	for	virtue,	happiness	and	scientific	knowing	comes	from	the	ancient	Greek,	
passing	through	the	Islamic	filter	and	successively	shaped	the	modern	mind	of	the	West	
including	democracy,	liberty,	tolerance	and	loyalty.	Throughout	of	this	process,	some	crucial	
institutions	are	becoming	established	in	the	Europe	so	that	occurrences	of	modern	science	
and	establishment	of	modern	democracies	came	to	exist.	However,	the	occupations	of	that	
process	make	radical	shifts	in	the	Europe	and	the	West	while	the	Islamic	world	has	declined.	
		
This	is	a	crucial	point	that	should	be	taken	under	consideration.	Why	has	the	Islamic	world	
been	declined?	This	is	not	an	easy	question	to	be	answered.	It	should	be	noticed	that	the	
word	“Islam”	or	“Islamic”	does	not	only	refer	to	a	mere	religion,	it	is	also	an	expression	of	a	
world	where	many	men	and	woman	live	with	their	own	unique	identities.	I	think	that,	
except	for	many	historical,	religious	and	political	reasons,	the	main	problems	behind	the	
decline	of	Islamic	civilization	are	the	lack	of	liberty	and	the	collapse	of	scientific	imagination.	
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We	all	should	pay	attention	that	democracy,	human	rights,	freedom	of	expression,	liberty	
and	the	like	are	mainly	modern	concepts,	just	as	totalitarian	mode	of	governments	and	
dictatorships	in	faces	of	socialism	or	fascism.	Those	are	also	created	by	and	in	the	West	as	
an	outcome	of	modern	ideas	in	the	name	of	Enlightenment	and	modern	scientific	
imagination.	The	second	crucial	point	is	that	the	modern	dictatorships	as	contrary	to	
democratic	governance	have	been	established	in	the	Islamic	world	as	final	movements	of	
westernization	and	modernization.		
	
Now	we	will	dissolve	and	deconstruct	the	totalitarian	political	and	social	perspectives	and	
reshape	our	liberal	democratic	governments	based	on	liberty	in	our	own	way.	Indeed,	for	a	
sound	understanding	of	democratic	transition	in	the	Muslim	world,	we	need	scientific	
descriptions	of	the	historical	developments	of	each	Muslim	nation	or	society	in	many	
respects	including	economic	mode	of	production,	ethical	values,	social	order	and	political	
imagination.	
		
In	order	to	achieve	such	a	goal,	it	is	obvious	that	we	need	both	normative	and	descriptive	
studies	on	democratic	transitions	in	the	world	and	in	the	Muslim	world	comparatively.	A	
normative	study	about	democracy	theory	related	to	Islam	and	the	Muslim	world	supply	us	
with	some	normative	conclusions,	that	is,	conclusions	about	what	things	are	good	or	bad	
and	what	actions	are	right	and	wrong.	Here	a	normative	study	of	democratic	or	economic	
study	aims	to	discover	what	should	be	done	in	the	Muslim	world.	This	is	about	how	
universal	normative	democratic	standards	could	be	adopted	in	action.	Indeed,	there	is	
another	side	of	the	story:	the	need	for	actual	conditions	in	which	the	Muslim	world	exists.	
To	apprehend	the	Muslim	world	as	it	is,	there	should	be	more	descriptive	studies	that	
attempt	to	explain	the	Muslim	world	without	reaching	a	judgment	whether	Islam	or	the	
Muslim	world	is	as	they	should	be.	
	
We	need	to	interpret,	understand	and	then	apply	democratic	standards	to	our	own	
situation	only	by	critical	investigations	about	our	history,	religion,	science	and	the	world	
simultaneously.	Here	it	is	crucial	to	overcome	some	basic	mistakes	such	as	pseudo	
discriminations	as	the	West	and	the	East,	etc.		
	
Islam,	Liberalism	and	Civil	Society	

Religion	is	crucial	for	civil	society,	since	it	provides	the	context	for	personal	relations	with	
reference	to	the	moral	principles	and	market	exchange.	It	could	be	argued	that	religions,	
particularly	Islam	are	against	market	economy	or	private	property	while	considering	the	
Islamic	principles	about	usury.	But,	on	the	contrary,	the	market	is	celebrated	by	Islam	and	
private	property	is	man’s	right	to	have	to	shape	privacy	or	mahramiyya.		

	

Actually,	“the	rudiments	of	civil	society	have	been	developed	in	religious	context”	(Barry,	3).	
Indeed,	religions	manage	to	construct	a	social	order	akin	to	civil	society	by	ordering	some	
divine	laws	and	limitations	on	the	sovereign	history.	Whereas	in	time	it	turned	to	be	a	
legitimizing	factor	for	a	Hobbesian	powerful	state	in	different	forms	as	the	church	or	sultan	
systems.	
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Here	it	should	be	mentioned	that	“the	idea	of	rule	of	law	is	the	basis	of	civil	society”.	The	
rule	of	law	is	the	respect	for	law	for	the	rights	of	individuals.	In	this	sense,	we	could	expect	a	
protection	from	law	before	the	state	so	as	to	man	will	be	free	in	the	sense	of	absence	of	
coercion.	It	is	true	that	freedom	of	speech,	worship,	religious	performance	is	possible	only	
when	the	rule	of	law	prevails.	This	is	constituted	only	under	the	conditions	of	liberty.	
Different	cultural	and	moral	codes	and	religious	practices	could	sustain	their	existence	in	
social	order	that	gather	the	principle	of	rule	of	law.		

	

In	this	sense,	there	is	a	close	and	strong	connection	between	civil	society,	liberalism	and	
democracy.	It	is	clear	that	individual	rights,	group	rights,	freedom,	minority	rights,	a	free	
market	and	a	legal	system	that	based	on	the	principle	of	rule	of	law	are	the	major	
constituents	of	a	free	society.	Here,	spontaneous	order	in	which	individuals	work	freely,	
determining	their	own	personal	goods	is	essential	in	the	sense	that	rights	are	prior	to	the	
any	conception	of	‘good’.		

	

It	is	true	to	say	that	in	a	civil	society	there	should	be	a	separation	between	religion	as	a	
public	institution	like	church	and	a	state	in	a	liberal	perspective.	However,	that	separation	
works	in	the	favour	of	the	state	at	the	expense	of	the	religion	in	modern	times.	This	
separation	has	turned	in	to	an	apostasy	against	religion	and	religious	groups	especially	in	
the	late	20th	century.	The	atheistic	movement	enforced	by	totalitarian	regimes	have	
imposed	a	specific	form	of	secularism	–ironically	in	a	form	of	state	or	official	“religion”-	over	
the	society	in	a	totalitarian	way	through	the	apparatus	of	education.		

	

Both	civil	society	and	liberalism	have	similar	concerns	towards	democracy.	Here	the	
differences	between	procedures	and	outcomes	are	to	be	considered	in	terms	of	the	liberal	
perspective.	The	majority	rule	principle,	the	domination	of	majority	over	minority	should	be	
checked.	Otherwise,	protection	of	the	civic	rights	against	the	majority’s	good,	would	be	
impossible.	In	this	case,	semi-religious	doctrines	like	communism	could	easily	become	the	
“spiritual”	source	of	a	new	kind	of	totalitarianism	backed	up	dogmas	that	bring	about	blind	
devotion.	This	is	actually	what	happened	in	modern	Islamic	world	at	the	service	of	self-
colonization.		

	

A	‘mass	society’	is	going	to	be	pernicious	for	the	democratic	institutions.	In	this	form,	
the	atomized	or	alienated	individuals	tend	to	desire	a	kind	of	totalitarianism	in	case	of	
the	loss	of	traditional	in	Nisbet’s	words	intermediary	associations	(Nisbet,	2014).	Is	it	a	
result	of	free	market	namely	liberal	social	order?	Namely,	the	private	property	itself	
became	the	mere	protective	element	and	a	shelter	substituted	the	absence	of	
intermediary	associations.	

	

The	reverence	of	private	property,	then,	as	much	a	modal	foundation	in	civil	
society	as	it	does	an	efficiency	rationale	(although	the	allocated	effectiveness	of	
the	market	was	never	denied).	The	existence	of	private	property	provided	a	
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further	barrier	against	the	state	and	made	it	possible	for	individuals	to	exercise	
their	freedom	and	autonomy,	even	though	doubts	were	expressed	about	the	
ruthless	individualism	that	capitalism	might	entail	(Barry,	10).		

	

The	liberals	and	believers	of	civil	society	in	the	West	presume	that	Islam	foresees	a	religious	
authoritarianism	or	a	totalitarian	social	order	in	terms	of	its	political,	ethical	and	economic	
implications.	Indeed,	many	scholars	in	the	West	similarly	assume	that	Islam	seems	to	order	
to	its	followers	with	unchanging	and	stable	codes	of	conduct	so	that	it	would	be	impossible	
to	make	a	democratic	and	liberal	transition	in	the	Muslim	world.	Hence,	pluralism	as	a	form	
of	civil	society	and	sceptical	character	of	liberal	perspective	about	ethical	and	political	
norms,	does	not	suit	to	Islam.	Moreover,	for	them,	Islam	has	reshaped	man	and	society	and	
the	state	through	its	absolutist	conceptions	of	social,	political	and	judicial	values.	Therefore,	
a	Muslim	is	intolerant	to	others	who	have	different	religions	and	ideas.		

	

The	above-mentioned	consideration	is	strictly	a	superficial,	if	not	a	consequence	of	bad	
intention,	interpretation	of	Islam.	This	understanding	of	Islam	and	Islamic	values,	on	the	
contrary,	stems	from	a	totalitarian	and	absolutist	consideration	of	Islam.	Such	image	of	
Islam	does	not	reflect	only	opinion	of	some	western	intellectuals	but	it	is	also	the	reflection	
of	secularist	and	totalitarian	believers	of	ideologies	in	the	form	of	socialism,	fascism	and	
scientism	in	the	Muslim	world.	

	

It	is	a	fact	that	Islam,	as	religion	with	its	holly	book	like	some	other	religions,	has	some	basic	
stable,	unchanging	principles	and	norms.	Otherwise,	to	speak	about	Islam	or	any	doctrine	
would	be	impossible.	A	text	including	religious	scriptures	and	works	of	art	and	even	the	
nature	has	mainly	two	dimensions:	normative	and	historical.	While	the	normative	expresses	
unchanging,	a	historical	aspect;	the	historical	represents	the	idea	of	adaption	of	the	text	to	
the	given	situation.	That	is,	the	historical	aspect	is	the	application	of	the	meaning	derived	
from	the	normative	being	of	the	text	to	a	concrete	situation	(Gadamer,	1991).	

	

So	to	speak,	the	formation	of	‘Islamic	mind’	through	history	is	mainly	based	on	the	
interpretations	of	Quran.	However,	as	a	matter	of	fact,	interpretations	differ	while	time	is	
passing	over	history.	As	much	as	interpretations,	understandings	and	applications	differ.	In	
this	process,	we	first	interpret	a	given	text	then	understand	it.	Finally,	we	are	going	to	apply	
it	in	accordance	with	our	own	particular	situation.	Meaning	of	the	text	includes	the	process	
of	interpretation,	understanding	and	application.	In	the	so-called	hermeneutical	process,	
scholars	produce	meaning	from	Quran	through	their	own	historical	presence	of	being.	Not	
only	Muslims	but	all	other	interpreters	establish	their	ethos	or	lebenswelt	in	a	similar	way.	
Accordingly,	relating	Islam	to	liberal	democracy,	to	human	rights	or	freedom,	at	a	first	
glance,	is	arbitrary,	because	Islam	has	its	own	unique	conception	of	the	universe,	man,	
society,	state,	justice	and	the	like	as	any	religion	has.		
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Here	my	thesis	is	that,	it	is	a	matter	of	interpretation	to	argue	that	Islam	is	compatible	or	
not	with	the	context	of	liberal	or	non-liberal	ideas	related	to	justice,	freedom	and	
democracy.		

	

Besides,	there	is	the	historical	context	of	Muslim	world	in	the	sense	that	cultures,	
civilizations	and	nations	have	their	lives	in	close	relations	with	one	another.	In	this	context,	
Islam,	Christianity,	Judaism	and	other	religions	have	been	developed	in	close	relations,	and	
confrontations	so	that	one	influenced	the	other.	On	the	other	hand,	it	is	historically	known	
that	Judaism,	Christianity	and	Islam	can	be	classified	in	the	same	category	in	being	
monotheistic,	heavenly	and	Abrahamic.	Roughly	speaking,	the	believers	of	Quran	regard	
that	Islam	is	the	last	step	in	the	chain	of	revelation.	In	this	sense,	for	Muslims,	Judaism	and	
Christianity	came	to	existence	through	revelation	before	Islam.	In	fact,	all	theologies	are	
products	of	interpretation	of	the	scripture.	In	the	theological	perspective,	all	these	religions	
are	to	be	deliberated	in	the	same	context	of	tradition.	The	question	here	should	be	‘how	
they	differ	in	terms	of	not	only	theological	but	also	in	their	historical	practices’.	This	is	the	
key	question	in	understanding	some	crucial	differences	and	clashes	among	them.	While	
talking	about	‘West’,	we	always	undermine	a	mere	truth	that	the	West	has	also	a	religion,	
namely	Christianity.	It	is	not	true	to	say	that	the	main	character	of	the	West	is	that	they	are	
secular	without	Jesus.	It	may	be	only	argued	that	in	the	West,	religious	conception	is	based	
on	more	secular	values	and	so	the	Church	is	more	secularized	than	the	Mosque.	

	

The	mentioned	question	about	how	and	why	the	Muslim	world	is	different	from	the	
Christian	one	is	a	matter	of	interpretation.	There	have	been	important	differences	between	
the	West	and	Islamic	world	in	terms	of	scientific,	technological,	economic	and	political	
developments,	which	are	referring	to	some	historical	reasons.	I	mean	it	is	a	rough	and	unfair	
approach	to	say	that	the	Muslim	world	does	not	make	progress	because	of	the	Islamic	
values	that	exclude	free	market,	freedom	of	thought,	secular	values,	human	rights,	scientific	
imagination,	etc.	The	argument	implicitly	states	that	the	development	or	the	progress	of	the	
West,	results	from	Christian	values.	If	religion	is	considered	as	an	obstacle	against	progress,	
the	argument	will	pave	the	way	for	the	reflection	that	scientific	imagination	and	social	
progress	is	just	the	result	of	the	emergence	of	secular	values	that	has	omitted	religion	from	
the	mind	of	individuals	and	public	life.	Here,	a	transformation	of	public	life	in	accordance	
with	secularism	is	graded.		

	

The	argument	that	secularism	or	‘the	secular	interpretation	of	religion’	has	led	to	progress	
in	the	modern	world	is	an	actual-historical	interpretation.	However,	the	approach	indicates	
a	kind	of	integration	of	religious	thinking	in	a	new	form,	which	does	not	necessarily	exclude	
religion.	Indeed,	religious,	social	and	political	interpretations	and	practices	have	been	
emerged	in	contradictory	sectarian	forms	in	the	history	of	Christianity.	Similar	
developments	have	also	occurred	in	the	history	of	Islam.	Rival	schools	of	thought	have	
emerged	in	Islam	and	they	have	consequently	established	new	and	different	sects.	All	these	
differences	have	brought	about	intellectual	debates	among	Muslim	scholars.	Besides,	
prominent	political	and	humanitarian	tragedies	have	been	experienced	in	the	history	of	
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Islam	due	to	sectarian	conflicts.	All	these	differentiations	are	themselves	indicators	of	the	
pluralistic	interpretations	and	conceptions.	

	

Contrary	to	the	popular	perception,	an	examination	of	these	facts	in	history	of	Islam	will	
indicate	that	Islam	has	many	political,	moral	and	economical	features	to	establish	a	free	
society.	In	economic	issues,	for	instance,	Islam	has	proposed	a	free	market	order	that	has	
constituted	‘a	liberal	standard	both	for	the	West	and	East’.	

	

A	difficulty	in	understanding	the	political	theory	of	Islam	is	that	there	is	no	one	
authoritative	text	that	deals	with	exclusively	forms	of	government	or	even	with	
political	obligation	in	general.	It	is	the	case	that	the	prophet	did	not	prescribe	
any	specific	form	of	government	and	no	specific	political	prescription	laid	down	
in	the	Quran.	Furthermore,	the	fragmentation	of	Islamic	society	in	the	modern	
world	means	that	the	basic	principles	of	Islam	have	had	to	adjust	to	a	variety	of	
local	circumstances	(Barry,	12).	

	

Islam,	Law	and	Democracy	

The	relation	between	Islam	and	democracy	has	been	widely	discussed	in	the	last	decade	in	
the	West	and	Islamic	World.	The	question	is	whether	Islam	is	compatible	with	democracy.	If	
it	is	compatible	with	democracy,	then	the	question	is	in	what	sense	and	by	whose	
rationality?	It	should	be	stated	that	Islam	as	a	religion	has	its	unique	law	which	is	called	
Sharia	or	Islamic	Law.	Sharia	is	referring	to	the	position	of	Muslim	great	jurists	as	the	
concrete	understanding	of	justice.	In	order	to	understand	the	relation	between	Islam	and	
Democratic	governance,	we	need	to	comprehend	some	basic	political	and	juridical	notion	of	
Islamic	thought.	

	

The	absence	of	a	pluralistic	approach	in	Muslim	World	does	not	stem	from	the	moral	
structure	of	Islam.	Clearly	I	mean	the	lack	of	pluralism,	liberty	and	tolerance	cannot	be	
based	on	Islamic	principles	springing	from	Quran.	In	this	sense,	democracy	or	the	theory	of	
democracy	is	not	basically	an	outcome	of	religious	interpretation.	As	a	modern	
phenomenon,	democratic	theory	has	been	established	as	the	result	of	different	ways	of	
justifications	one	of	which	is	religion.	

	

The	notion	of	natural	law,	freedom	and	equality	before	God	are	the	core	of	all	monotheistic	
religions	including	successively	Judaism,	Christianity	and	Islam.	Indeed,	some	other	religions	
such	and	Buddhism	bear	the	same	core	ideas.	The	democratic	theory	presupposes	the	
equality	of	individuals	in	terms	of	political	rights	such	as	equal	right	for	voting.	However,	the	
liberal	democratic	theory	specifically	ignores	the	economic	equality,	since	it	is	neither	just	
nor	possible	to	establish	a	society	with	equal	individuals	by	means	of	law	or	political	force.	
However,	to	have	equal	rights	for	voting	is	possible	in	theory	and	practice	as	concept	of	the	
priority	of	law	entails,	which	can	also	be	enforced.	A	poor	or	a	rich	human	being	as	man	or	
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women	has,	in	this	sense,	equal	political	rights	in	a	community	only	through	establishing	the	
government	with	democratic	standards.	

	

Some	equal	rights	such	as	voting	are	the	starting	point	to	establish	a	democratic	
government.	Although	it	is	a	necessary	condition,	it	is	not	sufficient	to	establish	a	liberal	
democratic	state.	The	rule	of	law	in	accordance	with	liberal	merits	and	periodical	
democratic	elections	are	also	necessary	to	establish	a	“good”	democratic	government.	But	
on	the	other	hand,	an	intention	to	adopt	equality	to	whole	universe	of	human	condition	will	
rise	to	a	totalitarian	regime	or	dictatorship	in	different	forms	such	as	socialism	or	fascism.		

	

The	idea	of	equality	before	God	in	the	process	of	revelation	has	strong	affects	over	equal	
political	rights.	The	affinity	between	religion	and	liberal	democratic	theory	in	this	sense	is	
obvious.	The	rule	of	law,	natural	(divine)	law	or	rights	and	men’s	being	equal	are	concepts	
that	should	be	considered	as	the	main	motivations	behind	the	establishment	of	liberal	
democratic	thought.	This	is	one	aspect	of	the	story.	There	are	some	other	interpretations	
too.	In	the	west,	some	socialist	interpretations	are	based	on	Christianity.	In	the	writings	of	
Christian	Socialist	writers	such	as	Earnst	Bloch,	a	socialist	communal	life	is	based	on	religious	
ideas.	Indeed,	the	socialist	experiment	in	ex-Russia	and	ex-East	Germany	was	experienced	in	
mainly	a	Christian	community.	That	socialist	tentative	had	also	influenced	Latin-American	
republics	and	the	Muslim	states.		

	

The	rhetoric	of	“equality”	which	stems	from	revelation	has	been	comprehended	and	
accordingly	applied	mainly	in	two	different	senses:	the	liberal	or	the	totalitarian.	

	

As	for	every	mode	of	thought,	religion,	art,	science	and	ideology,	Islam	has	also	rival	
interpretations.	The	notion	of	interpretation	itself	foresees	the	sense	of	“difference”.	
Amendments,	rules	and	divine	propositions	are	explained,	interpreted	and	applied	
differently	according	to	the	interpreter,	tradition	or	the	historical	era.	In	this	sense,	Islamic	
political	thought	has	been	represented	by	two	main	schools:	Sunni	Islam	and	Shia	Islam.	In	
regard	with	the	political	structure	of	the	State,	it	is	obvious	that	Sunni	Islam	differs	from	
Shia	Islam	in	many	respects.	Naturally	the	vice	versa	is	true.	

	

Islam,	in	this	context,	addresses	to	the	universal	community	including	individuals,	groups,	
tribes,	nations	and	the	like,	who	have	their	own	identities,	customs,	races	and	languages.	
The	addressee	here	is	all	humanity.	Islam	has	brought	a	universal	law	stemmed	from	the	will	
of	God	(Allah).	In	Islamic	doctrine	of	law,	which	is	similar	to	the	“Christian	Commonwealth”,	
considers	a	universal	community	on	his	constructed	basis	of	moral	truth.	This	conception	of	
Islamic	doctrine	of	law	has	affinities	with	the	concept	of	“natural	law”	which	is	derived	from	
“stoicism”	and	incorporated	in	the	antique	Rome,	and	Christian	and	Islamic	Middle	Ages.	

	

It	is	a	matter	of	fact	that	Islam	has	some	unique	and	distinctive	features.	One	of	the	major	
differences	is	about	the	content	of	Islamic	law,	which	is	binding	for	every	follower	including	
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the	rulers.	In	Islam,	the	final	authority	and	the	ultimate	source	of	law	is	Allah,	not	a	person,	
group	or	an	institution.	In	this	sense,	every	human	being	is	equal	before	God,	and	there	is	
no	priority	of	anyone	over	another	expect	for	piety	or	takwa.	In	my	opinion,	this	principle	of	
authority	and	law	could	serve	as	the	basis	of	a	free	society	where	political	equality	and	the	
priority	of	the	rule	of	law	become	one	of	the	basic	principles.	Indeed,	it	becomes	a	norm	to	
establish	a	free	social	order	and	set	limits	to	the	will	of	rulers	and	the	state	

	

By	the	same	token,	Islamic	law	is	not	made	but	discovered,	which	seems	to	contradict	to	
liberal	theories.	Indeed,	law	is	discovered	through	revelation.	However,	while	considering	
this	separation	of	law	as	“made”	or	“discovered”,	Norman	Barry	compares	the	Islamic	
notion	of	law	with	that	of	Hayek.	

	

This	is,	of	course,	a	distinction	made	famous	by	Hayek	and	it	is	remarkable	how	
Islamic	conceptions	of	law	bear	a	close	resemblance	to	his	jurisprudence.	Of	
course,	Hayek’s	jurisprudence	is	not	quite	of	natural	law	type,	his	liberal	
skepticism	deters	him	from	a	commitment	to	absolute	and	universally	binding	
principles,	but	his	rejection	of	specific	command	as	the	sole	source	of	law	
(indeed	the	sovereign’s	order	are	a	minor	part	his	jurisprudence)	bears	a	close	
resemblance	to	Islamic	legal	thought.	In	the	latter,	the	true	meaning	and	
interpretation	of	the	Shari’ah	is	discovered	by	legal	scholars	just	as	for	Hayek	
common	law	judges	do	not	create	law,	they	find	it	through	an	exploration	of	
cases	and	customary	practices	(although	the	legal	activism	of	judges	in	America	
has	prevented	this	idea	of	discovery	in	the	common	law)	(Barry,	14).	

	

Consultation	or	Shura	as	the	democratic	way	of	making	decisions	had	generated	by	
the	Prophet	in	Medina.	In	this	respect,	a	ruler	should	get	the	idea	of	the	citizens	of	the	
community	about	decisions	related	public	affairs	in	appropriate	with	universal	
principles	of	Quran.	

	

Conclusion	

Under	these	considerations,	I	argue	that	depending	on	interpretation,	there	is	a	consistency	
between	Islam	and	universal	liberal	principles	related	to	human	rights,	democratic	
governance,	and	political	integration	of	individuals,	freedom	of	speech	and	the	priority	of	
the	rule	of	law.	In	the	process	of	shaping	political	regimes	in	the	Muslim	world,	there	have	
been	many	factors	including	historical,	political,	economic	and	religious	ones.	Indeed,	in	the	
establishment	of	modern	states,	ideological	preferences	have	dominated	the	structure	of	
social	order	in	Muslim	majority	countries.		

	

As	much	as	religious	political	movements,	some	other	ideological,	social	and	political	groups	
have	had	powerful	influences	in	the	constitutions	of	a	modern	state	and	society.	The	decline	
in	economic	and	technological	developments	has	been	the	main	motivation	behind	an	
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ardent	discourse	for	progress.	It	is	a	matter	of	fact	that	Muslim	societies	desire	to	be	
developed	like	the	Western	ones.	However,	in	some	cases,	the	desire	for	progress	in	a	form	
of	westernization	has	become	the	source	of	totalitarian	regimes	itself	in	the	Muslim	world.	
While	considering	totalitarianism,	we	have	witnessed	that	it	stemmed	from	the	idea	of	
modernity	or	Enlightenment.	

	

In	my	humble	opinion,	authoritative	and	non-democratic	forms	of	government	in	the	
Muslim	world	is	the	result	of	modern	totalitarian	ideologies	like	Marxism,	and	the	idea	of	
scientism	like	positivism	as	much	as	many	complicated	issues	in	their	own	world.	
Totalitarian	ideas	and	positivistic	conception	of	science	exclude	the	history,	religion,	
tradition	and	also	morality.	This	has	been	a	danger	not	only	for	the	Muslim	world	but	for	all	
the	humanity.	Indeed,	totalitarianism	is	a	modern	and	contemporary	form	of	political	
regimes	stemmed	from	secular	imagination	of	“world-views”.	On	the	contrary,	a	liberal,	
universal	and	humanitarian	interpretation	of	the	world,	community,	history	and	religion	
could	serve	against	the	establishment	of	a	uniform	and	totalitarian	form	of	power.	In	this	
sense	Islam	with	all	its	particularities	may	be	considered	as	a	fertile	spring	of	interpretation.	
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DEMOCRACY-ORIENTED	ISLAMIST	PARTY	MOVEVENTS	
(POLITICAL	ATTITUDES	OF	ISLAMISM:	A	BRIEF	
HISTORICAL	PERSPECTIVE	WITHIN	
DEMOCRATIZATION)	
	

Assoc.	Prof.	Hasan	Yücel	Başdemir	

	
	
Introduction	

We	see	today	that	there	is	a	wide	range	of	problems	about	the	relationship	between	Islam	
and	democracy.	Discussions	are	going	on	the	media,	academia	and	politics	lively.	That	is	due	
to	the	high	demand	for	democracy	in	the	Muslim-majority	societies.	Despite	this,	there	are	
obstacles	in	front	of	settlement	of	democracy.	What	are	these	obstacles?	Some	say	that	the	
main	barrier	is	itself	Islam	for	democracy.44	The	more	moderate	form	of	this	thesis	is	that	
not	of	Islam,	but	of	the	Islam	perception	among	Muslims	hinders	democracy.	Some	
utter/express	this	approach	in	the	form	that	Muslim-majority	societies	are	not	ready	to	
adopt	democratic	values.	The	second	view	is	that	the	autocratic	and	oligarchic	governments	
(despots)	in	the	Islamic	geography	do	not	want	their	powers	to	lose/abandon	and	do	not	
allow	democracy.	(This	sometimes	manifests	itself	in	the	forms	of	controlled,	limited	or	
tutelary	democracy).	The	third	view	is	that	the	development	of	democracy	is	blocked	by	the	
powerful	states	on	grounds	that	it	is	contrary	to	their	“national	interests”45	thereby	an	fear	
of	“islamic	extremism”	is	being	created.		

	

Each	of	these	claims	can	be	true	to	a	certain	extent	provided	that	the	idea	that	Islam	is	
incompatible	with	democracy	is	exempted.	In	this	case,	we	can	suspect	that	resistance	
againts	democracy	comes	together	these	three	groups:	

1.	The	resistances	from	religious	groups,	

2.	The	resistances	from	autocrats,	and	

3.	The	resistances	from	foreign	forces.	

Many	academics,	journalists	and	politicians	evaluate	the	Muslim	world	by	looking	at	a	small	
radicalized	minorities;	they	are	not	to	be	able	to	discriminate	between	the	radical	minorities	

																																																													
44	See	Charles	Rowley	and	Nathanael	Smith,	‘Islam’s	Democracy	Deficit:	Muslims	claim	to	like	Democracy,	So	Why	do	They	have	So	Little?’,	
Public	Choice,	139	(2009):	273–99,	p.	298.	
45	See	Irfan	Ahmad,	“Democracy	and	Islam”,	Philosophy	and	Social	Criticism,	37(4)	459–470,	p.	467.	
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and	the	main	majority.46	As	such,	the	demands	of	Islamist	parties	and	the	motivations	of	
religious	and	secular	radical	groups	can	not	be	distinguised	from	each	other.	Althought	the	
supporters	of	these	three	groups	being	anti-democracy	are	around	15-20	per	cent,	they	are	
more	apparent	than	the	majorities.	Nonetheless,	extremist	religious	groups	have	tight	and	
closed	networks;	autocrats,	public	power;	foreign	powers	also	have	extremist	religious	
groups	and	autocrats	that	they	can	exploit	and	implicitly	or	explicitly	direct.		

	

This	situation	prevents	satisfying	the	demands	of	democracy	in	the	Muslim	world.	The	rise	
of	democracy	tendencies	has	been	being	able	to	lead	devastating	civil	wars	and	damage	to	
communities	as	were	seen	in	examples	Hama	and	Humus	in	1982;	Algeria	in	1992;	Andican	
in	2005,	Egypt	in	2013	and	Syria	from	2013	to	today.	In	this	case,	the	question	we	have	to	
answer	is:	What	should	be	done	in	the	Muslim-majority	world	to	develop	democracy	from	
a	liberal	and	peaceful	perspective?	

	

Contrary	to	what	is	often	claimed,	the	inability	to	develop	democracy	in	the	Muslim-
majority	societies	depends	on	historical	and	current	events	to	a	large	extent,	but	not	on	
theological	reasons	even	if	it	was	a	bit	of	truth.	Muslim	territory-originated	radicalization	
and	even	terror	have	arisen	largely	due	to	the	restrictions	of	individual,	economic	and	
political	freedoms.	The	Islamist	groups	have	given	different	reactions	to	these	restrictions.	
These	reactions	has	revealled	different	Islamism	portraits	from	terrorism	to	liberal	values.	
The	most	powerful	advocates	of	liberal	and	democratic	values	among	these	portraits	are	
Islamist	party	movements.	To	put	it	more	clearly,	the	only	group	who	gives	support	to	
democracy	and	defends	democracy	unconditionally	is	the	Islamist/conservative	party	
movements,	despite	some	shortcomings.	

	

Do	political	problems	stem	from	Islam?	

To	handle	theolojically	the	relationship	between	Islam	and	democracy,	or	to	link	to	the	
theological	reasons	the	inability	to	develop	democracy	is	a	hasty	and	just	a	theorical	
allegation,	and	far	from	reality.	This	approach	blocks	many	time	us	to	grasp	the	truth.	
Because	the	knowledge	of	democracy	is	practical	and	gained	by	experience,	and	we	need	to	
fundamental	freedoms	for	starting	this	experience.	

	

Theological	views	are	not	a	barrier	to	political	experiences.	On	contrary,	positive	political	
experiences	enhance	theological	perspectives	and	improve	the	religious	inclusivism.	
Negative	political	experiences	such	as	violations	of	human	rights	cause	the	theological	
perspectives	to	get/make	narrower	and	lead	to	religiously	exclusive	interpretations.	In	other	
words,	the	reason	for	radicalization	is	not	the	Islamic	belief,	on	contrary,	the	lack	of	
democracy	and	the	violation	of	fundamental	rights	increase/reinforce	the	radicalized	
political	interpretations	of	Islam.	We	will	come	it	back	again	later,	and	explain	why	the	
theological	comments	are	weak.	Now	I	will	describe	my	thesis,	then	I	will	make	a	

																																																													
46	See	The	Economist’s	Muslim	World	news	for	these	kinds	of	failing	comments:	“The	new	Arab	cosmopolitans	
Despots	are	pushing	the	Arab	world	to	become	more	secular”,	Nov	2nd	2017,	Cairo.	
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classification	about	political	attitudes	in	the	Muslim	societies	and	then	I	will	put	my	proposal	
about	how	can	we	take	a	stance	against	these	political	ranges.	Finally,	I	will	explain/be	
justified	the	validity	of	my	proposal/assertion	through	the	titles	I	have	transformed	into	
questions.	

	

1.	Thesis	(a	description):		

The	wars	in	the	Muslim	world	incite	human	rights	violations,	make	more	apparent	(radicals)	
and	strong	(despots)	the	anti-democratic	movements	and	radical	interpretations	of	Islam.	
The	strengthening	radicalism	has	been	given	the	legitimacing	justification	to	the	hands	of	
the	autocrats	who	are	the	first	order	responsible	from	these	violations	and	the	most	major	
obstacle	for	democracy.	This	leads	to	a	practical	vicious	circle	between	democracy	and	
autocracy.	To	get	out	of	this	vicious	cycle,	this	must	firstly	be	regarded	as	a	fundamental	
political	principle:	The	market	system,	freedom	and	democratic	values	protect	individuals	
from	the	radicalisation,	and	keep	societies	and	groups	away	from	radical	tendencies;	and	
these	lead	that	inclusive	approaches	on	religion	are	approved	by	a	vast	majority	of	public.	

	

2.	Classification:		

The	political	movements	in	the	Muslim	world	are	mainly	divided	into	two	groups,	as	being	
the	religious-based	and	the	secular-based	groups.	Secularists	do	not	themselves	feel	safe	in	
Islamic	societies	because	of	political	instabilities	and	desinformation	about	Islam.	With	the	
lack	of	this	confidence,	they	prefer	to	remain	close	to	the	autocrats	generally.	Islamist	
groups	have	different	political	reactions.	War	and	violations	have	been	transforming	some	
of	them	into	terrorist	organizations	(like	IS,	Taliban),	some	of	them	into	radical	groups	(like	
Ekremiler	in	Ozbekistan),	some	of	them	into	secret	crime	organizations	(like	FETO	in	Turkey)	
that	hide	their	real	intentions.	Some	constitute	a	civil	society	not	to	be	in	accord	with	state	
and	lead	to	a	further	increasing	in	the	gap	and	the	tension	between	the	state	and	society	
(like	civil	Ihvan).	Some	are	pushing	the	limits	to	be	a	part	of	the	political	processes	and	to	
maintain	their	legitimacy	(political	parties:	examples	from	Tunisia,	Algeria,	Morocco,	Egypt,	
Malaysia	and	Turkey).	In	general,	Islamist	groups	can	be	grouped	into	three	groups:	(1)	
secret	organization	(2)	religious	extremism	and	(3)	party	movements.	The	third	one	has	the	
strongest	social	support.	I	will	entitle	these	in	the	term	"Islamist	party	movements".	The	
most	important	examples	for	the	party	movements	are	Nahda	in	Tunisia,	UMNO	(The	
United	Malays	National	Organization)	in	Malaysia	and	National	Opinion	(Milli	Görüş)	in	
Turkey.	They	have	two	main	functions:	a)	preventing	radicalization	b)	reducing	the	tension	
between	the	state	and	society.	

	

3.	Proposal:		

Despite	severe	violations	of	human	rights,	party	movements	have	always	been	the	strongest	
advocates	of	democratic	values	in	the	Muslim-majority	societies.	Although	they	are	
constantly	criminalized	by	bureaucratic	elites,	they	try	to	take	part	in	legitimate	political	
processes;	they	are	trying	to	become	a	part	of	the	political	system	instead	of	radicalization,	
even	though	they	are	kept	away	from	bureaucratic	positions	by	despots.	The	social	base	
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that	is	inclined	to	radicalization	due	to	violation	of	individual,	economic	and	political	rights	is	
rehabilitated	by	making	close	to	political	system	thanks	to	Islamist	party	movements.	They	
are	more	optimistic	than	other	groups.	In	addition,	they	have	the	highest	social	base	/	
support	having	democracy	expectancy.	Their	two	most	distinctive	features	are	that	they	
stay	away	from	violence	and	attach	importance	to	political	legitimacy.	The	development	of		

democracy	in	the	Muslim-majority	societies	depends	on	the	increase	of	democracy	
experience	in	the	practice.	The	Islamist	party	movements	are	open	to	improve/enhance	this	
experience.	For	this	reason,	they	should	be	given	"a	balanced	and	critical	support"	as	well	
as	selfish	and	secular	groups,	but	not	to	approach	with	suspicion.	

	

What	are	the	Islamist	party	movements	in	the	Muslim	societies?	

It	is	difficult	to	count	all	the	Islamist	parties.	We	can	talk	about	the	history	of	several	parties	
by	featuring	Turkey	experience	to	explain	what	is	meant	with	the	party	movements.	With	
the	start	of	the	multiparty	life	in	Turkey	in	1950,	some	Islamists	tried	to	take	place	in	the	
center-right	parties.	They	have	endeavored	to	become	part	of	legitimate	politics	in	the	lines	
of	the	Democratic	Party,	the	Turkish	Peasant	Party,	the	Republican	National	Party,	the	
Justice	Party	and	the	National	Movement	Party.	Necmettin	Erbakan	(1926-2011)	established	
the	Civil/National	Nizam	Party	in	1970,	which	was	considered	as	the	first	broad-based	
Islamist	party	in	Turkey.	He	set	the	slogan	of	the	party	as	"national/civil	vision"	(milli	görüş)	
and	"fair	order"	(adil	düzen).	Then	the	party	was	banned	in	1971.	Erbakan	and	his	friends	
founded	the	Civil/National	Salvation	Party	in	1971.	After	the	military	coup	of	September	12,	
1980,	this	party	was	also	closed	down	and	then	the	Welfare	Party	was	established	in	1983.	
The	Welfare	Party	was	removed	from	power	by	the	"post-modern	coup"	in	the	so-called	
February	28th	process	in	1997	and	closed	down	in	1998.	The	Fazilet	Party	was	replaced	it	in	
2001,	and	the	Saadet	Party	was	established	instead.	

	

Following	the	closure	of	the	Fazilet	Party,	a	group	led	by	Recep	Tayyip	Erdogan,	Abdullah	
Gül	and	Bulent	Arınç	left	“civil	vision”	(milli	görüş)	and	established	the	Justice	and	
Development	Party	(AK	Party	or	AKP)	in	2001.	This	new	party	abandoned	“fair	order”	and	
“civil	vision”	discourses	and	defined	itself	as	a	"conservative	democrat".	After	the	1980	
military	coup,	religious	people	sought	the	ways	to	make	politics	in	other	parties	such	as	the	
Anavatan	Party,	the	Dogru	Yol	Party	and	the	Milliyetçi	Çalışma	Party	and	succeeded	in	that.	
Despite	the	fact	that	the	parties	were	closed,	and	bans	were	imposed	to	keep	politics	open,	
the	party	movements	never	approached	the	violence	and	blocked	the	radicalization	trends	
in	Turkey.	

	

Mahathir	Mohammad's	United	Malays	National	Organization	(UMNO)	was	seen	the	same	
function	in	Malaysia.	It	is	same	as	Mohammed	Arshad’s	in	Bangladesh	and	Muslim	
Brotherhood’s	in	Egypt	and	Jordan.	Islamic	Salvation	Front	in	Algeria,	Renaissance	Party	in	
Tunisia,	Jamiyyat’ul-Eslah	in	Kuwait,	Mohammadiyya	and	Nahdat	al-Ulema	in	Indonesia47	
defense	democracy.	They	participate	in	the	elections	as	allowed.	Apart	from	these,	Pakistan	

																																																													
47	Fazlur	Rahman	(1882),	Islam	and	Modernity:	Transformation	of	an	Intellectual	Tradition,	Chicago:	The	University	of	Chicago	Press,	p.	82.		
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has	a	special	place	in	terms	of	democracy	experience.	The	three	main	political	parties	in	the	
country	are:	the	center-right	conservative	Pakistan	Muslim	League-N;	the	center-left	
socialist	PPP;	and	the	centrist	and	third-way	Pakistan	Movement	for	Justice	(PTI).	Despite	
the	strong	experience	of	democracy	in	Pakistan,	the	parties	are	weak,	and	the	bureaucrats	
are	strong.	For	this	reason,	Pakistan	does	not	go	beyond	controlled	(tutelary)	democracy.	
The	Party	of	Justice	and	Development	(PJD)	in	Morocco,	has	won	Morocco's	two	recent	
parliamentary	elections	and	leads	the	current	government.	Bosnia,	Mozambique,	Nigeria,	
Kyrgyzstan,	Albania,	Sudan	are	other	countries	with	experience	of	democracy.	

	

Is	it	true	to	label	the	party	movements	as	Islamist?	

Islamism	is	a	concept	used	in	Europe	to	define	the	Islamic	Commonwealth	(Islamic	Union),	
which	began	to	emerge	from	the	1820s.	Centering	on	Istanbul,	Cairo	and	Agra,	this	
movement	had	strengthened	as	a	reaction	to	European	and	Russian	expansionism.	This	
movement	was	banned	with	the	1917	Bolshevik	revolution	and	the	fall	of	the	Ottoman	
Empire	in	1922.	This	movement	was	called	Islamism	or	Pan-Islamism	in	Europe.	The	
meaning	context	of	this	term	is	defined	by	the	Western	media,	academia	and	politicians.	
Islamism	is	used	today	in	very	different	meaning	from	its	traditional	one.	All	groups	from	the	
moderate	party	movements	(like	Ennahda)	to	the	bloody	terrorist	movements	like	al-
Shabab	and	IS	are	placed	under	this	term.48	The	Economist	describes	Islamism	as	follows:	
“Its	current	incarnations	and	hybridizations	include	groups	as	diverse	as	Ennahda,	a	peaceful	
Tunisian	political	party,	and	Islamic	State	(IS),	a	violent	jihadist	group	that	calls	the	Brothers	
apostates.”49		

	

To	label	as	“Islamist”	both	the	democratic	movements	and	the	terrorist	organizations	is	a	
clear	indication	that	the	conceptualization	made	about	Muslim	culture	in	the	West	is	wrong.	
This	applies	to	terms	such	as	Islam,	jihad,	sharia,	Islamic	law	that	are	attributed	pejorative	
meanings.	However,	terms	are	innocent.	For	Muslims,	trying	to	prevent	violence	and	
improving	democracy	and	freedom	of	religion	are	also	each	of	jihad.	

	

Party	movements	in	the	Muslim	geography	are	closer	to	conservative	and	liberal	
movements	in	terms	of	Western	political	literature,	even	though	they	have	some	Islamic	
contents	in	the	traditional	sense.	Today,	however,	the	entire	academic	literature	is	settled	
on	the	terms	“Islamist”	or	its	more	moderate	form	“political	Islam”.	As	such,	instead	of	
making	conceptual	analyzes,	it	seems	more	useful	to	use/accept/surrender	the	term	
“Islamism”	in	spite	of	its	vague	content,	because	it	is	unlikely	to	be	able	to	correct	this	
misconception	that	have	been	settled	for	many	years.	I	want	to	call	as	“Party	movements”	
pro-democracy	Islamists	for	discriminating	them	from	others,	especially	from	violent	
movements.	

	

																																																													
48	The	Economist	(2017),	“The	Future	of	Islamist:	Muslim	Democrats	Inshallah”,	Aug	26,	pp.	18-20.	Gus	Martin	(2016),	Essentials	of	
Terrorism,	California:	Sega	Publications.		
49	The	Economist,	“Muslim	Democrats	Inshallah”,	p.	18.	
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What	is	the	difference	between	Islam	and	Islamism?		

Although	Islamism	is	derived	from	the	term	Islam,	its	meaning	is	different.	Islam	is	the	name	
of	the	religion	that	began	to	be	sent	to	Prophet	Mohammad	(571-632)	in	Mecca	in	610.	
Islamism	is	an	intellectual	movement	and	political	ideology	that	emerged	in	the	Muslim	
world	as	from	the	first	quarter	of	the	nineteenth	century.	This	ideology	as	the	first	Islamist	
wave	emerged	as	a	reaction	against	the	Muslims	to	fall	into	a	decline	and	colonial	states	to	
expand	toward	the	Muslim	territories	(The	second	Islamist	wave	emerged	after	1950	with	
Mawdudi	and	Qutb.	The	third	wave	was	with	Iranian	Revolution	in	1979.	The	fourth	wave	
started	with	Gulf	War	II	in	2003).	

	

Islam	is	a	religion	that	has	references,	purposes,	beliefs	and	sanctions	for	life	in	this	earth	
and	life	after	death.	Tawheed	belief	lies	at	the	heart	of	Islam.	Tawheed	is	expressed	by	the	
words:	"Ashadu	al-Lailaha	illa	Allah	va	ashhadu	anna	Mohammadan	abduhu	va	rasuluh"	(I	
bear	witness	that	there	is	no	god	but	Allah	to	be	worshiped,	and	that	the	Prophet	
Muhammad	is	his	servant	and	messenger).	All	the	faith	and	worship	of	Islam	is	based	on	this	
statement.	Islamism	is	based	on	the	Islamic	Commonwealth	and	there	is	no	fundamental	
belief,	as	it	is	in	Islam.	Rivalries	of	Islam	are	other	religions;	Islamism	one’s	other	political	
approaches	and	ideologies.	Islamism	does	not	have	the	ideas,	the	aims	and	the	sanctions	for	
life	after	death	like	in	the	religion	of	Islam.	It	is	much	more	of	the	minds	of	Muslim	
intellectuals	and	politicians	who	put	forward	solutions	to	the	problems	of	the	society	they	
lived	in	the	nineteenth	century.	

	

Do	Islamists	defense	an	Islamic	State?	

Modern	Islamism	is	broadly	defined	as	the	pursuit	of	a	state	governed	by	Islamic	
principles.50	In	the	broad	spectum	called	as	Islamist,	there	are	some	groups	having	this	idea.	
Hovewer,	Islamism	grew	out	of	this	debate	in	various	directions	and	emerged	in	different	
apperences.	Islamist	party	movements	don’t	have	sympathy	for	the	pursuit	of	a	state	
governed	by	Islamic	principles.	They	know	these	kinds	of	statement	to	cause	disinformative	
inferences.	Islamic	state	is	not	in	their	agence.	In	addition,	Muslims’	last	states	were	not	like	
that	either.	Ottoman	and	Mughal	states	were	not	an	Islamic	state.	Before	the	collapse	of	the	
Ottomans,	the	first	elections	were	held	in	1876	and	multiparty	democracy	was	passed.	
Mughals	in	India	was	able	to	keep	religious	and	ethnic	diversity	in	peace	together.	Both	had	
a	pluralistic	and	multi-legal	systems.	Every	nation	in	the	states	was	subject	to	its	own	law.	In	
disagreement,	the	supreme	court	of	the	state	was	applied.	There	was	also	a	difference	
between	the	canonic	law	(şer’i	hukuk)	and	the	customary	law	in	their	legal	systems.	

	

The	concept	of	the	Islamic	state	is	a	modern	and	is	borrowed	from	a	nation-state	model.	In	
Islamic	thought,	there	has	never	been	an	Islamic	state	which	is	defined	as	today's	single	law,	
monopoly,	sharp	borders,	national	anthem,	monolithic	state	schools.	Radical	movements	
want	to	pattern	the	autocratic	states	that	radicalize	themselves	on	the	Islamic	state.	The	
idea	of	the	present	Islamic	state	is	not	a	state	that	Islam	can	approve	because	the	Islamic		

																																																													
50	The	Economist,	“Muslim	Democrats	Inshallah”,	p.	19.	
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state	is	not	an	Islamic	state	as	Hallaq	said	that:	“The	Islamic	state,	which	is	judged	by	any	
standard	definition	of	the	modern	state,	is	an	impossibility	and	a	contradiction	in	terms.”51	

	

Why	should	the	Islamist	party	movements	be	supported?	

Party	movements	prevent	the	radicalization	by	decreasing	the	tension	between	the	state	
and	society,	causing	human	rights	violation.	Political	leaders	such	as	Necmettin	Erbakan,	
Mahathir	Mohammad	(Malaysia),	Rashid	Ghannouchi	(Tunisia)	and	Abdulillah	Benkirane	
(Morocco)	reduced	antagonism	and	mass	radicalization	stopped	in	their	countries.	They	
served	as	a	buffer	between	the	civilians	and	the	autocratic	elites.	Although	it	seems	to	be	
unsuccessful	due	to	the	coup	in	2013,	Ihvan’s	political	wings	in	Egypt	have	served	the	same	
function	for	a	long	time.	This	can	also	apply	to	(be	true	of)	the	left	parties	in	some	countries.	

	

Egypt	army’s	pressure	is	inciting	the	violence.	Ihvan	has	been	trying	to	be	a	part	of	
legitimate	political	processes	since	the	1970s	despite	the	bureaucracy's	criminalization.	
Nahda	in	Tunisia	has	served	same	function	since	1986.	It	saw	that	the	country	was	dragged	
step	by	step	toward	a	civil	war	in	2014.	To	stop	this	process,	the	Party	was	delivered	the	
power	to	the	opposition	party.	Of	course,	Ghannouchi’s	role	in	these	maneuvers	was	great.	
A	similar	experience	in	Turkey	in	1997,	Prime	Minister	Necmettin	Erbakan	also	lived.	He	was	
pulled	out	of	power	when	he	understood	that	the	political	elites	would	resort	to	violence.	

	

Most	Islamist	groups	stood	upon	their	rights	on	times	of	violence	based	on	democracy	and	
fundamental	rights	discourses	as	it	was	becoming	in	the	headscarf	ban	in	Turkey.	In	Turkey,	
party-Islamists	struggled	to	become	a	part	of	political	life,	instead	of	radicalization,	and	they	
went	into	search	for	participation	in	parties.	The	Democratic	Party	saw	this	function	largely	
after	1950.	There	were	also	established	many	independent	parties.	The	first	of	these	was	
the	Islamic	Protection	Party,	which	was	established	in	Istanbul	on	19	July	1946.	This	party	
did	not	engage	in	political	activity.	However,	it	was	banned	on	12	September	1946.	On	27	
August	1951	the	Islamic	Democratic	Party	was	founded	in	Istanbul.	This	party	was	also	
banned	on	October	20,	1952.	It	became	clear	that	it	was	difficult	to	do	politics	in	
independent	parties.	For	this	reason,	conservatives	/	Islamists	have	made	politics	in	
different	parties	such	as	Democratic	Party,	Millet	Party	(1948-1954)	and	Republican	Peasant	
Nation	Party	(1958-1969).	

	

Party	movements	are	fighting	for	political	stability,	the	development	of	human	rights	and	
democratic	values	in	their	countries.	Because	they	focus	on	political	legitimacy,	they	regard	
democracy	as	the	only	proper	political	system.	They	do	not	have	mega	ideals	like	the	Islamic	
state.	They	are	aware	of	that	it	is	not	an	Islamic	state.	As	a	matter	of	fact,	this	desire	comes	
from	radical	movements.	

	
																																																													
51	Wael	B.	Hallaq	(2013),	The	Impossibe	State:	Islam,	Politics,	and	Modernity’s	Moral	Predicament,	New	York:	Columbia	University	Press,	s.	
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Political	and	religious	exclusivism	do	not	fit	the	perspectives	of	Islamist	party	movements.	
They	want	to	integrate	with	the	West.	They	believe	that	commercial	co-operation	will	make	
the	Muslim	world	stronger.	As	a	matter	of	fact,	when	this	belief	disappears,	moderate	right	
and	left	movements	begin	to	gain	power.	In	this	respect,	party	movements	represent	
moderate	politics.	They	are	more	optimistic	and	compromising	than	other	groups.	It	is	a	
clear	indication	that	Turkey,	which	is	experiencing	significant	problems	with	the	EU	due	to	
its	hot	politics	today,	insists	on	maintaining	its	membership	talks	and	doesn’t	want	to	grow	
apart	from	Western	World.	

	

Does	the	radicalization	stem	from	Islam	or	the	violation	of	rights?	

Radicalizing	has	many	reasons.	Violations	of	rights	are	the	only	one	of	the	most	important	
reasons.	In	the	Muslim-majority	societies,	individual,	political	and	economic	freedoms	are	
continually	restricted	by	autocrats.	It	seems	to	have	a	direct	proportion	between	
radicalization	and	violence	of	rights.	Based	on	this,	young	support	for	radical	groups	
increases	depends	on	violence.	We	can	illustrate	this	with	two	examples:	the	first	is	the	
radicalization	process	of	Ihvan	in	Egypt	in	the	1950s,	and	the	second	is	the	upheavals	in	
Uzbekistan	after	the	decline	of	the	Soviets.	

	

Founded	in	1928	by	Hasan	al-Benna	(1906-1949)	in	Egypt,	the	Muslim	Brotherhood	(Ihvan-i	
Muslimin)	was	established	as	an	Islamist	movement	operating	in	the	field	of	education	and	
culture,	with	no	political	tendencies.	Later	on,	this	movement	spread	to	many	Arab	
countries.	Members	of	the	organization	were	started	to	be	arrested	on	the	pretext	of	an	
assassination	attempt	against	Cemal	Abdul	Nasir	in	1954.	The	detainees,	including	Sayyid	
Qutub,	were	subjected	to	heavy	torture.	

	

The	same	situation	occurred	in	Central	Asia	after	the	decline	of	the	Soviet	Union	in	1989.	
The	Islamic	Movement	in	Uzbekistan	under	the	leadership	of	Tahir	Yoldashev	in	1992,	
Ekremi	movement	on	the	initiative	of	Ekrem	Yoldashev	in	1996,	under	the	leadership	of	
Mirzazhanov	S.	Atoyevic,	the	Hizbu-Nusret	movement	In	1999	failed	to	find	free	activity	era	
and	legitimate	due	to	political	pressures	and	restrictions.	These	groups	have	been	
radicalized	as	the	influence	of	Afghanistan-based	mujahideen	groups	moving	to	the	north	
through	the	Fergana	Valley	when	they	couldn’t	resist	to	the	press	they	were	subjected	to.52	
Many	movements,	those	that	represent	legitimate	peaceful	opposition	in	the	beginning,	
have	been	radicalized	from	the	intellectual	aspect	because	of	oppression	and	torture,	and	
some	has	become	violent	organizations,	of	which	is	now	flexible	structure	and	is	named	as	
"new	terror."	

	

Party	movements	react	more	flexibly	to	repressions	and	violations.	They	served	as	a	buffer	
to	prevent	further	spread	of	the	violations.	Their	main	motivation	was	to	avoid	the	conflicts	
to	be	able	to	harm	society.	They	thought	that	political	problems	should	be	resolved	over	
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time	and	away	from	violence.53	Despite	this	fact,	autocrats	and	radical	secularists	are	
preferred	against	radical	Islam	in	the	Muslim	worlds.	However,	these	have	actually	been	
factors	that	strengthened	radical	religious	movements.	

	

In	this	case,	it	is	right	to	ask	the	following	question:	Why	do	some	religious	groups	remain	
radical	while	some	can	remain	moderate?	If	moderation	or	radicalization	stems	from	
religion,	then	we	would	look	for	the	answer	“Which	Islam	is	right?”	I	do	not	think	we	need	
to	discuss	it	here.	Because	the	groups	in	legitimate	processes	and	away	from	violence	are	
both	able	to	control	the	pressures	of	the	autocrats	and	to	prevent	radicalism.	Radicalization	
is	largely	related	to	the	nature	of	current	political	events	and	the	lack	of	political	agents	that	
balance	it.	

	

How	do	the	secularists	and	the	autocrats	look	at	democracy?	

The	secular	groups	are	willing	democracy	but	are	afraid	of	democracy	because	of	their	
prejudices	and	feels	of	insecurities	againts	religious	people.	The	Otocrats	do	not	want	
democracy	in	order	not	to	lose	the	power	and	opportunities	in	their	hands.	They	often	use	
the	argument	that	Islam	is	incompatible	with	democracy	in	order	to	hidden	their	anti-
democratic	intentions.	They	also	use	secular	people’s	fear	and	anxiety	because	they	choose	
the	seculars	as	the	social	base;	they	take	measures	to	prevent	communication	with	each	
other,	and	support	ghettoization	so	that	conflicts	last.	

	

In	Islam	countries	there	are	some	mechanisms	used	by	autocrats	to	prevent	democracy:	

1.	Judgment:	If	autocrats	want,	judges	can	blame	politicians	and	take	them	from	power	
in	silence	(think	Brazil	being	taken	the	last	two	presidents	by	judge	from	power	and	the	
third	one,	Ms.	Temer	was	threated,	and	Pakistan	for	the	last	president).	

2.	If	they	cannot	do	because	the	power	can	sometimes	be	strong,	this	time	the	soldiers	
step	in	and	the	coup	is	being	done.	

3.	Media	and	crony	capitalist	tradesmen	support	the	bureaucracy	to	block	party	
movements.	They	have	relationship	based	on	mutual	interests.	

	

In	1997,	judges	have	sued	to	the	Refah	(Welfare)	Party	in	power	by	ascribing	fabricated	
crimes	(like	to	be	focus	to	anti-democratic	doings)	with	the	supports	of	mainstream	media	
and	businessmen	led	by	the	bureaucracy	in	Turkey.	The	army	then	issued	a	statement	
threatening	the	government.	Prime	Minister	Erbakan	stepped	back,	leaving	power	but	
continued	to	do	politics.	The	bureaucrats	tried	to	expel	the	AK	Party's	power	in	2013	by	
pretending	to	fight	(contend	with)	the	corruption.	When	it	failed,	the	army	wanted	to	seize	
control	in	15th	July	2016,	but	the	coup	didn’t	succeed	because	of	millions	of	people	came	
out	on	the	streets	for	resistance.	The	last	coup	attempt	has	done	a	great	damage	to	
democracy.	It	occupied	people's	agenda.	It	pushed	the	Party	to	pursue	(to	seek)	the	
mechanisms	to	be	able	to	make	its	power	stronger	for	protecting	itself	from	anti-democratic	

																																																													
53	John	L.	Esposito	(1999),	The	Islamic	Threat:	Myth	or	Reality,	Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press	s.	339.	



 51 

attacks.	However,	strategies	to	make	the	political	parties	powerless/weaken	by	judges	and	
soldiers	succeeded	in	Pakistan	and	Brazil	in	2017.	The	judges	in	these	counties	dismissed	the	
presidents	(Nawaz	Sharif,	Lula	da	Silva,	Dilma	Rousseff	and	continue	spots	for	Michel	Temer)	
on	the	pretext	of	Panama	Papers	without	following	the	procedure	of	separation	of	powers.	
But	they	continue	to	do	politics;	they	are	not	converting	their	rights-seeking	processes	into	
violence.	

	

When	we	return	to	the	point	where	the	power	of	the	bureaucracy	comes	from,	the	
bureaucracy	takes	over	all	the	authorities	of	parties,	civil	society,	and	judiciary	by	rejecting	
all	responsibilities	and	wants	to	rule	the	country	on	its	own	as	a	final	decision	maker.	The	
bureaucracy	takes	its	power	from	its	own	judiciary,	secret	police	and	soldiers.	It	also	uses	
the	mainstream	media	in	its	control.	This	media	does	not	want	an	alternative	one	and	
criminalizes	alternative	media	with	the	support	of	the	bureaucracy.	Another	group	are	
businessmen	who	autocratic	bureaucrats	work	together.	Among	these	groups,	there	is	a	
circular	secret	relation.	This	is	like	either	in	Egypt	where	bureaucrats	directly	control	
commercial	capital	with	their	allies,	or	in	Turkey	where	they	work	in	companies	with	high	
salaries	after	their	retirement	for	ensuring	cooperation	between	bureaucrats	and	others.	

The	secularists’	prejudices	that	based	on	their	anxiety	and	autocrats’	crony	capitalistic	
interests	keep	them	out	of	democracy.	Secularists	have	been	giving	partial	support	to	
autocrats.	They	want	to	make	sure	that	their	individual	and	political	rights	are	guaranteed,	
so	they	are	demanding	a	limited	(tutelary)	democracy	that	will	keep	the	Islamists	away	from	
the	bureaucracy.	They	think	that	Islamist	parties	should	only	do	municipal	activities	but	not	
make	policy	and	bureaucratic	assignment.		

	

The	way	to	make	the	bureaucracy	democratic	is	not	street	rallies	or	insurgencies,	but	
transition	to	open	society	in	a	gradual	and	balanced	process.	The	main	actors	of	this	process	
are	the	Islamist	party	movements	which	have	commonsense	and	which	are	aware	of	the	
attitudes	and	expectations	of	the	secularists	and	bureaucrats	and	their	internal	and	external	
supporters	in	their	countries,	and	Islamists	can	strategize	accordingly.	

	

How	do	Islamist	party	movements	look	at	democracy?	

In	short,	it	will	suffice	to	answer	with	a	few	quotes.	Ghannouchi	argued	that	“it	would	not	
be	in	the	interest	of	Muslims	to	imagine	an	incompatibility	between	democracy	and	Islam.”	
He	said	more	recently	that	“Muslims	should	make	jihad	for	democracy	and	human	rights”.	
Hassan	Turabi	in	Sudan	affirmed	that	an	Islamic	order	of	government	is	essentially	a	form	of	
representative	democracy.	Maybe	you	cannot	confirm	these	kinds	of	discourses,	but	I	offer	
we	should	give	them	the	opportunity.	Similarly,	Anwar	Ibrahim	stated	in	Malaysia,	“It	is	a	
moral	imperative	for	Muslims	to	be	fully	committed	to	democratic	ideals.”54	Erbakan	has	
always	said	that	he	was	not	against	democracy	and	secularism,	but	hostility	against	the	
religion.	
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Are	the	Islamists'	democratic	experiences	unsuccessful,	as	claimed?	

Many	articles	lately	published	in	the	Western	journals	and	newspapers	have	alleged	that	
Islamists’	democratic	experiences	in	the	Muslim	geography	have	failed.	In	these	writings,	it	
has	been	implied	that	Islamists	are	not	ready	for	democracy,	and	for	this	reason	autocratic	
governments	are	more	preferable	than	Islamists	that	cannot	be	trusted	to	them	because	of	
having	their	hidden	agendas.	This	is	exemplified	by	Egypt	and	Turkey.55	

	

The	political	bans,	the	military	and	bureaucratic	coups,	extrajudicial	executions,	torture	and	
arrests	have	been	implemented	on	the	party	movements	in	Egypt	and	Turkey	since	1950s.	
Party	movements	did	not	have	equivalent	rights	and	actions.	Then	why	are	they	failing?	
They	are	not	unsuccessful	in	democracy.	On	contrary,	they	fail	because	they	cannot	prevent	
the	anti-democratic	bureaucracy.	If	the	party	movements	had	taken	more	support	in	
Algeria,	Tunisia,	Morocco,	Jordan	and	Turkey	as	from	1990s,	there	would	have	been	more	
moderate	political	movements	today	in	the	countries	of	hard	autocrats	like	Saddam,	Assad	
and	Gaddafi.	The	same	applies	to	the	Turkic	Republics	in	Central	Asia.	

	

Hamas	in	Palestine	is	an	obvious	example	of	how	democracy	makes	radical	organizations	
moderate.	Hamas	has	embraced	democracy	today	and	is	distant	from	violence.	The	
organization	left	terrorist	attacks	after	2006.	Of	course,	Hamas	accepted	the	presence	of	
Israel	Government	at	the	beginning	of	2017,	although	there's	a	whole	heap	more	work	to	be	
done	in	the	way	of	democracy	for	Hamas.	In	October	2017,	he	signed	a	"compromise	
agreement"	with	al-Fatih.	Islamist	party	movements	have	proved	with	their	every	action	
that	participation	get	them	more	democratize	and	that	they	are	the	most	potential	
democratic	actors	in	their	own	countries.56	Despite	these	facts,	the	achievements	of	party	
movements	have	been	used	as	an	excuse	to	limit	the	development	of	political	liberalization	
or	to	close	the	gates	of	democratization	in	the	Muslim-majority	countries	by	bureaucrats	in	
their	countries.	I	wonder	if	we	should	wait	for	Samuel	Huntington’s	next	forth	wave.	

	

We	can	give	an	example	from	Guinea	being	85	per	cent	Muslim.	The	first	democratic	
election	was	held	in	2010.	Alpha	Condé	who	has	been	the	first	elected	president	of	Guinea	
proposed	a	"reunification"	by	presenting	the	ministry	to	opposition	politics	to	stop	violence	
tendencies	starting	before	2010	election.	All	the	examples	prove	that	Islamist	parties	
manage	the	processes	well	everywhere,	even	if	we	need	more	time.	

	

Are	the	Islamists	radicalizing/totalitarianizing	after	coming	to	power?		

It	is	often	clamed	that	Islamists	dream	of	creating	an	Islamic	state	in	their	countries,	replete	
with	sharia,	by	using	democracy	as	a	mean.	The	Economist	wrote	that:	“When	elected,	
ostensibly	moderate	and	democratic	Islamists	have	too	often	proved	to	be	neither,	lending	
credence	to	the	argument	that	their	commitment	to	democracy	goes	little	further	than	“one	
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man,	one	vote,	one	time.”57	According	to	many,	the	seemingly	moderate	and	democratic	
Islamists	have	proven	that	they	are	not	when	they	are	elected.	These	claims	are	the	result	of	
implicit	biases	against	the	Islamist	party	movements,	because	there	is	no	story	confirming	
these	claims.	The	Economist	gave	as	evidence	to	prove	its	claim	that	Morsi	has	placed	his	
own	men	(Islamists)	in	the	bureaucracy	after	he	came	to	power	in	Egypt	after	elected	in	
2012.	That	is	not	evidence,	but	enigma.	Because	the	development	of	democracy	not	only	in	
the	Muslim-majority	world,	but	in	everywhere	depends	on	the	bureaucracy	becoming	open	
to	the	whole	social	groups.	The	diversity	in	the	bureaucracy	is	the	assurance,	warrant	and	
demonstration	for	democracy,	but	not	a	threat.	Contrary	to	what	was	claimed,	this	was	not	
a	totalitarianism	or	an	Islamist	mistake.	

	

It	is	necessary	to	use	to	concrete	methods	to	measure	democracy	stage	in	a	society.	Two	
types	of	qualities	need	to	be	examined	to	evaluate	the	development	of	democracy.	The	first	
is	constituent	(مقوم)	conditions	for	democracy.	The	constituent	conditions	of	democracy	are	
multi-party	politics,	regular	elections	and	right	to	participation	(political	freedoms).	The	
second	is	not	constituent,	but	necessary	conditions	 )ضروري(	 for	democracy:	These	are	the	
having/being	a	constitution	based	on	rule	of	law;	the	being	developed	civil	society,	private	
property,	individual	rights	and	free	trade;	the	having	right	to	equal	access	to	civil	servants	
and	public	positions58	(could	be	called	equal	citizenship);	and	being	principle	of	separation	
of	powers.	The	first	one	is	a	special	feature	of	the	democracy,	while	the	second	one	is	a	
genus	(or	family)	feature.	Genus	features	can	also	be	shared	by	other	political	systems	being	
non-democratic.	There	is	actually	a	third	condition,	which	we	can	be	called	it	as	the	
situation	conditions.	This	means	that	in	a	society	it	is	necessary	to	find	suitable	conditions	
for	the	development	of	democracy.	Suitable	conditions	are	like	these:	1.	The	culture	of	
society	is	suitable	for	democracy.	2.	Religion	is	suitable	for	this.	3.	Society	is	not	at	war.	4.	
There	is	no	severe	tension	between	the	social	groups.	5.	A	strong	government	can	be	
established.	6.	The	government	has	no	secret	partners.	7.	Individuals	trust	public	authority	
etc.59	

	

When	these	criteria	are	taken	into	account,	that	the	Islamist	party	movements	come	to	
power	lead	to	the	development	of	democracy	and	make	totalitarianism	weak.	Their	
successful	political	experiences	also	contribute	them	to	adopt	democratic	and	liberal	values	
more.	Power	liberalizes	party	movements.	

	

Are	the	Islamist	party	movements	enemy	to	the	West?	

In	the	Muslim-majority	societies,	extremist	religious	groups	and	leftist	secular	movements,	
both	are	mostly	accused	of	the	West	to	be	colonial.	They	are	against	everything	that	comes	
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from	the	West.	Islamists	are	not	enemies	to	the	West,	but	they	are	angry	to	the	West.	The	
most	important	reason	of	this	anger	is	that	the	Western	governments	supported	the	
autocrats	and	turned	a	blind	eye	to	coups	(1991	Algeria,	1997	Turkey,	2013	Egypt,	2016	
Turkey,	2017	Pakistan).	At	the	same	time,	they	admire	the	political	values,	science,	
technique	and	work	discipline	in	the	West.	For	this	reason,	the	attitude	of	the	Muslim	world	
to	the	West	can	be	expressed	in	a	tension	between	admiration	and	resentment.	

	

Does	Islamists’	political	motivation	based	on	religion?	

It	can	partly	be	said	“yes”,	but	it	cannot	be	said	that	party-Islamists	have	completely	taken	
their	motivations	from	religion.	They	reject	the	political	understanding	that	causes	the	
conflict	between	religiosity	and	laicity.	They	do	not	find	it	meaningful	and	democratic.	
Islamist	party	movements	defend	an	inclusive	political	secularism	(laicism)	based	on	
freedom	of	religion	and	conscience.	They	are	opposed	to	the	exclusive	laicism	being	
defended	by	autocrats	to	violate	political	rights.	Exclusive	laicism	practices	are	used	to	keep	
party-Islamists	away	from	bureaucracy	and	legally	to	be	justified	to	reduce	the	public	and	
political	visibility/appearance	of	religiosity	in	the	public	and	governmental	positions.	This	
type	of	laicism	conflicts	with	the	freedom	of	religion	and	conscience.	Islamists	don’t	accept	
this.	Erbakan	has	always	said	that	he	has	accepted	“real	laicism”	to	be	compatible	with	
freedom	of	religion	and	conscience.		

	

Islam’s	view	of	political	issues	is	secular,	and	this	is	expressed	in	the	traditional	method	of	
Islamic	law	with	these	terms:	maslaha	(مصلحة),	masalehe	mursala	( المرسلة	حصالم )	and	sadde	
zaraye	( الذرائع	سد ).	These	are	political	secularistic	terms	in	Islam	tradition.	At	the	same	time,	it	
was	used	the	concepts )	علیھ	متفق(	 , )	(العلماء	أجمع( 	( نیالمسلم	جمعا( .	The	Quran	says:	“They	work	in	
consultation	with	each	other.”60	Islamic	politics	did	not	exclude	non-Muslims	in	its	history.	It	
did	not	create	the	political	discrimination	against	non-Muslims.	Therefore,	exclusive	political	
secularism	(ideological	laicism)	coincides	with	the	historical	experience	of	Muslims.	In	
Islamic	history,	political	issues	were	negotiated.	Muslims'	experience	of	democracy	is	new	
but	there	are	no	religious	or	historical	obstacles	in	front	of	it	to	develop.	The	first	
democratic	elections	in	the	Muslim	world	were	held	in	1876	in	the	Ottoman	state.	Then,	
there	was	no	any	objection	to	election	among	the	Ottoman	intellectuals.	Finally,	the	
motivations	of	Islamist	party	movements	do	not	conflict	with	democratic	and	liberal	values,	
but	rather	provide	support.	

	

Are	the	Islamist	party	movements	using	democracy	to	seize	power	as	a	means?	

Party	movements	have	built	their	strategies	on	avoidance	from	social	conflict	and	violence.	
For	this	reason,	it	is	not	possible	to	consider	that	they	abandon	or	limit/restrict	the	
democracy.	This	would	lead	both	them	to	lose	their	power	and	country	to	slide	into	conflicts	
that	would	have	heavy	consequences.	For	this	reason,	it	is	unthinkable	for	party	movements	
to	give	up	the	democracy.	Party	movements	are	also	the	strongest	movements	having	
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democratic	experience.	Even	we	can	say	that	the	party	movements	are	memories	of	the	
experience	of	democracy	in	the	Muslim-majority	societies.	

The	statement	“the	Quran	is	our	constitution”	used	often	by	some	Islamist	group	is	shown	
as	an	evidence	for	Islamists	instrumentalizing	/	making	a	means	the	democracy.61	This	is	a	
slogan	to	be	produced	in	modern	times	and	erroneous.	The	Quran	is	not	a	constitution.	All	
the	Islamic	groups	do	not	advocate	this.	This	reflects	the	unfortune	influence	of	nation-state	
thought	on	Islamic	movements.	If	there	was	an	Islamic	constitution,	then	it	would	be	the	
Medina	contract.	It	was	prepared	under	Prophet	Mohammad	guidance.	It	is	the	first	broadly	
civil	constitution	in	human	history.	If	we	are	talking	about	Islamic	constitution,	this	should	
be	the	Medina	contract.	It	has	ensured	that	everyone	has	commercial	rights;	brought	
principle	of	individual	criminal	responsibility;	given	equal	social	rights	for	women.	It	was	
based	on	the	protection	of	goods;	political	and	commercial	rights	of	non-Muslims.	In	the	
Medina	contract	all	social	groups	are	reconciled,	also	including	Jews	and	Christians.	Another	
example	for	a	constitution	prepared	by	Muslim	was	Kanun-u	Esasi	(the	Ottoman	basic	law)	
in	1876.	If	Quran	was	a	constitution,	then	why	was	written	these	constitutions?	

	

The	Economist	says	so:	“Democracy	was	not	one	of	Mohammad’s	prescriptions,	so	Hasan	al-
Banna	rejected	it	as	a	foreign	import,	along	with	political	parties	and	even	the	modern	Arab	
state.	But	he	also	saw	progress	towards	the	Islamic	state	happening	in	stages,	each	
requiring	different	tactics.”62	The	reason	for	the	non-development	of	democracy	in	the	
modern	Arab	states	is	that	Prophet	Mohammad	didn’t	recommended	it	or	Banna	rejected	
it.	The	reason	is	that	autocrats	think	that	the	civilian	and	open	society	will	damage	the	
wealth	of	their	families.	In	addition,	Prophet	Mohammed	had	not	another	prescription	
about	politics,	and	not	a	bit	autocracy	or	oligarchy.	

	

Another	claim	is	related	to	the	caliphate.	It	is	claimed	that	Islamic	party	movements	want	to	
bring	caliphate.	Hereditary	caliphate	in	which	religious	and	secular	power	were	united	in	
one	figure	was	the	model	for	Islamic	politics	for	more	than	a	millennium,	until	1922.	Party	
movements	have	no	such	purpose;	the	caliphate	in	today's	world	can	only	be	a	symbolic	
institution.	In	addition,	the	caliphate	is	not	a	religious	institution,	but	a	product	of	Muslims'	
daily	political	experience.	Caliph	is	not	an	innocent,	infallible,	unquestionable	religious	
personality	either.	This	is	another	debate	and	there	are	no	such	agendas	of	Islamic	party	
movements.	

	

Do	party	movements	support	terrorism	and	violence?	

Some	allege	that	the	nature	of	political	Islam	is	militant.	This	claim	is	often	put	forward	as	
an	excuse	to	prevent	democratization.	This	is	not	based	on	concrete	events,	but	on	fears	
and	rumors.	The	lack	of	concrete	signs	has	turned	into	conspiracy	theories,	as	if	they	have	
"secret	agendas"	and	are	"wolves	under	the	sheepskin."	Yet	no	concrete	data	has	emerged	
to	date	about	whether	Islamists	have	secret	organizations	or	secret	purposes.	The	elected	

																																																													
61	The	Economist,	“Muslim	Democrats	Inshallah”,	s.	20. 
62	The	Economist,	“Muslim	Democrats	Inshallah”,	s.	20.	
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governments	are	trying	to	avoid	oligarchic	oppression	on	politics	and	to	establish	equitable	
relationships	in	either	politics	and	diplomacy	(international	relationship).	These	efforts	are	
often	interpreted	as	violence,	not	diplomacy.		

	

Party	movements	are	shown	as	close	to	the	violent	and	the	terrorist	groups	in	many	
western	media	and	academia.	“Islamism”	term	is	used	as	an	umbrella	term	that	brings	the	
party	movements	together	with	terrorist	organizations.	However,	these	are	far	apart	from	
each	other	and	have	no	actual	and	intellectual	links	between	them.	

	

Ash-Shabab,	Boko-Haram,	IS,	al-Qaeda	are	the	most	brutal	terrorist	organizations	in	the	
world	today.	Their	terrorist	motivations	don’t	feed	on	Islamic	beliefs.	Islam	has	1400-year	
history	and	such	terrorist	movements	have	emerged	after	the	Afghanistan	war	and	
subsequent	wars.	They	want	to	motivate	their	militants	with	Islam	faith	by	making	over-
interpretetions	and	literal	readings	to	holy	writings.	They	was	emerged	by	wars,	human	
rights	violations,	not	religion.	Resisting	violence	with	violence	brings	more	destruction	for	
communities.	The	absence	of	legitimate	strong	democratic	goverments	in	the	Muslim-
majority	societies	fosters	these	groups	of	violence.	The	governments	must	be	both	
legitimate	and	strong.	Power	and	legitimacy	are	linked	to	each	other.	Legitimacy	comes	
from	democracy	and	democratic	governments	take	their	power	from	their	legitimacy.	For	
this	reason,	the	way	to	stop	violence	is	to	improve	the	democracy.	This	may	only	be	possible	
with	the	support	of	party	movements,	not	by	making	them	to	criminalize.	

	

We	can	understand	it	better	by	looking	at	the	claims	about	Ihwan.	The	Economist	writes	by	
leaving	in	suspend	its	intention:	“That	the	Brotherhood	has	inspired	violence	and	that	its	
members	have	carried	out	attacks	is	not	in	doubt;	whether	it	is	essentially	violent	is	harder	
to	say.”63	First	lie,	then	lighten	it.	There	is	no	act	of	violence	belonging	to	the	main	body	of	
Ihwan.	Ihwan	excludes	the	tendencies	of	violence,	and	those	who	are	excluded	go	to	the	
Jamaat	Islamiyya.	They	are	excluded	by	Ihwan	after	the	coup,	and	they	are	trying	to	gain	
strength	in	Sinai	Desert.	They	will	probably	turn	out	to	be	a	major	disaster	for	Egypt	and	the	
Muslim	world	in	the	future.	The	reason	for	this	is	the	prevention	of	Ihwan's	political	
activities.	Radical	movements	can	never	obtain	mass	community	support;	on	contrary,	they	
obtain	militants	who	sacrifice	themselves	for	"lofty	goal".	They	enhance	their	ability	to	act	
with	these	militants.	

	

Ihwan's	political	wing	is	an	obstacle	in	front	of	the	radicalization.	Ihwan	is	a	civilian	state	
formed	by	those	who	excluded	from	commercial	and	political	areas.	It	has	hospitals,	schools	
and	foodbanks.	Its	members	hold	in	their	hands	the	market	system	outside	the	autocrats	
and	their	bureaucrats,	who	hold	a	large	part	of	the	economic	life.	It	is	not	possible	to	
confirm	this	because	of	the	resulting	antagonism,	but	it	is	a	consequence	of	being	excluded.	

																																																													
63	The	Economist,	“Muslim	Democrats	Inshallah”,	s.	18.	Kardeşliğin	şiddete	ilham	kaynağı	olduğu	ve	üyelerinin	saldırı	düzenlediği	şüphe	
götürmez;	esasen	şiddet	içinde	olup	olmadıklarını	söylemek	daha	zor.	
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This	situation	does	not	solve	the	problems	in	Egypt,	but	it	keeps	Ihwan	and	its	followers	
away	from	violence.	

	

Will	Islamist	party	movements	prefer	Islamic	law	or	secular	law?	

The	law	is	not	a	static	area.	It	is	dynamic	and	shaped	by	circumstances.	Islamic	law,	or	law	in	
general,	can	not	have	a	static	content.	As	a	matter	of	fact,	it	has	been	developed	modes	in	
Islamic	law	to	make	it	dynamic	such	as	ijtihad,	ijma	and	maslahat.	Islamic	law	is	also	not	
static	about	punishment.	Crimes	are	called	"hudud",	and	they	do	not	determine	
punishment,	but	rather	the	upper	limits	of	punishment.	For	this	reason	Islam	does	not	
exclude	a	secular	legal	system.	Moreover,	in	the	historical	experience	of	Muslims,	it	has	
always	been	a	multi-legal	system,	just	as	today	the	EU	countries	has.		

	

How	does	the	Western	majority	see	the	Muslim	communities	politically?	

The	book	The	Islamic	Threat:	Myth	and	Reality,	written	in	1991	by	John	L.	Esposito,	
discusses	the	relationship	between	the	West	and	the	Muslim	world,	and	examines	
Western’s	perception	about	the	East,	which	he	thinks	this	perception	is	determined	their	
relationships.	Esposito	didn’t	say	different	things	from	what	is	written	here	about	the	
supporters	of	the	autocrats.	There	seems	not	to	be	something	new	in	the	past	25	years.	But	
I	think	there	are	two	wests:	Optimists	and	pessimists.	Just	as	in	the	Muslim	world,	although	
the	rate	of	evils	/	extremists	is	low,	the	attitudes	of	the	pessimists	are	more	decisive	in	the	
West	as	well.	

	

In	the	Western	world	we	see	pessimists	dominated	by	three	institutions:	media,	academia	
and	politicians.	They	feature	some	Islamic	terms	and	they	ascribe	them	pejorative	
meanings.	The	concepts	are	khalifeta,	sharia,	Islamism,	jihad,	Islamic	law.	These	terms	are	
meant	to	be	contrary	to	democracy	and	liberal	values;	and	an	Islam	(world)	perception	is	
created	through	these	terms.	Then	it	is	explained	why	autocrats	are	worth	supporting	on	
the	ground	of	misunderstandings.	

	

Pessimists	mostly	suspect	the	Islamist	parties.	They	find	these	movements	with	more	
suspicion	than	autocrats	and	dictators.	The	Economist	is	referring	to	the	Islamist	parties,	
even	to	Ghannouchi	as	follows:	“Islamists	might	play	down	their	divine	objective	early	on,	
and	even	participate	in	elections,	if	it	improved	their	position	in	the	long	term.”64	The	
sentence	includes	a	lot	of	ambiguities	and	doubts.	

The	same	article	writes	that	Morsi	flooded	the	government	with	Islamists	after	his	coming	
into	power	in	order	to	justify	the	2013	coup	in	Egypt,	and	that	for	this	reason,	the	majority	
of	the	people	given	support	the	coupers	during	the	coup	by	saying	“By	the	time	of	the	coup	
against	him	much	of	the	public	was	on	the	army’s	side.”65	If	the	people	were	on	the	army’s	
side,	the	coupers	immediately	would	lay	the	ballot	boxes	again	and	would	provide/obtain	

																																																													
64	The	Economist,	“Muslim	Democrats	Inshallah”,	s.	19.	İslamcılar,	eğer	uzun	dönemde	işlerine	yarayacaksa	kutsal	amaçlarını	önce	önemsiz	
gibi	gösterebilirler,	hatta	seçimlere	katılabilirler.		
65	The	Economist,	“Muslim	Democrats	Inshallah”,	s.	20.	
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their	democratic	legitimacy.	The	Economist	makes	this	logical	mistake	by	writing	these	kinds	
of	news	because	it	is	based	on	emotional	evidence	or	enigma	(i.e.,	with	fear	and	worry,	with	
perceptions	not	with	events),	not	rational	ones	about	the	Islamist	party	movements.	In	
addition,	there	is	no	any	mention	about	the	thousands	of	the	people	who	the	coupers	killed	
in	the	rabiatu'l-adaviyye	square	where	they	were	protesting	the	coup	without	violence.	

	

It	seems	that	pessimists	are	badly	influencing	the	mainstream	media,	academia	and	
politicians	in	the	West.	Most	of	their	views	and	conceptualizations	of	the	Muslim	geography	
are	not	correct.	The	intellectuals	in	the	West	should	not	be	defeated	to	the	disinformation,	
they	should	diversify	their	sources	of	knowledge	and	they	need	to	deconstruct	their	current	
perceptions.	

	

Is	Islam	compatible	with	democracy?	

Many	studies	start	with	the	question	"Is	Islam	compatible	with	democracy?"66	This	problem,	
which	assumes	stable	Islam’s	daily	prosedures	(muamalah,	treatment),	is	insignificant	and	
meaningless.	Unfortunately,	however,	this	reality	is	losing	the	meaning,	and	this	question	is	
turning	it	into	something	that	needs	to	be	dealt	with	because	the	debate	often	focuses	on	it.	

In	The	New	York	Times	in	1991,	Leslie	Gelb	wrote:		

“It	is	more	important	for	democratizing	societies	to	have	a	free	press	than	free	
elections.	Today	in	most	Islamic	countries,	free	elections	would	produce	
fundamentalist	victories	(autor:	Party	movement	never	became	fundamentalistic)	
and	validate	the	imposition	of	theocracy.	Similar	concerns	should	attend	the	new	
interest	of	Islamic	fundamentalists	in	democracy.	They	have	pressed	for	free	
elections	in	several	Arab	countries.	Presenting	themselves	as	protectors	of	the	
oppressed,	they	have	done	quite	well	in	these	elections,	as	they	knew	they	would.	
But	it	is	questionable	that	their	real	aim	is	to	promote	democracy.	The	danger	is	that	
they	often	reduce	democracy	to	"free	elections",	and	free	elections	can	be	a	trap.	
They	can	legitimize	would-be	dictators	as	well	as	democrats.	Islam	draws	no	line	
between	religion	and	politics…	Elections	would	become	trivial	in	that	environment.67	

The	ones	which	written	in	1991	are	no	any	different	than	those	which	written	in	today’s	The	
Economist;	25	is	a	long	time	and	no	any	sign	to	date	Islamists	to	be	dictator,	but	the	
mainstream	media	in	the	West	has	been	continuing	same	allegations.	1991’	The	New	York	
Times	and	2017’s	The	Economist	are	based	on	emotional	predictions	instead	of	evidence.	

	

What	is	the	main	point?	Those	who	allege	that	Islam	is	incompatible	with	democracy	are	
based	upon	two	sources:	The	first	is	the	historical	experience	of	Muslims;	and	the	second	is	
the	main	sources	of	Islam,	the	Quran	and	the	Sunnah.	We	cannot	object	to	saying	that	Islam	
is	compatible	with	democracy	in	terms	of	both	historical	experience	and	holy	texts,	because	
they	achieve/obtain	a	dynamic	result,	even	if	there	are	some	errors	in	the	methods	they	

																																																													
66	See	on	this	topic:	John	L.	Esposito	ve	John	O.	Voli	(1997),	Islam	and	Democracy,	New	York:	Oxford	University	Press;	Bernard	Lewis	
(1996),	“A	Historical	View:	Islam	and	Liberal	Democracy”,	Journal	of	Democracy,	7(2),	pp.	52-63.		
67	Leslie	Gelb	(1991)	The	New	York	Times,	http://www.nytimes.com/1991/05/29/opinion/foreign-affairs-the-free-elections-trap.html	
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use.	In	other	words,	by	adhering	to	the	main	rule	of	social	science	(practical	knowledge,	
humanities),	it	is	argued	that	Islamic	culture	and	its	main	texts	have	sufficient	potentials	and	
dynamism	to	answer	the	problems	of	the	people	of	today's	world.		

	

The	number	of	people	who	discriminate	between	Islam	and	democracy	is	quite	high.	
According	to	them,	Islam	is	a	self-sufficient	system,	based	on	divine	dominion	and	a	sacred	
law;	so	it	is	not	possible	to	reconcile	it	with	concepts	such	as	secularism	and	civic	
sovereignty	and	with	civil	law.	Some	have	argued	that	they	can	foster/develop	their	own	
democracy	from	Islam	and	that	there	is	no	need	for	the	Western	democracies.	

	

Islam	and	democracy,	both	are	not	static	structures/systems	either.	Societies,	of	course,	can	
add	their	positive	historical	experiences	to	democracy	applications.	It	is	meaningless	to	base	
these	kinds	of	exceptionalities	on	religion.	The	exceptional	essences	in	Islam	such	as	the	
Tawhid	belief	and	basic	worships	are	not	something	to	be	able	to	badly	affect	the	
understanding	of	democracy.	

	

Those	who	claim	that	Islam	is	incompatible	with	democracy	assume	that	Muslims'	historical	
experience	is	static	and	Muslim	societies	are	incapable	of	producing	new	values.68	Likewise,	
they	think	that	main	texts	are	static,	and	that	texts	literally	specify/determine	societies.	In	
other	words,	this	view	assumes	that	all	Islamic	societies	are	top	ten	fundamentalists,	like	
some	of	the	Tennessee	Evangelists.	This	is	a	faulty	generalization.	

	

Theological	views	are	not	premises	of	political	attitudes,	whereas	political	situations	often	
lead	to	the	inclusive	or	exclusive	theological	views	according	to	conditions	in.	Of	course	this	
is	not	a	logical	necessity.	

Al-Farabi	regarded	the	purpose	of	politics	as	creating	a	peaceful	society	(al-madinatu'l-
fadila).	According	to	him,	societies	do	this	with	an	ideology	(mille	مل)	they	set	up,	and	the	
ideology	of	each	society	is	different.	There	is	not	a	single	good	mille/ideology,	and	every	
society	can	establish	its	own	millea/ideologies.	There	are	virtuous	nations/millea	and	
ignorant	millea/nations.	Successful	communities	have	the	first	one.	Today's	political	
scientists	do	not	offer	anything	else	than	al-Farabi’s	sayings.	There	are	times	when	Muslims	
have	formed	peace	societies	if	goal	of	politics	is	peace.	If	Islam	is	compatible	with	good	
governance	and	democracy	is	good	governance	then	Islam	is	compatible	with	democracy.	

	

This	is	a	simple	and	valid	reasoning	for	the	method	of	practical	sciences	(humanities).	This	
inference	also	suits	the	methods	of	all	of	the	fiqh	schools	in	Islamic	belief:	to	Imam	Shafii's	
analogy;	Ahmet	bin	Hanbel's	practice	of	the	salaf	(the	antecessors);	Imam	Malik’s	judge	by	
literality	of	holy	texts;	Abu	Hanifa	and	Jafari	Sadik’s	consensus	(icma’)	are	suitable	for	this	
inference.	So,	it	is	not	meaningful	to	claim	that	democracy	is	incompatible	with	the	main	
texts	of	Islam.	It	is	the	induction	mistake	to	reach	a	general	judgment	by	looking	at	some	
																																																													
68	In	1993,	seminal	political	scientist	Samuel	Huntington	wrote,	“Islamic	concepts	of	politics	differ	from	and	contradict	the	premises	of	
democratic	politics.”	See,	The	Third	Wave,	p.	267.	John	L.	Esposito	criticizes	that	in	The	Islamic	Threat:	Myth	or	Reality?,	p.8.	
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particular	understanding	on	this	matter.	It	is	wrong	to	make	a	decision	by	looking	at	both	
certain	parts	of	the	theology	of	Islam	and	particular	understandings	without	understanding	
the	methods	of	Islamic	sciences.	

	

Societies	are	not	static.	Like	other	societies,	Muslim	societies	live	in	possible	worlds.	The	
closest	not-p	case	is	probable	in	the	possible	worlds.	To	say	that	Islam	does	not	coincide	
with	democracy,	then,	contains	a	fundamental	logical	error.	The	Christian	world	has	formed	
its	own	political	experience	by	struggling	with	the	Church,	and	today	it	has	succeeded	in	
establishing	a	political	order	that	has	strongly	made	the	state	neutrality	and	religious	
freedom.	This	success	is	the	result	of	a	historical	struggle.	Good	political	systems	can	only	be	
achieved	through	experience.	Islamist	party	movements	are	the	most	important	and	careful	
carriers	of	this	experience	in	the	Muslim-majority	societies.	

	

Conclusion	

Democracy	in	the	Muslim-majority	societies	have	some	problems.	However,	the	
development	of	new	political	attitudes	may	be	possible	with	wide-ranging	political	
liberalization	and	participation.	This	is	only	possible	in	a	process	to	be	able	to	being	
obtained	with	time	and	experience.	Those	who	adopt	this	process	are	all	party	movements	
and	specially	Islamist	party	movements	in	the	Muslim-majority	societies.	If	the	prejudices	
against	them	continue	and	autocrats’	tutelage	systems	are	supported	instead	of	being	
supported	the	party	movements,	the	development	of	democracy	in	the	Muslim	societies	
would	stay	just	a	dream,	and	would	continue	nightmares	on	the	Muslim	societies.	

	

Illegitimate	powers	are	in	need	of	radical	movements.	That	is	why,	they	criminalize	society.	
This	makes	the	radicalization	stronger	and	visibler.	Democracy	starts	to	lose	its	value	in	
these	societies.	The	inability	to	develop	civil	society	and	democracy	leads	to	more	
hardaning/consolidation	of	authoritarian	regimes	and	cultures.	Altought	authoritarian	
regimes	seem	to	be	appropriate	for	short-term	interests,	in	reality	they	cause	radicalism	and	
instability	in	the	long	run.69	This	is	why,	in	Muslim-majority	countries,	democracy	should	be	
given	time	to	take	root	and	be	strengthened	through	practice.	Muslim-majority	countries	
need	to	take	root	and	be	strengthened	through	practice	for	democracy.	

	

All	the	party	movements	in	the	Muslim-majority	societies	are	the	most	important	political	
actors	for	the	development	of	democracy.	Islamist	party	movements	also	are	the	most	
significant	part	of	that.	We	need	to	support	them	instead	of	criminalizing	them	on	a	par	
with	other	party	movements.	

	

	

	

	

																																																													
69	Esposito,	The	Islamic	Threat,	s.	341.		
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DEMOCRATIC	TRANSITIONS:		
ARE	THERE	RECIPES	FOR	SUCCESS?	
	
Deina	Abdelkader	

	
	

Hypothesis	

In	transitioning	to	democracy,	rationalists	assume	that	either	the	masses	or	the	elites	bring	
about	change.	This	paper	hypothesizes	that	there	is	a	causal	relation	between	the	actors	
involved	in	social	change	and	the	end	product	that	is:	transitioning	to	democracy	and	
whether	revolution	from	below	or	from	above	is	more	likely	to	bring	about	democratic	
transition.	By	examining	Pacting	Theory	as	a	democratic	transition	theory,	this	paper	will	
analyze	the	role	of	the	military	in	transitioning	to	democratization	in	Egypt.	The	interplay	of	
the	military	powers	and	relinquishing	those	powers	to	a	civilian	government	will	have	
implications	for	social	movements	theory	and	the	approaches	to	democratic	transition	
theory.		

	

Introduction	

Rational	choice	theory	has	explained	democratic	transition	majorly	through	two	forces	in	
society:	the	first	force	is	the	elite	and	the	second	is	through	mass	mobilization.	In	the	first	
case,	elite	centered	explanations	of	democratic	transition	(DT)	assume	that	divisions	within	
the	elites	are	causal	to	DT.	In	the	second	case,	mass-mobilization	is	causal	to	DT.	

If	we	look	at	the	actors	involved	in	the	25th	of	January	movement,	we	will	find	that	the	
revolution	succeeded	in	overthrowing	an	authoritarian	ruler	because	of	a	combination	of	
mass	protests	and	divisions	within	the	elite	groups,	e.g.	the	ruling	family	and	the	military.	

At	face	value	it	seems	that	in	the	case	of	Egypt,	the	masses	were	the	instigators	of	change	to	
attempt	DT.		

Before	delving	into	more	analysis	on	the	Egyptian	attempt	at	DT,	a	clarification	of	the	state	
of	comparative	democratization	is	essential.		

This	paper	intends	to	use	what	Coppedge	has	termed	“thick	theory”:	“Thick	approaches	lend	
themselves	to	rich	understanding	of	specific	events;	thin	approaches	lend	themselves	to	
hypothesis	testing	and	generalization”.		He	further	clarifies:	

	

I	argue	that	existing	quantitative	indicators	are	adequate	for	some	purposes	but	that	
we	cannot	measure	democracy	much	better	until	we	thicken	the	concept	that	we	
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are	operationalizing	to	take	multiple	dimensions	of	democracy	into	account.	
(Coppedge,	2012:	6)	

	

It	is	important	here	to	indicate	that	not	only	is	there	contestation	about	the	Middle	East	as	a	
region,	the	definition	of	democracy	and	what	democratic	transition	entails,	is	also	
contentious.		

	 Unfortunately,	one	of	the	most	difficult	challenges	in	studying	democratization	has	
been	reaching	agreement	on	what	“democracy”	is.	In	fact,	W.B.	Gallie	once	argued	
that	democracy	is	one	of	the	best	examples	of	an	essentially	contested	concept.	
(Coppedge,	2012:11)	

	

According	to	Coppedge,	an	example	of	thick	concepts	on	democratization	is	Cardoso	and	
Faletto	in	1971	with	the	Dependencia	theory.	(Coppedge,	2012:	22)	

Thus,	research	in	comparative	democratization	is	so	contested	that	Coppedge	realizes:	 	

When	qualitative	and	quantitative	analysts	say	“democracy”,	they	literally	mean	
different	things.	Strictly	speaking,	research	on	the	causes	of	thin	democracy,	speak	
only	to	the	research	on	thin	democratization;	research	on	the	causes	of	thick	
democracy	has	relevance	for	a	longer	and	richer	theoretical	tradition.	(Coppedge,	
2012:	23)	

	

One	of	the	data	sets	that	exemplify	thin	theory	is	the	Arab	Barometer	data.	The	paper	
written	by	Beissinger,	Jamal,	and	Mazur,	titled:	“Who	Participated	in	the	Arab	Spring?	A	
Comparison	of	Egyptian	and	Tunisian	Revolutions”,	explains	how	they	“measured”	piety	in	
Tunisia	and	Egypt:	“to	capture	levels	of	piety,	we	constructed	a	fifteen-point	scale	
measuring	the	frequency	with	which	individuals	perform	five	behaviors	associated	with	
religiosity,	including	reading	the	Quran	or	Bible	and	praying.”	(Beissinger,	Jamal,	and	Mazur,	
n.d.:	13)	The	questioning	of	the	people’s	practice	of	the	faith	is	so	culturally	and	politically	
loaded	that	responses	to	those	questions	risk	evaluatory	inaccuracies.	Whether	we	consider	
colonization	or	the	forced	nature	of	secularization	post-	colonization,	people	from	all	socio-
economic	levels	of	society	are	extremely	aware	of	the	sensitivity	of	such	questions.	Even	the	
illiterate	would	be	weary	to	respond	to	such	questions.	This	weariness	is	derived	from	the	
colonial	and	post-colonial	experience	that	entails	apologetic	behavior	on	the	part	of	
indigenous	peoples.	Without	getting	into	further	historical	detail	(which	is	exactly	what	
Coppedge	thinks	is	of	prime	significance),	it	is	obvious	that	the	questions	in	the	survey	were	
inadequate	culturally	and	historically.	The	research	contradicts	itself	by	stating	that:	
“Though	we	have	no	direct	evidence	on	the	religious	character	of	civil	society	associations,	it	
is	reasonable	to	infer	that	many	were	religious	in	orientation;	Islamic	charitable	societies	
and	religious	movements	like	the	Muslim	Brotherhood	in	Egypt	and	Ennahda	in	Tunisia	
exemplify	this	tendency.”	(Beissinger,	Jamal,	and	Mazur,	n.d.:	16)	That	is	to	say	they	realize	
that	gathering	information	about	religious	practices,	did	not	provide	them	with	direct	
evidence	on	the	religious	character	of	civil	society.	
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The	cited	paper	also	indicates	that	according	to	their	survey,	participants	in	the	revolution	in	
Egypt	demonstrated	“primarily	about	the	economy,	with	demands	for	civil	and	political	
freedoms	ranking	relatively	low”.	(Beissinger,	Jamal,	and	Mazur,	n.d.:	20-21)	how	does	this	
data	and	research	reconcile	the	fact	that	Wael	Ghoneim70	was	deemed	as	the	symbol	of	the	
revolution	because	of	his	Facebook	page	titled:	We	are	all	Khaled	Saeed,	a	young	student	
who	was	brutally	attacked	in	public	by	the	police	till	he	died,	then	the	government	forced	
forensics	to	say	that	he	died	because	of	a	drug	overdose,	a	year	before	the	revolution.	

	

Again	another	example	of	the	study	contradicting	itself	in	terms	of	findings,	the	co-authored	
paper	starts	first	by	stating	that:	“participants	in	the	Egyptian	Revolution	were	
disproportionately	middle-aged,	middle	class,	professional,	and	religious”	(Beissinger,	Jamal,	
and	Mazur,	n.d:	4)	later	on	they	state:	“Similarly,	religiosity	does	not	appear	to	be	
systemically	related	to	protest	participation”	(Beissinger,	Jamal,	and	Mazur,	n.d:	13).	

Again	a	few	pages	later	the	authors	state:		

	 Though	we	have	no	direct	evidence	on	the	religious	character	of	civil	society	
associations,	it	is	reasonable	to	infer	that	many	were	religious	in	orientation;	Islamic	
charitable	societies	and	religious	movements	like	the	Muslim	Brotherhood	in	Egypt	and	
Ennahda	in	Tunisia	exemplify	this	tendency.	(Beissinger,	Jamal,	and	Mazur,	n.d:	16)	

	

The	paper’s	attempt	at	defining	who	the	participants	were	in	the	Egyptian	revolution,	
however,	did	detect	some	important	facts:	The	data	reflects	on	the	participants’	social	
classes	and	whether	they	belonged	to	civil	society	associations,	and	those	questions	are	
easier	to	answer	in	survey,	then	the	questions	referred	to	earlier	concerning	piety	and	faith.	
The	methods	used	in	collecting	the	data	and	their	analysis	largely	also	depend	on	a	
theoretical	map	of	the	field	and	this	is	where	the	focus	of	the	paper	will	shift	to	the	
theoretical	component	of	mass	mobilization,	revolution,	and	democratic	transition.	

	

II.	Comparative	Democratization	Theory	and	the	Causes	of	Democratic	Transition	
Democratization	is	a	largely	contested	term	as	indicated	previously,	however	there	are	a	
few	overarching	causal	variables	that	affect	democratization.	A	succinct	summary	of	those	
factors	is:	

1) Economic	progress	is	directly	correlated	to	sustaining	democratization	
2) Elites	are	essential	participants	in	the	process	of	democratization	
3) Elites	are	essential	participants	in	maintaining/sustaining	democratic	transitions.	
4) Parliamentary	systems	supersede	presidential	systems	in	most	countries	

transitioning	towards	consolidating	democratic	practices	
5) Lack	of	border	disputes	and	inclusiveness	of	all	minorities	is	necessary	for	

democratization	to	take	place	and	to	be	sustainable.	
6) A	strong	state	with	institutions	and	public	servants	acting	on	public	interest	are	an	

essential	component	to	democratization.	(Bunce,	2011:	706-715)	
	
	

																																																													
70	A	political	activist	who	also	worked	for	Google	as	a	computer	engineer.	
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III.	Comparative	Democratization	in	Search	of	a	Theoretical	Agenda:	

First,	a	major	detractor	from	forming	a	common	theoretical	agenda	for	democratization	is	
the	fact	that:	
	 Methodological	specialization	has	encouraged	conceptual	and	theoretical	
divergence,	and	that	divergence	has	eased	our	balkanization	into	different	methodological	
camps.	
(This)	comes	at	the	cost	of	a	common	language	and	a	cumulative	research	agenda.	It	is	in	
the	best	interest	of	the	social	sciences	to	resist	these	trends	by	encouraging	multimethod	
research	that	leads	to	a	more	holistic	understanding	of	democratization.	(Coppedge,	2012:	
310-311)	
	
Second,	Robert	Dahl’s	polyarchy	has	limited	the	convergence	of	theorists	utilizing	
“procedural	democracy”	from	other	theorists	who	work	with	“participatory	democracy”,	
i.e.	the	theorists	who	are	more	focused	on	the	informal	non-institutional	forms	of	
democratic	expression.	e.g.	analyzing	the	role	of	civil	society	in	bringing	about	or	affecting	
democratic	transition.	(Coppedge	2011,	2012,	Held,	2006)	
Third,	engaging	in	more	case	studies	and	comparative	histories	because	those	studies	
create	theory	and	allow	for	rigorous	testing.	
Fourth,	and	more	specifically	in	analyzing	Egypt’s	transition	to	democratization,	it	is	
important	to	note	that:	

The	political	history	of	Africa,	Asia,	and	the	Middle	East	is				comparatively	under	
theorized	(pace	Brownlee	2007;	Hui	2005;	Slater	2010).	Expanding	into	non-Western	
regions	is	one	way	this	approach	could	capitalize	on	its	strengths.	(Coppedge,	2012:	
316)	
	

Building	on	Bunce’s	broad	definition	of	factors	affecting	democratic	transition,	there	are	
two	factors	that	have	played	a	considerable	role	in	the	Egyptian	revolution:	
The	first	is	the	participation	of	the	middle	class;	the	second	is	the	effect	of	civil	society	on	
the	revolution.	According	to	the	comparative	study	cited	earlier,	the	authors	stress	that	
according	to	their	data71,	participants	in	Tunisia	and	Egypt	had:	“above	average	levels	of	
income	and	education	and	were	disproportionately	from	professional	or	clerical	
occupational	backgrounds”	(Beissinger,	Jamal,	and	Mazur,	n.d.:	12)	In	this	comparison	
however	the	authors	have	significantly	erred	in	a	number	of	ways:	

1) As	mentioned	earlier	in	constructing	any	survey	questionnaire,	the	rudiments	of	
cultural	and	social	respect	are	necessary.	Generically	speaking	this	question	is	
extremely	private	and	specifically	in	Islam	it	is	intolerable	because	it	is	part	and	
parcel	of	the	faith	that	“piety”	is	a	relationship	between	God	and	the	worshipper:	
there	is	no	hierarchy,	there	are	no	intermediaries,	therefore	it	is	either	that	the	
responders	answered	incorrectly	or	that	the	sample	was	not	representative.	Also,	as	
discussed	earlier	it	is	a	loaded	question	because	of	cultural,	historical	sensitivity,	and	
colonial	occupation	and	its	ramifications.	

2) The	authors	mention	that	“absolute	deprivation	was	not	a	major	factor’	in	the	
uprisings,	but	the	spark	that	led	to	the	revolution	in	Tunisia	was	a	fruit	seller,	so	how	

																																																													
71	The	Arab	Barometer	Survey	Data	
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do	we	reconcile	this	fact?	Also,	even	if	we	go	along	with	the	assumption	that	
“absolute	deprivation”	did	not	play	a	role,	what	about	“relative	deprivation”	theory:	
the	authors	do	not	mention	it	although	it	coincides	with	the	majority	of	their	
findings.	
The	study	then	affirms	through	its	findings	that	55%	of	the	participants	in	the	
Egyptian	revolution	were	from	middle	class	background,	this	statement	agrees	with	
Joel	Beinin’s	study	(Beinin,	2011)	
However,	again	the	Arab	Barometer	study	overgeneralizes	when	it	states	that:	“In	
both	revolutions	participants	largely	understood	participation	as	being	primarily	
about	the	economy,	with	demands	for	civil	and	political	freedoms	ranking	relatively	
low”	(Beissinger,	Jamal,	and	Mazur,	n.d.:	20-21).	In	reality,	again	the	spark	for	the	
revolution	was	a	web	page	created	by	a	Google	employee	that	decried	abuse	and	
brutality	by	the	police.	Therefore,	the	collected	data	is	not	in	agreement	with	plain	
facts	that	the	revolutionaries	themselves	voiced	and	believe	in.	
The	comparative	study	on	the	whole	presented	two	pieces	of	information	that	are	
valuable	and	could	be	utilized	as	building	blocs	for	defining	the	nature	of	those	social	
movements,	which	also	determines	the	direction	the	countries	will	take	in	terms	of	
democratic	transition.	
First,	the	study’s	stress	on	the	socio-economic	class	of	the	revolutionaries,	mainly	
the	middle	class,	as	opposed	to	the	assumption	that	those	revolutions	took	place	
because	of	poverty	or	below	poverty	line	grievances.	This	finding	indicates	that	the	
aspirations	for	igniting	the	revolution	were	based	on	human	and	civil	rights	goals	
such	as	egalitarianism,	justice,	dignity,	and	democratization.	
Second,	the	study’s	stress	on	the	role	of	civil	society	associations	in	igniting	the	
revolution	particularly	in	Egypt	is	in	agreement	with	other	theoretical	studies.	72	
Thus,	in	effect	the	semi-authoritarian	state	produced	the	seeds	that	latter	
blossomed	into	the	January	25th	revolution73.	According	to	Ottaway,	she	defines	
semi-authoritarianism	as	basically	the	political	posturing	of	an	authoritarian	regime	
that	attempts	to	appear	“liberal-democratic”	without	really	risking	the	political	
status	quo.	Ottaway,	however	underestimates	the	political	space	(and	even	limited	
power)	that	is	gained	by	civil	society	organizations	with	the	regime’s	mere	flirting	
with	such	liberties.	i.e.	even	semi-authoritarian	regimes	could	in	fact	allows	the	
development	of	political	groups/	organizations	that	challenge	the	status	quo.	
Complex	causality	is	strongly	demonstrated	by	another	factor	that	thin	theory	does	
not	capture:	that	in	Egypt	and	other	Arab	countries:	“social	movements	have	“very	
limited	resources	and	weak	formal	organizations.	They	typically	rely	on	informal	
networks	and	innovative	repertoires	to	mobilize”	(Beinin,	2011:	6-7),	an	example	of	
that	is	the	April	6th	movement	members	actions	before	the	revolution:	they	
pretended	to	call	on	their	cell-phones	and	conveyed	the	message	of	when,	where,	
and	how,	the	revolution	was	to	take	place,	on	metro	lines,	in	taxicabs…etc.	

																																																													
72	Marina	Ottaway	“Facing	the	Challenge	of	Semi-Authoritarian	States,”	The	Chronicle	of	Higher	Education,	February	7,	2003.		
Republished	in	Annual	Editions:	Comparative	Politics	2008-2009	by	Christian	Soe:	pp.28-31.	
73	There	has	been	a	great	deal	of	hesitance	to	call	the	“Arab	Spring”	movements’	revolutions	or	uprisings.	This	paper	will	use	the	terms	
interchangeably.	Most	literature	is	wary	of	calling	them	revolutions	because	mostly	all	the	countries/movements	did	not	realize	change	in	
the	political	system.	As	opposed	to	this	rationalist	bias,	of	not	achieving	their	goals,	this	paper	asserts	that	change	in	political	perceptions,	
breaking	the	fear	barrier	and	knowing	what	the	people’s	rights	are,	is	central	to	actually	calling	it	a	revolution.	
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IV.	Social	Movements	in	the	Middle	East:	Current	Criticisms	of	Regional	Studies	in	
the	Area	of	Social	Movements	
Given	that	social	movements	and	civil	society	organizations	are	oppressed	and	
restricted	with	varying	degrees	in	the	region	and	that	they	lack	major	political	
openings,	it	is	particularly	interesting	in	the	field	to	observe	and	analyze	how	those	
societies	operate	through	those	restricted	spaces	to	aspire	and	demonstrate	for	
political	rights.	
	
First	this	paper	is	in	total	disagreement	with	“cultural	exceptionalism”	as	an	
explanation	of	social	mobilization	in	the	Arab	Spring,	in	general,	or	in	the	Muslim	
world	more	broadly.	That	is	to	say,	this	paper	takes	a	middle	range	approach,	which	
takes	context	as	a	central	factor	in	understanding	how	informal	networks	in	the	
Middle	East	and	North	Africa	operate	and	how	actors	among	them	calculate,	when	
they	do	so.	The	implication	that	Japan	and	the	Middle	East	and	North	Africa	may	
share	comparable	forms	of	local	networking	does	not	mean	that	there	is	an	essential	
East/West	divide	on	this	or	other	matters.	Rather	we	suggest	that	the	West	may	not	
be	as	rational	and	instrumentalist	as	many	have	imagined	it	to	be.”	(Beinin,	2011:	11)	

	

Second,	theoretically	most	modeling	in	comparative	politics	and	political	science	as	a	
whole	is	built	on	the	global	North	and	therefore	southern	regions	become	the	outliers	
in	what	is	assumed	to	be	the	norm	politically.	What	this	comparative	paper	studies	
and	emphasizes	is	that	regional	cases	also	could	contribute	to	the	classical	questions	
of	social	mobilization	and	democratic	transition	theory.	i.e.	the	Global	South	also	
needs	to	theoretically	be	included	in	our	studies	of	all	things	political.	Contemporary	
politics	are	full	of	examples	that	currently	prove	that	the	universality	of	certain	
political	concepts	is	challenged	everyday.	It	is	time	then	to	be	inclusive	of	those	
experiences	to	enrich	our	thin	theories	and	recognize	that	comparative	politics	or	
Democratic	transition	theories	are	not	unilaterally	defined.	

Third,	and	last,	it	is	important	to	note	a	problem	that	Beinin	and	Variel	clearly	state:	
“categories	like	“nation”,	“class,”	and	even	“Islam”	have	no	“objective”	existence	or	
trans	historical	essence,	They	are	inherently	problematic	and	should	always	be	
disaggregated,	localized,	and	contextualized”	(Beinin,	2011:	8)	Generalization	then	or	
grand	theory	becomes	hazardous	in	capturing	highly	contested	definitions	such	as	
“Islam”,	“democracy”,	“modernity”	….	etc.	

	

V.	One	Step	Forward	and	Two	Step	Back:	The	Case	of	the	Egyptian	Revolution:	

In	the	wake	of	Tunisia’s	success	in	getting	rid	of	Zein	el-Abideen	bin	Ali,	Egyptian	
activists	were	in	touch	with	Tunisia’s	activists	and	their	success	in	getting	rid	of	Zein	el	
Abidin	Bin	Ali	via	social	media.	The	spark	of	the	revolution	quickly	travelled	to	Egypt,	
given	its	long	history	of	injustices,	the	activists	goal	was	to	merely	reform	police	
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practices	on	January	25th,	2011	(which	is	also	Police	day	in	Egypt).	The	activists	and	
many	youths	had	gathered	in	each	other’s	houses	and	were	connected	via	social	
media	whereby	the	killing	of	one	of	the	youth	in	Alexandria	sparked	a	long	discussion	
about	police	brutality.	The	young	man	was	called	Khaled	Saeed;	he	posted	a	video	of	
policemen	dividing	drugs	amongst	themselves	after	capturing	them.	The	police	thugs	
surrounded	an	Internet	café	that	Khaled	was	in	and	they	beat	him	to	death	in	front	of	
bystanders.	The	youth	then	started	organizing	themselves	more	adamantly	because	
they	empathized	with	Khaled	and	thought	they	could	be	next	in	line,	with	this	total	
lack	of	a	legal	system,	human	rights	violations,	and	blatant	police	brutality.	

	

The	revolt	on	the	25th	of	January	was	a	revolt	against	police	brutality,	but	the	spark	of	
the	revolution	caught	on	and	the	longer	it	took	the	incumbent	regime	to	respond	to	
the	people’s	demands,	the	more	the	ceiling	of	those	demands	increased	and	the	
more	the	people	became	more	intolerant	of	the	whole	regime.	

	

Finally,	the	resignation	of	Mubarak	came	on	February	11th	and	the	players	on	the	
political	scene,	changed:	a	military	council	was	formed	allegedly	to	protect	the	
revolutionaries,	but	as	discovered	through	hindsight	the	military	was	protecting	its	
own	domestic	and	international	interests.	The	military	gets	the	lion’s	share	of	US	aid	
to	Egypt	and	therefore	to	maintain	their	disproportionate	share	of	Egypt’s	economy	
their	move	was	tactical	and	in	total	disregard	and	disconnect	from	the	revolution,	its	
causes	and	its	goals.	

	

Police	brutality,	pitting	the	Coptic	minority	as	a	cause	for	state	interference,	torture,	
virginity	tests	for	women:	all	came	back	after	February	11th	when	Mubarak	was	
ousted.	Since	then	the	highlights	of	the	military’s	success	in	killing	the	revolution	and	
intimidating	any	opposition	to	its	interests,	are	as	follows:	an	American	trained	and	
close	acquaintance	of	Mubarak’s	regime,	General	Sisi	ordered	the	arrest	and	trial	of	
elected	President	Morsi.	The	show	of	support	for	Sisi’s	move	is	highly	controversial	
because	the	military	knew	that	impressing	the	idea	that	the	people	called	for	ousting	
the	elected	President	was	necessary	to	legitimize	their	actions	and	to	continue	to	
receive	aid	from	the	United	States.	Since	June	30th,	2013,	when	the	military	coup	took	
place,	the	crowds	staged	a	sit-in	protest	in	a	square	called	Rab’aa	because	the	military	
did	not	allow	them	to	stage	protests	in	Tahrir	anymore.	Tahrir	square	became	
synonymous	with	stage	in	celebrations	for	pro-Sisi	supporters.	After	issuing	a	warning	
for	the	protestors	to	go	home	and	leave	Rab’aa,	the	military	and	the	police	(including	
police	thugs)	rampaged	the	crowds	in	what	was	the	bloodiest	attack	on	any	political	
group	in	Modern	Egyptian	history	on	August	14th,	2013.	The	number	of	casualties	
ranged	from	1000-2000	and	the	wounded	were	double	those	numbers.	Group	burials	
of	many	of	the	casualties	were	common	after	burning	the	bodies	to	prevent	their	
kins’	upheaval.	The	military	then	through	the	media	and	the	legal	system	demonized	
the	Muslim	Brotherhood	and	in	the	name	of	fighting	“terrorism”	continued	to	
torture,	abuse,	and	silence	any	opposition	to	its	rule.	They	created	a	constitution	
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through	an	unelected	group	of	people	and	later	rigged	a	referendum	approving	the	
constitution	by	95%.		

	

More	detailed	accounts	are	available	on	Human	Rights	Watch	and	Amnesty	
International.	

	

VI.	The	Military’s	Role	in	Democratic	Transition:	The	Case	of	Egypt:	

The	military	is	one	of	the	oldest	and	strongest	institutions	in	the	political	arena,	yet	it	
is	forgotten	in	many	ways	as	the	pivotal	cause	for	change	from	above	by	most	of	the	
literature	especially	in	democratic	transition	literature,	which	is	this	paper’s	focus.74	

According	to	Robert	Springborg	“Explaining	the	variation	in	the	responses	of	militaries	
to	the	outbreak	of	protest	therefore	is	vital	to	understanding	the	overall	course	of	the	
Arab	uprisings.”	(Lynch,	142)	It	is	also	important	to	note	that	with	the	little	attention	
paid	to	the	institution,	and	the	fact	that	the	institution	itself	“burrowed”	with	
different	degrees	in	the	Arab	world,	it	also	became	highly	secretive	to	the	detriment	
of	researchers	trying	to	gain	accurate	information	about	the	military	(Lynch,	142-143)	
Also	Baramy	writes:	“One	of	the	main	reasons	why	recent	Middle	Eastern	and	North	
African	events	took	so	many	observers	by	surprise	was	the	sheer	opacity	of	these	
countries	especially	their	military	establishments,	to	outsiders.”	(Barany,	164)	

As	an	institution,	the	military	in	Egypt	has	exhibited	power	and	economic	
existentialism.	The	military	as	a	political	player	is	also	involved	in	regional	politics	as	
well	as	politics	with	the	United	States.	It	is	important	to	address	each	one	of	those	
issues	to	establish	the	connections	needed	to	prove	or	disprove	this	paper’s	
hypothesis.	

	

A. Power:	
The	relationship	between	the	Egyptian	army	and	its	people	is	an	intriguing	one	
because	although	the	army	was	repeatedly	defeated	over	the	years,	images	of	
gallantry	and	nationalism	have	consistently	played	a	role	in	the	Egyptian	psyche.	The	
army	had	control	over	all	tools	of	propaganda	to	claim	victory	in	each	war	that	they	
lost,	by	controlling	the	media,	the	arts,	and	most	importantly	education.	Although	the	
defeat	of	1967	was	announced	and	Abdel	Nasser	offered	to	resign	as	the	head	of	
state,	nevertheless	in	the	1970s	and	specifically	after	the	1973	war,	the	army	started	
regaining	its	inflated	ego	as	an	institution.	The	Egyptian	army	had	initially	won	the	
1973	war	because	of	the	element	of	surprise	that	they	employed,	however	soon	
enough	the	Israeli	military	had	regained	its	ability	to	respond	to	the	attacks	and	a	
ceasefire	was	established	to	end	further	hostilities.	As	of	1979	when	the	Egyptian-
Israeli	peace	treaty	was	signed,	the	Egyptian	army	has	become	an	institution	that	is	

																																																													
74	Robert	Springborg	writes:	“The	decisions	by	Arab	militaries	played	a	crucial	role	in	determining	the	
outcomes	of	their	countries’	protest	movements.	In	some	cases,	such	as	Egypt	and	Tunisia,	military	leaders	
decided	to	refrain	from	using	their	violent	power	to	crush	protestors	and	instead	to	jettison	the	regime’s	
leadership…	political	science	literature	is	poorly	equipped	to	address	this	pivotal	question”	(Lynch,	142)	
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extremely	hierarchical	but	also	reliant	especially	in	the	upper	echelons	on	Western	
luxury	goods.	By	signing	the	Peace	treaty	in	1979,	the	Egyptian	army	became	a	docile,	
highly	consumerist	institution,	and	as	adequately	capture	by	Sayigh,	Egypt	became	
the	“Officer’s	Republic”	(Sayigh,	2013)	The	army	since	their	coup	in	1952	and	till	
current	times	have	been	protective	not	to	establish	serious	civilian	institutions	that	
could	play	a	prominent	political	role,	as	Marina	Ottaway	indicates,	during	Mubarak’s	
time,	the	regime	was	a	“semi-authoritarian”	regime	that	allowed	for	a	multiparty	
system,	and	a	relatively	free	media,	however	if	any	of	those	parties	or	media	sources	
threatened	the	status	quo,	they	were	severely	dealt	with.	As	observed	in	a	lot	of	the	
writing	about	the	Egyptian	revolution,	the	army’	hold	on	power	I	so	relentless,	that	
even	Mubarak	had	to	establish	a	strong	police	force	in	his	attempt	to	hand	over	
power	to	his	civilian	son	Gamal	Mubarak.	Although	Mubarak	was	par	of	the	military,	
but	his	attempt	to	switch	power	to	a	civilian	existentially	threatened	the	military’s	
power	and	therefore	they:	“on	February	10,	the	Supreme	Council	of	the	Armed	
Forces	(SCAF)	assumed	control	of	the	country	and,	the	next	day,	persuaded	a	
reluctant	Mubarak	to	resign	and	head	for	internal	exile.”	(Barany,	166)	

The	military	also	supported	a	candidate	in	the	country’s	first	free	election	in	2012	
however	their	candidate	lost	to	the	Muslim	Brotherhoods	candidate:	a	civilian,	
bringing	the	political	tension	to	an	all-time	high,	when	finally,	the	military	stepped	in,	
in	2013.75	

B. Economy:	
The	second	lynchpin	or	causal	factor	that	affects	the	existential	conflict	and	raison	
d’etre	that	the	Egyptian	military	has	is	its	economic	interests.	As	recognized	by	
Barany,	the	military’s	economic	involvement	is:		

“In	everything	from	housewares	and	military	gear	production	to	farming	and	tourism.	
The	revenue	from	these	enterprises	goes	straight	to	the	military’s	coffers	and	is	
disbursed	without	state	oversight.	We	can	sense	the	importance	of	these	business	
endeavors	by	noting	that	Field	Marshal	Mohamed	Hussein	Tantawi,	who	chaired	the	
SCAF	and	heads	the	Defense	Ministry,	also	runs	the	Ministry	of	Military	Production.	
Military	officers	directly	profit	from	the	army’s	business	endeavors	through	relatively	
high	salaries	plus	preferential	treatment	in	medical	care,	housing,	and	transport.	And,	
of	course,	the	armed	forces	also	reap	US$1.3	billion	every	year	in	military	aid	from	
the	United	States.”	(Barany,	166)	

In	agreement,	Czulda	writes:	

“The	Egyptian	military	has	forged	an	industrial	empire	over	decades	and	become	one	
of	the	biggest	employers	in	a	relatively	poor	country.	It	has	dozens	of	factories	and	
companies,	which	produce	almost	everything:	from	olive,	milk,	bottled	water,	clothes	
to	televisions	and	cars.	The	Egyptian	military	own	sports	grounds,	restaurants,	farms,	
resorts,	and	hotels.”	(Czulda,	76)	

Not	only	did	the	revolution	threaten	the	economic	status	quo,	but	it	also	affected	the	
tourism	industry,	which	is	also	controlled	by	the	military.	(Czulda,	78)	

																																																													
75	“M	Morsi,	who	failed	to	secure	full	control	over	the	military,	was	overthrown	in	July	2013”.	(Czulda,	78)	
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The	military’s	economic	involvement	is	so	entrenched	that:	“There	is	no	political	force	
that	could	stop	them.	Since	2011	the	armed	forces	have	increasingly	taken	on	the	
biggest	infrastructure	projects.	As	Joshua	Stacher	put	it,	“we’re	dealing	with	a	brand-
new	economy	that’s	now	run	by	Military	Inc.”	(Czulda,	78)		

	

C. The	Egyptian	Military	and	Relations	with	the	State	of	Israel:	
The	shared	borders	between	Egypt	and	Israel	have	continuously	played	a	role	in	
detecting	diplomatic	signaling	of	how	peaceful	versus	aggressive	the	regime	is	
towards	Israel.	Thus,	after	the	signature	of	the	Camp	David	peace	agreement,	the	
Egyptian	borders	became	a	buffer	zone	not	unlike	the	Syrian	Golan	Heights.	
Maintaining	this	buffer	zone	requires	the	Egyptian	military	to	suppress	and	control,	
with	an	iron	fist,	its	own	Sinai	Bedouin	population.76	Not	only	does	the	Egyptian	
military	need	to	repress	its	own	population,	but	also	it	needs	to	tighten	control	over	
its	borders	by	closing	the	Rafah	entrance	points	to	the	Palestinian	Gazan	
population.77	

As	Czulda	notes:	“The	Arab	Spring,	and	especially	the	election	of	M.	Morsi,	was	
greeted	in	Israel	with	great	anxiety	–	more	as	a	threat	than	as	an	opportunity.	Despite	
the	new	president’s	close	ties	to	Hamas,	Prime	Minister	Benyamin	Netanyahu	sent	a	
message	of	congratulation	and	expressed	hope	that	bilateral	relations	would	remain	
cooperative,	but	in	reality,	he	expected	problems.	However,	the	impact	of	the	Arab	
Spring	on	Egypt-Israel	relations	very	soon	became	visible.	Bilateral	communication	at	
the	operational	level,	mainly	through	security	and	intelligence	channels,	stopped.”	
(Czulda	79)	

In	support	of	Israeli	fears	of	changes	in	the	status-quo	along	its	Egyptian	borders:	“In	
March	2012,	the	Egyptian	parliament,	already	dominated	by	the	Muslim	
Brotherhood,	called	for	the	cutting	of	ties	with	Israel,	including	stopping	exporting	
gas,	as	well	as	“re-examining”	the	Camp	David	peace	accords	of	1978	between	
“revolutionary	Egypt”	and	the	“Zionist	regime”.	(Czulda,	80)	

Upon	the	military’s	return	to	power:	“Egypt	banned	Hamas	(now	considered	an	
enemy)	from	operating	inside	the	country,	shift	off	the	Rafah	border	crossing,	
destroyed	all	known	tunnels	going	from	Egypt	to	the	Gaza	Strip	and	demolished	
homes	along	the	border,	to	establish	a	planned	buffer	zone	to	prevent	smuggling.	
This	was	a	very	conscious,	but	at	the	same	time	very	provocative	and	hostile	act	by	
A.F	el-Sisi.”	(Czulda	80-81)	

	

D.	US-Egyptian	Military	Relations:	

The	United	States	involvement	in	Egyptian	politics	harkens	back	to	the	1950s	during	
the	cold	war,	when	financing	the	Aswan	Dam	was	rejected	and	Abdel	Nasser	turned	

																																																													
76	The	Bedouin	population	was	bombed	and	re-located	after	general	Sisi	came	to	power	in	2013.	
77	The	Gazan	population	is	caught	in	a	pincer	pinch	because	Israel	has	built	a	wall	to	separate	them	and	Egypt	has	also	cut	them	off	by	
tightening	border	control.	Therefore,	Gazans	are	cur	off	from	trade,	economic	survival,	medical	help…etc.	It	is	the	most	militarized	
segment	of	the	Palestinian	population	under	Hamas	leadership	because	of	their	living	conditions.	In	the	meantime,	Israel	bombs	the	
Gazan	population	as	a	whole	with	no	discrimination	and	no	international	accountability	in	sight.	
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to	the	Soviet	Union	for	support.	After	the	death	of	Abel	Nasser,	Sadat	turned	180	
degrees	and	decided	to	become	a	United	States	ally	in	1970.	After	the	1973	war	with	
Israel	and	regaining	his	population’s	respect	and	regional	allegiance,	Sadat	decided	
single-handedly	to	enter	into	negotiations	with	Israel	and	the	United	States	played	
the	role	of	the	peace	broker,	and	a	new	chapter	of	US-Egyptian	relations	was	created	
by	signing	the	peace	agreement.	Since	then,	US-Egyptian	politics	have	become	
intertwined:		

“In	March	2014,	General	Lloyd	J.	Austin	III	(Commander	of	US	Central	Command)	
called	Egypt	an	‘anchor	state’.	In	other	words	–	Egypt	is	too	important	to	let	go,	no	
matter	what	happens	inside	it.	The	best	proof	of	this	statement	is	in	the	numbers:	in	
2012	more	than	2,000	U.S.	military	aircraft	flew	in	Egyptian	airspace.	Up	to	45	US	5th	
Fleet	naval	ships	pass	through	the	Suez	Canal	annually.	Cutting	aid	would	push	Egypt	
into	the	hands	of	anti-Western	groups,	and	neither	the	United	States	nor	Israel	can	
afford	that.”	(Czulda,	83)	

	

When	the	revolution	took	place,	the	United	States	was	hesitant	to	withdraw	support	
from	Mubarak,	and	although	the	crackdown	on	the	revolutionaries	was	brutal,	bloody	
and	internationally	televised,	it	took	the	United	States	and	Europe	a	while	before	they	
timidly	supported	the	revolutionaries,	i.e.	it	was	out	of	international	embarrassment	
and	not	due	to	real	politique	calculations	that	the	United	States	succumbed	to	the	
interests	of	a	whole	nation.	The	United	States	however	did	not	support	the	revolution	
whole	heartedly	because	as	soon	as	Morsi	came	into	power	in	2012	by	popular	vote	
for	the	first	time	in	Egyptian	history,	a	coalition	of	the	military	and	the	old	regime	
kidnapped	Morsi,	the	United	States	tried	to	convince	itself	and	the	world	that	
imprisoning	Morsi	at	the	hands	of	his	own	military	was	not	a	coup:	“this	is	not	the	
first	time	that	the	United	States	chose	Realpolitik	instead	of	human	rights	and	liberal	
values.”	(Czulda,	83)	

Arm	sales	and	financial	aid	still	continue	today	without	interference,	although	it	is	no	
secret	that	the	regime	has	caused	an	unsurpassed	amount	of	bloodshed	and	
incredible	human	rights	conditions.	(Reuters:	11	February	2016)	

In	hindsight,	the	United	States’	position	never	changed	because:	“Although	the	Arab	
world	received	a	disproportionate	amount	of	U.S.	funding	to	promote	democracy,	it	
received	virtually	no	support	to	enhance	civilian	control	of	the	militaries.	The	one	
study	of	Arab	civil-military	relations	financed	before	the	Arab	spring	by	the	United	
States	Agency	for	International	Development	(USAID)	noted	the	politically	important	
role	of	Arab	militaries	and	their	absorption	of	record	shares	of	public	budgets	but	
questioned	“the	ripeness	of	many	countries	in	the	region	for	major	programs	in	civil-
military	relations”	(Lynch,	143)	

	

E.	Factors	Causal	to	the	Egyptian	Military’s	Reaction	to	Democratic	Transition:	

First,	the	military	in	Egypt	as	in	many	Middle	Eastern	countries	has	total	control	of	
power.	Power	sharing	by	civilian	institutions	or	a	balance	of	power	between	the	



 73 

military	and	civilian	institutions	is	unheard	of.	This	balance	has	come	about	in	other	
transitions	especially	in	Latin	America	through	the	United	State’s	interference:	“The	
United	States	Department	of	Defense’s	Center	for	Civil-Military	Relations	has	played	a	
vital	role	in	raising	political	consciousness	and	providing	necessary	information	for	
effective	civilian	control	of	the	armed	forces.”	(Lynch,	153)		

Second	the	military	is	highly	suspicious	of	civilian	involvement	in	the	economy	and	
their	expertise	does	not	go	beyond	domestic	production	and	sales	of	goods	and	
services,	however	what	is	needed	for	an	economy	to	survive	is	to	be	able	to	navigate	
the	global	economy:	an	issue	that	the	army	has	failed	at	miserably:	“The	economy	is	
in	poor	condition	and	the	military	have	no	idea	how	to	change	that.	What	is	more,	
they	see	no	reason	to	change	it	significantly,	as	they	profit	from	the	current	situation.	
Social	peace	in	Egypt	requires	more	jobs	and	higher	salaries,	but	this	is	impossible	
without	more	freedom	and	liberalism.”	(Czulda,	88)	

Third	demographically	speaking,	the	youth	who	ignited	the	revolution	and	who	have	
been	silenced	and	imprisoned	by	the	military	regime	are	increasing	in	number.	This	
demographic	increase	will	affect	the	political	scene	in	Egypt	in	the	very	near	future.	

On	a	more	general	and	theoretical	note,	pacting	as	a	theory	of	political	transition	is	
not	inclusive	of	international	factors	that	could	affect	the	transition	and	therefore	
lacks	the	ability	to	explain	the	failure	of	the	Arab	“Spring”	in	the	Middle	East	region.	

As	Blumberg	adequately	states,	specialists	of	the	Middle	East	region	are	facing	a	
“paradigm	crisis”,	transition	theories,	and	post-transition	theories,	have:	“A	striking	
incapacity	to	theorize	the	role	of	local	cultures,	political	logics,	or	ideologies	in	either	
regime	change	or	stasis”	(Lynch,	31)	

He	argues:	“What	we	need	instead	is	a	more	‘bounded’	approach,	one	that	looks	at	
how	political	change,	contestation,	and	negotiation	in	the	Arab	world	are	conditioned	
by	local,	national,	or	regional	forces.	Among	these	forces,	the	role	of	identity	conflicts	
is	a	crucial	variable,	one	that	merits	more	serious	conceptualization	within	a	broader	
(if	midrange)	theory	of	change.”	(Lynch,	30)	

	

VII.	Contemporary	Egypt	and	Antagonistic78	“Liberalism”:	Old	Wine	in	New	Bottles:	

Although	western	liberalism	is	partially	built	on	the	acceptance	and	respect	of	others,	the	
observance	of	pluralism,	and	the	protection	of	both,	“liberalism”	in	Egypt	pre-and	post	the	
2011	revolution	antagonistically	rejects	and	refuses	to	co-exist	with	what	it	views	as	its	main	
rival:	Islamically	oriented	politics	and	parties.	Quintessential	liberalism	is	defined	by	the	
rejection	of	a	privileged	class,	religion,	or	national	origin…etc.,	however	“liberals”	in	Egypt	
have	basically	argued	and	acted	on	their	assumption	that	they	are	the	“privileged”	holders	
of	the	truth	politically,	socially	and	economically.	

	

																																																													
78	The	antagonistic	quality	that	is	added	to	“liberalism”	here	expresses	the	inimical	and	oppositional	stance	liberals	took	against	an	
ideological	and	socio-economic	opponent;	namely	the	Muslim	Brotherhood.	The	antagonistic	quality	is	also	in	reference	to	the	disrespect	
and	belittling	of	the	majority	of	the	masses	ideas	and	beliefs.	As	former	Vice	President,	Umar	Suleiman	said	in	a	CNN	interview	in	2011:	
“The	Egyptians	do	not	understand	democracy”,	which	oddly	enough	echo	British	colonial	views	of	Egypt	during	its	occupation.	
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Historically	speaking	the	“liberals”	in	Egypt	have	copied	Orientalist	criticisms	of	the	
“Occident”	and	assumed	that	they	are	scientific	truths	with	a	capital	T.79	What	distinguishes	
those	‘secular-liberalists”	was	that	they	“uncritically	replicated	European	anti-Arabism	and	
the	debasement	of	the	Arabo-Islamic	culture.”	(Maghraoui,	67)	

	

That	is	to	say	that,	the	“liberals”	emphasized	the	same	critiques	of	the	Other	(the	
“Orientalist”).	They	identified	with	the	culture	of	the	Other	to	the	demise	of	their	own	
culture.	They	touted	those	critiques	as	“scientific	truths.”	Their	“liberalism”	was	non-
inclusive	of	the	masses,	which	is	still	true	today	in	the	aftermath	of	the	2011	Egyptian	
revolution:	

“The	secular	liberal	reformers,	who	emphasized	rationality	and	individualism,	were	
paradoxically	trapped	in	the	cultural	order	of	the	Other	and	therefore	could	not	provide	an	
inclusive	notion	of	national	identity	and	an	emancipating	notion	of	political	community”	
(Maghraoui,	68)	

	

In	the	1920s	and	1930s	the	“liberals”	of	Egypt	adopted	whole	heartedly	the	discourse	of	the	
“Orientalist”	so	much	so	that	their	writings	included:	“overt	racial	and	cultural	
discrimination”	(Maghraoui,	85-86)	In	evaluating	the	public	discourse	after	the	revolution,	
especially	with	the	ascendance	of	Dr.	Morsi	to	power	social	media	expressed	those	biases,	
whether	one	observes	the	jokes	on	Facebook	about	how	he	and	his	wife	look,	or	whether	
one	refers	to	the	dry	humor	of	Dr.	Bassem	Yousef	who	became	an	icon	of	free	speech	under	
Dr.	Morsi.	

	

The	language	that	was	used	was	so	derogatory	that	a	television	talk	show	host	came	
outright	on	public	television	and	addressed	it	on	her	show.	Although	the	talk	show	host	had	
opposing	political	views,	she	defended	Mrs.	Morsi	and	said	that	one	can	critique	her	ideas	if	
she	speaks,	but	it	is	unfair	to	attack	her	based	on	her	looks	or	her	modest	appearance,	she	
said	she	looks	like	most	middle-class	women	and	that	aiming	those	jokes	at	Mrs.	Morsi	was	
a	classic	case	of	snobbery	and	classism.		(Reem	Majed,	2/7/2012,	Masrawy.com)	

	

Religious	Public	Discourse	and	Public	Policy:	

Since	the	presidency	of	General	Sisi,	there	has	been	a	crackdown	on	the	public	display	of	
religiosity	including	religious	institutions	and	mosques:	

“Two	months	ago,	worshippers	at	Al-Rahman,	a	small	mosque	in	the	Ain	Shams	district	in	
eastern	Cairo,	turned	up	for	prayers	on	Friday,	the	Muslim	day	of	rest,	to	find	the	doors	
shut.	From	now	on,	they	were	told,	they	would	have	to	go	to	one	of	the	city’s	main	mosques	
for	the	most	important	prayers	of	the	week.	Soon	after,	another	restriction	was	added	when	

																																																													
79	Maghraoui	lists	those	liberals:	
“This	group	included	literary	figures	such	as	Taha	Husayn,	Muhammad	Husayn	Haykal,	Abbas	Mahmud	al-Aqqad,	and	Tawfiq	al-Hakim;	
social	critics	such	as	Fathi	Zaghlul	and	Isma’il	Mazhar;	Christian	Arab	emigres,	mainly	publishers,	such	as	Salama	Musa,	Farah	Antoun,	Jurji	
Zaydan,	and	Shibli	Shumayal;	and	political	leaders	such	as	Ahmad	Lutfi	al-Sayyid,	publicly	known	as	ustadh	al-jil,	the	master	thinker	of	his	
generation.”	(Maghraoui,	67)	
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a	group	that	met	for	discussions	about	Islam	was	told	to	stop.	Today	the	mosque	is	open	for	
weekday	prayer	only.”	(The	Economist,	Manipulating	the	Minarets,	August	2nd,	2014)	

“Human	rights	groups	see	good	reason	for	all	to	be	worried	by	the	new	restriction.	‘This	in	
effect	kills	the	idea	of	religious	freedom,	since	Egyptians	can’t	opt	for	any	religious	practice	
not	approved	by	the	authorities,”	(The	Economist	8/2/2014)	

	

Thus,	public	policy	towards	the	Islamic	faith	has	been	threatening	since	the	advent	of	the	
new	political	regime	in	Egypt.	Not	only	do	people	have	restrictions	in	praying	where	they	
want,	but	also	religious	practice	is	controlled	and	monopolized	by	al-Azhar,	which	in	turn	is	
controlled	by	the	regime.		

	

More	recently	the	speech	given	by	Mr.	Sisi,	is	also	imbued	with	threats.	In	his	speech,	he	
indicated	that	the	faith	needs	reform.	Sisi’s	message	created	waves	of	discontent	and	fear:	

“The	religious	discourse	that	should	be	idolized	is	one	that	is	relevant	to	our	time,	to	renew	
the	faith	every	100	years.	I	am	talking	here	to	the	people	of	religion	and	the	people	who	are	
responsible	for	this	faith:	It	is	impossible	that	the	ideas	that	we	adhere	to	are	ideas	that	
promote	disturbance	in	the	world,	worry	and	killing.	I	do	not	mean	the	faith,	but	the	ideas	
that	are	idolized	for	hundreds	of	years.	Discarding	those	ideas	has	become	very	difficult,	to	
the	extent	that	those	ideas	are	the	enemy	of	the	whole	world.	Is	it	possible	for	1.6	billion	to	
kill	7	billion	It’s	impossible!	I	am	saying	this	at	al-Azhar,	in	front	of	the	scholars	of	religion.	I	
hold	you	responsible	on	the	day	of	judgment	about	what	I	just	said.	It	is	impossible	to	feel	
the	faith	while	one	is	enshrined	in	it;	you	have	to	(exit)	the	faith	to	judge	it,	and	for	one	to	
be	enlightened.	You	need	to	stop,	we	need	a	religious	revolution.”	(January	5,	2015)		

	

Again,	although	opposition	or	commentary	on	Mr.	Sisi’s	speech	is	non-existent,	
commentaries	on	social	media	express	their	fear	and	frustration.	The	perception	of	Mr.	
Sisi’s	speech	is	that	policy	wise	there	will	be	more	restrictions	on	the	public	practice	and	
public	discourse	about	Islam.	For	him	to	refer	to	a	religious	revolution	and	to	talk	about	
renewal	is	reminiscent	of	the	missionary	and	colonial	discourse	referred	to	previously.	His	
call	is	also	contradictory	in	spirit	because	Mr.	Sisi	keeps	repeating,	“I	do	not	mean	the	faith”,	
and	meanwhile	he	is	de	facto	addressing	the	religious	scholars.	Mr.	Sisi	also	repeats	several	
times	that	those	scholars	are	responsible:	how	could	he	hold	them	responsible	for	what	
happened	in	Paris	for	example?	Is	he	using	the	same	discourse	that	is	being	used	by	
Western	countries	to	shame	the	1.6	million	Muslims	for	the	actions	of	three	or	four	
Muslims?		

	

Mr.	Sisi’s	implied	assumption	that	the	1.6	billion	Muslims	are	out	to	fight	the	7	billion	is	also	
indicative	of	Western	Islamophobia	because	his	speech	has	a	lot	more	in	common	with	
people	gathered	at	Dresden	a	few	weeks	ago	to	request	the	ousting	of	Muslims	from	
Germany,	than	with	the	majority	of	Muslims	who	are	against	violence.	His	call	for	renewing	
the	faith	and	revolutionizing	it	was	hailed	by	Western	and	Israeli	media	sources,	but	to	his	
Muslim	audience,	it	sounded	threatening	and	repulsive.	Recent	historical	facts	and	research	
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show	that	when	the	public	will	to	practice	its	faith	is	under	attack,	the	followers	of	the	faith	
become	more	radicalized.	More	importantly,	as	illustrated	the	leader	of	Egypt	is	repeating	
age-old	colonial,	Islamophobic	arguments.	His	public	discourse	is	accusatory	of	the	whole	
faith	and	all	of	its	followers:	“Is	it	possible	for	1.6	billion	to	kill	7	billion	It’s	impossible!”		

Thus,	to	add	salt	to	injury,	Mr.	Sisi’s	speech	transgresses	identity	politics	in	a	country	that	is	
well	renowned	for	its	faith.	Sisi’s	speech	exemplifies	the	age	-	old	problem	with	liberalism,	
basically	taking	on	the	Other’s	argument	and	adopting	it	as	one’s	own,	without	adaptation	
or	allowing	public	space	for	the	masses	and	what	they	want.	

	

	

	

V.	Conclusion:	

In	conclusion,	I	would	like	to	highlight	two	points:	

First,	Theoretically	the	field	is	going	through	an	identity	crisis:	

a) Comparative	politics	as	well	as	Comparative	Democratization	is	being	forcefully	
pigeonholed	to	build	grand	theory	which	by	definition	is	opposed	to	cultural	and	
historical	nuances.	

b) Also,	analysts	are	not	linking	the	domestic	level	of	analysis	to	the	international,	for	
example,	post-	Arab	Spring,	Egyptian	politics	were	affected	by	the	political	
stronghold	of	the	military	as	well	as	the	foreign	policy	interests	of	the	United	States	
and	its	regional	ally	Israel.	

c) The	negligible	amount	of	literature	on	the	agency	of	political	actors	in	the	Arab	
Spring	which	is	linked	to	a	bias	in	the	literature	that	I	address	in	my	research,	
namely,	the	divide	between	rational	versus	irrational,	secular	versus	religious…etc.		

	

Second,	the	arguments	used	by	the	“liberals”	in	the	20s,	and	30s	have	not	changed	in	Egypt	
post-	January	2011.	The	same	tactics	and	opinions	are	held.	The	distance	between	the	
“liberals”	and	the	masses	is	quite	vast.	The	revolt	(‘coup’)	carried	out	by	the	military	
supporters	was	replicated	in	many	countries	especially	in	Turkey’s	modern	history.	

	

“The	Egyptian	liberals	held	that	in	a	culturally	‘backward’	society,	the	masses	do	not	have	
the	capacity	to	make	meaningful	choices,	and	therefore	the	exclusion	of	their	voices	needs	
no	theoretical	justification	or	political	explanation.	The	kind	of	social	and	cultural	
“emancipation”	they	preached	is	grounded	in	a	self-evident	cultural	justification	of	political	
subordination.	The	masses	became	the	object	of	an	arbitrary	and	authoritative	discourse	
telling	them	how	to	dress,	how	to	eat,	what	to	read,	what	to	believe,	how	to	cross	the	
street,	how	to	choose	a	conjugal	partner,	how	to	celebrate	a	birth,	and	how	to	mourn	and	
bury	the	dead.	In	short,	they	were	expected	to	renounce	their	cultural	identities	and	moral	
values	and	assume	an	alien,	‘superior’	political	identity,	Except	for	the	simplistic	and	phony	
racial	theories	on	the	inferiority	of	Arab	culture	and	the	superiority	of	Western	civilization,	
the	Egyptian	reformers	did	not	bother	to	offer	the	public	compelling	reasons	to	give	up	
parts	of	their	cultural	identity	in	order	to	enjoy	citizenship	rights”	(Maghraoui,	88)	



 77 

It	is	this	disconnect	between	the	few	and	the	masses	that	brought	about	the	current	
political	climate	in	Egypt.	Democratic	practice	is	founded	on	“the	people”,	when	political	
actions	and	speeches	go	against	the	public	will	and	ethos,	the	regime	loses	legitimacy	and	
ceases	to	be	democratic.		

	

The	“liberals”	in	the	1920s	and	1930s	were	shocked	to	see	the	reluctance	of	the	masses	in	
adopting	their	ways:	

“The	masses	cannot	adjust	to	the	historic	changes	the	country	is	undergoing.”	Complained	
the	liberal	reformers.	Because	of	their	inability	to	adjust,	their	allegiance	to	the	new	
Egyptian	nation	could	not	be	guaranteed.	The	masses	were	considered	“abnormal”,	“socially	
ill,”	and	in	urgent	need	of	containment,	surveillance,	and	medical	treatment.	Egyptian	
society	was	viewed	as	a	mixture	of	pathological	groups	to	be	treated,	literally,	by	medical	
experts	to	“normalize”	their	integration	as	abstract	individual	citizens	into	the	newly	defined	
political	community.”	(Maghraoui,	90)	

	

Those	realizations	noted	by	Maghraoui	have	continued	to	haunt	Egyptian	politics	and	act	as	
constraints	on	the	public	will	but	they	have	come	even	further	pronounced	as	a	result	of	the	
25th	of	January	revolution	and	the	resultant	free	election	of	the	Muslim	Brotherhood.		

	

Oddly	enough	the	liberals	ignited	the	25th	of	January	revolution,	the	Muslim	Brotherhood	
were	in	a	constant	state	of	opposition	before	the	revolution,	however,	when	the	public	will	
gave	birth	to	a	different	political	view,	the	“liberals”	rushed	to	erase	those	choices.	

	

The	political-social	divide	has	been	addressed	by	popular	media:	A	well-known	pop-singer	
(Ali	el-Haggar)	released	a	song	titled:	‘They	are	a	people,	and	we	are	a	people’.	The	song	
vilifies	the	Muslim	Brotherhood	as	‘terrorists’	and	glorifies	the	‘proper’	citizens.	As	al-Effendi	
writes	in	an	article	published	recently:	“There	is	indeed,	a	belief	that	the	elite	belong	to	a	
superior	race	and	that	the	rest	of	the	Egyptian	people	are	up	for	slaughter	as	they	increase	
in	number.	There	is	not	problem,	therefore,	if	they	are	killed	wholesale.	There	are	still	
debates	about	the	numbers	of	those	who	have	been	killed.	Is	it	four	thousand	in	total	or	one	
and	a	half	thousand?	In	the	end,	it	does	not	really	matter.”			

	

“The	conflict	in	Egypt	is	not	simply	a	matter	of	disagreements	between	secularists	and	
Islamists	or	between	liberals	and	conservatives	it	is	a	dispute	between	Egypt’s	ordinary	
people,	those	who	are	rooted	in	its	soil,	and	the	elite	who	have	been	determining	the	way	
of	things	since	the	time	of	Muhammad	Ali	and	his	successors.	These	elites	are	the	people	
who	have	hijacked	the	state	and	monopolized	the	nation’s	wealth	for	use	as	a	weapon	
against	the	people	so	that	they	may	know	their	“place””	(Middle	East	Monitor,	February	2,	
2015)	
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In	conclusion,	it	is	very	dangerous	to	obliterate	one	side	of	the	population,	especially	the	
majority	from	political	participation	and	discourse.	Social	movement	theories	indicate	that	
change	can	occur	from	above	or	from	below.	If	one	does	a	comparative	study	of	the	region,	
Egypt	in	particular	historically	has	been	resistant	to	change	from	above.	Whether	one	takes	
Qasim	Amin,	Huda	Shaarawi	as	feminists,	or	Nasserism	as	a	national-socialist	experiment,	
neither	feminism	from	above	nor	socialist	Nasserism	gained	traction	as	ideas	that	mobilized	
the	masses.	

	

In	examining	the	history	of	the	Muslim	Brotherhood	as	a	social	movement,	they	on	the	
other	hand	gained	traction	as	a	movement	and	their	ideas	were	popularized	because	they	
addressed	the	real	needs	of	the	people:	free	healthcare,	free	education,	transportation…etc.	
Not	only	did	the	brotherhood	act	as	a	state	within	a	state	providing	those	services,	but	also	
their	reluctance	to	adopt	Western	liberalism	wholesale	brought	their	ideas	and	convictions	
closer	to	the	people.	The	great	divide	between	upper	class-liberal	versus	masses-religious	is	
replicated	in	Turkey	and	Iran’s	modern	history:	whether	we	talk	about	Nejm	Eddin	Erbakan	
and	his	struggles,	as	a	precursor	to	Erdogan,	or	Iran	pre	and	post	the	1979	Iranian	revolution	
are	both	proofs	that	change	from	above	and	trying	to	shove	“secularism”	down	the	throat	
of	a	religious	population	does	not	work.	At	the	end	of	the	day	people	hide	their	religious	
convictions	until	the	system	allows	them	to	express	those	convictions	freely.	

	

The	underscoring	of	social	justice	lies	at	the	heart	of	this	great	divide,	because	as	this	paper	
has	illustrated	the	divide	between	the	elites-interest	groups	and	the	masses	is	complex.	This	
divide	is	also	based	on	the	kind	of	education	they	received,	the	historical	context	of	this	
education	(i.e.	power	relations),	and	above	all	the	ripples	of	colonization	are	still	felt	till	this	
day	in	the	region.	
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RE-READING	THE	RELATION	BETWEEN	ISLAM	AND	
DEMOCRACY	IN	A	CRITICAL	WAY:	THE	HEMENEUTICAL	
ALTERNATIVE	
	
Ahmet	Kemal	BAYRAM	

	

	
ABSTRACT	

Towards	the	end	of	20th	century,	especially	Muslim	countries	witnessed	two	important	
developments:	resurgence	of	religious	movements	in	urban	areas	and	democratization	
wave	as	a	result	of	collapse	of	the	USSR.	These	two	developments	sometimes	and	
somewhere	reinforce	each	other	while	in	conflicts	somewhere	else.	Following	the	popularity	
and	globalization	of	liberal	democratic	values	in	a	worldwide	scale	and	the	demographic	
changes,	such	as	the	emergence	of	the	overpopulated	cities,	in	Muslim	world	has	brought	
about	critical	transformations	in	the	intensity	and	quality	of	the	demands	in	political	picture	
of	these	countries.	This	is	the	general	view	of	the	situation	and	there	is	no	too	much	
disagreement	over	these	observations.	However,	although	the	reason	is	not	very	clear,	or	
again,	there	is	not	a	literature	boom	on	the	relation	between	Christianity	and	democracy,	it	
is	very	common	among	the	scholars	to	read	the	relation	between	Islam	and	democracy	
through	not	‘religion	and	politics’	but	between	‘religion	and	state’.	Of	course,	these	are	
different	stories	but	both	of	them	inevitably	take	us	to	the	issue	of	reading	and	
interpretation	of	the	relation	between	Islam	and	democracy	again.	

	

The	mainstream	approach	full	of	ethnocentric	stereotypes,	in	the	name	of	a	‘objectivist’	
reading,	to	the	relation	usually	misses	the	fact	that	any	aspect	of	the	relation	has	a	
multidimensional	character.	This	misreading	is	fed	by	both	sides,	from	Islamic	movements	
aspect	and	from	scholars	one.	The	basic	problem	in	discussing	the	relation	between	Islam	
and	democracy	is	the	methodological	one.	Taking	only	one	sector	of	society	under	
consideration	in	an	insulated	way	will	inevitably	suffer	from	many	shortcomings,	
overgeneralizations	and	so	oversimplifications.	Social	sphere	is	made	up	of	many	sectors	like	
religion,	education,	economy,	politics	etc.	Any	society	with	its	peculiar	cultural-historical	
background	poses	a	unique	situation.	The	segments	of	the	social	sphere	include	countless	
interconnections	and	so,	interactions;	ignoring	any	segment	will	bring	about	reductionism.	
In	this	sense,	taking	the	relation	in	the	formula	of	‘religion	and	state’	runs	the	risk	of	
reductionism.	As	a	matter	of	different	and	usually	rival	interpretations,	the	challenging	
question	related	to	‘meaning’,	‘Which	–what-	Islam	and	which	–what-	democracy?”	still	
stands	unanswered.	The	studies	of	the	relation	between	Islam	and	democracy	usually	
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misses	the	fact	that	both	religion	(although	not	the	sacred	texts	themselves)	and	democracy	
are	historical	constructions.	This	paper	is	an	attempt	to	suggest	hermeneutical	method	in	
reading	the	relation	and	to	search	for	the	meaning	in	interplay	between	text	and	reader	in	a	
constructivist	way.	

	

Key-words:	Islam,	democracy,	politics,	hermeneutics	

	

There	are	two	rival	traditions	of	method	of	inquiry,	search	for	meaning	to	have	a	better	
explanation	or	understanding	social	and	political	life:	positivist	political	science	and	
hermeneutics	or	interpretive	theory.	In	the	name	of	an	‘objectivist’,	positivist	and	so	
‘scientific’	reading,	many	specific	aspects	of	facts	like	Islam	and	democracy	are	missed	or	
ignored.	Because,	the	positivist,	objective	reading	inspired	by	natural	sciences	aims	at	
explanation	and	so	forecasting	(much	more	functional	for	political	purposes	not	scientific	
ones),	it	usually	misses	a	better	understanding	of	imbedded	intersubjective	meanings	in	
multi-layered,	interconnected	and	complex	nature	of	social	life.	These	missing	points	are	
usually	a	result	of	methodological	fallacy.	Intersubjective,	hermeneutical	and	constructive	
reading,	on	the	other	hand,	aim	at	interpretation	for	the	sake	of	a	better	understanding.	All	
these	methodological	fallacies	expose	themselves	very	well	in	the	studies	devoted	to	the	
relationship	between	Islam	and	democracy.	

	

The	famous	question	related	to	compatibility	of	Islam	with	democracy	(raised	by	Huntington	
in	his	attempt	to	‘Remaking	the	world	order’!)	has	brought	about	a	boom	of	studies	around	
the	subject	matter.	However,	these	studies	usually	suffer	from	overgeneralizations,	
stereotypes	and	being	at	the	service	of	dominant	discursive	trends.	Like	all	other	discourses,	
it	produces	its	own	meanings	and	insures	circulation	of	them,	in	the	age	of	globalization,	in	a	
global	scale.	There	are	many	examples	of	them.	In	this	paper,	I	am	going	to	scrutinize	some	
points	and	suggest	constructive,	intersubjective	reading	as	an	alternative	way.	

	

There	are	many	traces	of	the	dominant	discourse	in	the	studies	related	to	Muslim	societies.	
As	Bayat	(2007:	7-9)	puts	fundamentalism,	fanaticism,	extremism	or	in	his	words	‘over-
religiosity’	is	a	global	trend	and	this	trend	includes	all	major	creeds	of	the	world	but	a	
particular	and	negative	sometimes	hostile	thinking	is	directed	to	almost	only	Islam	and	
Muslim	societies.	Like	Orientalism	of	the	19th	century	in	the	form	of	a	discursive	apparatus	
that	produce	knowledge	as	power	(Said,	1979)	to	maintain	the	domination	of	colonial	
forces,	the	Muslim	world	is	depicted	as	a	monolithic,	homogenous,	uniform	entity	and	as	an	
exceptional	case	but	this	exceptionalism	does	not	serve	a	particularistic	or	peculiar	study	of	
these	societies.	Instead	it	has	led	to	the	marginalization	of	‘Muslim	societies’	from	
mainstream	academic	perspectives.	It	is	not	surprising,	as	Foucault	(2000:	84)	warns	us,	the	
success	or	validity	of	any	discourse	of	knowledge	is	tied	to	its	connection	with	the	networks	
of	power.	In	any	case,	power-knowledge	functions	production	of	truth	and	in	this	sense,	any	
set	of	power-knowledge	relations	will	produce	some	certain	forms	of	truth	while	
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disqualifying	others;	until	the	discourse	establishes	its	own	order	through	its	own	truth	
regime.		

	

In	many	of	the	empirical	studies	about	Islam,	even	the	scope	is	usually	not	well	determined.	
Think	of	the	labels	‘Islamic	society’,	‘Islamic	world’	or	‘Muslim	societies’.	In	this	way,	Bayat	
also	discusses	the	different	labels	like	‘Islamic	society’	and	‘Muslim	societies’	constructions,	
the	latter	one	emphasises	on	member	of	the	society,	Muslims	as	agents	and	members	of	a	
culture	and	this	culture	is	not	static	but	is	a	series	of	processes	and	of	course	always	
changing,	flexible	and	contested.	In	such	societies,	different	aspects	of	Islam,	interpreted	
and	adopted	in	diverse	manner	and	these	interpretations	are	applied	different	domains	
(economics,	politics,	family)	of	social	life.	It	is	to	say	that	Muslim	societies	are	not	singular	
abstract	forms	but	plural	concrete	entities	(Bayat,	2007:8)	and	their	cultures	are	not	
confined	to	mere	religion,	like	all	the	other	cultures	they	have	their	own	historical	
experiences,	class	affiliations;	and	members	of	each	Muslim	society	with	various	degree	and	
understanding	of	religious	affiliations.	

	

There	are	two	rival	approaches	whether	Islam	is	compatible	with	democracy	or	not	are	the	
sceptics	and	the	optimists.	According	to	sceptics	both	from	abroad	and	home,	Islam	is	at	the	
root	of	authoritarianism	in	the	Middle	East	because	of	the	essential	characteristics	of	Islam	
like	patriarchy,	illiberal	characters,	God’s	sovereignty.	Weak	civil	societies	or	lack	of	
intermediary	associations	(Nisbet,	1987)	as	a	characteristic	of	authoritarianism	and	the	
political	culture	with	anti-democratic	elements	are	usually	attributed	to	Islam.	The	other	
group	optimists	claim	that	there	are	some	experiences	and	Quranic	principles	like	Shura	
(consultation)	that	can	ensure	the	compatibility	of	Islam	with	democracy	(Bayat,	2007:	9-
10).	Interestingly,	both	sceptics	and	optimists	draw	their	arguments	on	the	literal	reading	of	
sacred	texts,	however,	their	readings	are	literal	(objective,	lafzi)	and	they	do	not	care	
constructive	and	subjective	meanings	of	the	texts	(Chandler,	1995:6)	in	the	daily	lives	of	
Muslim	people	with	different	historical,	ethnical,	cultural,	socio-economical	backgrounds;	of	
course,	these	meanings	vary	in	different	historical	junctures.	Like	all	readings,	the	readings	
of	sacred	texts	are	also	matters	of	competing	readings,	matters	of	history	and	so,	defining	
truth	is	the	job	of	the	readers	in	a	certain	historical	context;	and	social	power	holders	can	
reproduce,	manipulate,	hegemonize	(Bayat,	2007:	10)	those	artefact	truths	and	those	
groups	establish	‘truth	regimes’	in	Foucauldian	(2002)	sense.	It	is	to	say	that	there	can	be	
and	actually	there	is	a	variety,	plurality	of	theological	genres	(historically	emergence	of	
different	sects	is	a	good	example	of	this);	different	social	groups	by	resting	on	their	
theologies	resulted	from	their	readings,	interpretations	can	define	their	own	religious	
truths.	Then	the	question	whether	Islam	is	compatible	with	democracy	is	meaningless,	
moreover,	if	not,	what	would	happen,	will	some	democratize	Islam?	Or	Islamize	democracy?	
As	a	result,	Bayat	(2007:	13)	concludes	that	“we,	the	social	actors	render	a	religion	inclusive	
or	exclusive,	mono-vocal	or	pluralist,	democratic	or	authoritarian”.	Likewise,	inferred	from	
his	statistical	analysis,	as	Price	(1999:	177)	puts,	Islam	is	not	a	monolithic	political	force	that	
is	the	primary	cause	of	political	outcomes	in	Muslim	countries.	Actually,	any	religion	is	far	
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from	monolithic	and	that	all	religions	require	interpretation	to	give	them	meaning	in	a	given	
context	(Minkenberg,	2007).	

	

Plural	meanings	are	inevitable	because	individuals	are	with	diverse	interests	and	
orientations;	popularity	of	an	interpretation	is	a	matter	of	a	group’s	capacity	to	mobilize	
consensus	around	their	truth	(Bayat,	2007:	14).	In	this	sense,	not	only	of	Islam	but	a	wide	
spectrum	of	democratic	experiences	and	understandings	are	inevitable.	There	may	be	a	
dominant	discourse,	but	multiple	discourses	have	existed	and	can	continue	to	exist	or	be	
formulated.	The	term	"democracy"	is	capable	of	multiple	interpretations	and	applications.	
Contrary	to	the	belief	or	presuppositions	of	some,	the	Western	experience	of	democracy	
reveals	a	rich	mosaic	rather	than	a	single	paradigm	(Esposito,	Voll,	1996:	193).	This	is	to	say	
that	Muslim	world	is	not	a	monolithic	entity.	Moreover,	neither	Islam	nor	democracy	is	fixed	
categories.	

	

Of	course,	as	in	all	relations	between	other	religions	and	politics,	Islam	and	Islamism	are	not	
the	same	thing,	they	are	different	entities.	In	this	way,	Tibi	(2012:	vii)	states	that	Islamism	
emanates	from	a	political	interpretation	of	Islam:	this	interpretation	based	not	on	the	pure	
religious	faith	of	Islam	but	on	an	ideological	use	and	sometimes	abuse	of	religion	within	the	
political	realm.	From	a	sociological	perspective,	Bayat	(2007:15)	claims	that	Islamism	is	a	
middle-class	movement	and	the	contestation	was	spurred	through	the	feelings	of	
marginalization	as	a	result	of	the	failure	of	both	capitalist	modernity	and	socialist	utopia;	
this	failure	made	the	language	of	religion	a	substitute	for	politics.	Islamism	as	a	political	
creed	against	both	communism	and	secular	nationalism,	a	complete	divine	system	with	its	
superior	political	model,	cultural	codes	is	on	the	claim	of	ability	to	respond	to	the	political,	
economic	and	cultural	deficits	of	‘western	allies	and	cultural	domination	of	the	‘excluders’	–
national	elites,	secular	governments.	

	

In	order	to	witness	the	discursive	transformation,	it	is	really	very	surprising	to	see	that	
during	Cold	War	Period	the	challenging	question	was	not	compatibility	of	Islam	and	
democracy	but	Islam	and	that	of	communism	(Lewis,	1954)	and	Lewis	relates	the	
communist	tendencies	in	Muslim	societies	to	anti-Western	reactions	and	social-economic	
discontents.	Actually,	for	Lewis	(1954:8),	identifying	Islam	and	democracy	is	a	result	of	
misunderstanding	usually	based	on	the	romantic	and	apologetic	presentation	of	Islam	but	
for	him,	again,	there	are	many	anti-democratic	elements	in	Islamic	tradition	and	so	he	
placed	many	examples	of	pro-communist	traditions	in	the	history	of	Islam.		

	

There	are	many	stereotypical	and	prejudiced	questions	about	the	relation	between	Islam	
and	democracy.	First,	there	is	a	commonly	accepted	truth	of	public	discourse	that	claims	an	
inherent	and	particular	relationship	between	Islam	and	politics	in	an	exceptional	way.	As	all	
other	religions	in	their	relations	to	state	formation,	Islam	is	subject	to	historical	
contingencies	(Jung,	2004:61).	Political	Islam	has	assumed	the	role	of	‘other’	in	the	current	
debates	over	globalization.	For	example,	supposing	an	inherent	connection	between	religion	
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and	politics	in	Muslim	societies	is	an	orientalist	stereotype.	There	is	an	inevitable	social	
differentiation	between	state,	religions,	law	or	in	all	fields	of	social	action	therefore	Jung	
(2004:	62),	in	his	sophisticated	analysis,	puts	that	any	enquiry	into	the	relationship	between	
Islam	and	the	state,	lacking	political	economy,	colonial	legacies,	political	culture	and	so	they	
cannot	be	sufficient	to	understand	the	democratic	deficits	of	Muslim	societies.	In	this	way,	
structurally	many	regimes	in	Muslim	societies	under	the	pressure	of	a	transformation	
labelled	as	‘modernisation’,	that	means	the	huge	gap	between	state	elite	and	society	has	
contributed	to	the	predominance	of	authoritarian	and	repressive	systems	and	so	they	lack	
accountability	and	facing	legitimacy	problem.	So	as	to	compensate	these	legitimacy	deficits,	
this	kind	of	states	to	control	the	means	of	symbolic	reproduction	(as	the	source	of	
legitimacy)	have	declared	Islam	the	state	religion.	In	this	systems	Islam	serves	a	justification	
for	their	monarchical	and	usually	authoritarian	regimes,	power	structures	are	often	justified	
by	religious	means,	the	state	politicised	Islam	namely	thorough	politization	of	Islam	(Jung,	
2004:	68).	In	this	sense,	Islam	was	politicised	in	certain	period	of	history,	in	a	historical	
context.	Islamization	of	politics	–the	ideal	unity	of	religion	and	politics	in	an	Islamic	state	is	
an	ironical	political	idea	of	20th	century,	the	relationship	between	modern	state	formation	
and	religion	in	the	context	of	globalization.		

	

Actually,	the	process	of	Islamization,	ironically	a	modern	phenomenon,	was	a	reply	to	the	
challenges	of	modernization	because	in	modern	societies	the	relationship	between	religion	
and	politics	was	radically	different	from	that	of	in	the	traditional	societies.	In	modern	
societies,	secularisation	brought	about	three	expectations:	the	separation	of	political	and	
religious	spheres,	namely	the	separation	of	church	and	state;	the	gradual	erosion	of	the	
societal	relevance	of	religious	symbols,	‘disappearance	of	religion’;	and	privatisation	of	
religion.	The	concept	of	modernisation	embraced	by	the	Muslim	societies	regards	
secularisation	as	a	zero-sum	game	compatible	with	the	monopolistic	aspirations	and	
assertions	of	the	modern	state	without	having	any	intermediate	associations	that	guarantee	
the	separation	between	state	power	and	civil	society.	These	monopolistic	states	have	
always	tended	to	control	the	religious	sphere	for	the	sake	of	symbolic	reproduction	of	the	
society.	As	it	is	clear	from	Jung’s	(2004:	64,	73)	comparison	of	distinct	traditions	Iran	and	
Turkey	in	terms	of	Islamism	and	secularism,	these	two	are	not	antithesis	to	each	other;	in	
both	examples,	there	are	attempts	of	the	state	elites	to	monopolise	the	means	of	symbolic	
reproduction	for	the	sake	of	justifying	the	current	power	structures.	It	is	to	say	that,	the	
relationship	between	religion	and	politics	is	not	basically	and	allegedly	characterized	by	the	
inherent	Islamic	features	but	by	the	logic	of	modern	state	formation	within	a	particular	
historical	context.	Therefore,	the	question	whether	Islam	is	compatible	with	democratic	
politics	is	a	result	of	stereotypical	public	image	and	prejudiced	thinking,	Jung	(2004:	75)	
concludes	that	questions	in	this	kind	are	irrelevant	and	fool.		

	

In	the	same	way,	in	his	analysis	on	the	civil	society	in	North	African	countries,	Cavatorta	
(2006:	209)	points	out	that	many	Islamist	associations	are	labelled	as	undemocratic	and	this	
is	often	derived	from	prejudices	not	from	careful	observations	or	focused	analysis.	The	
mainstream	approach	usually	presupposes	that	Islam	is	incompatible	with	democracy	a	
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priori	and	all	the	associations	share	the	same	outlook	on	how	society	should	be	organised.	
Having	assumed	that	all	the	groups	share	the	same	Islamic	ethos,	these	approaches	runs	the	
risk	of	many	shortcomings	like	oversimplification	of	the	issues,	labelling,	
overgeneralizations,	underestimations,	stereotypes	etc.	In	the	same	way,	Roy	(2005:	1002),	
in	his	analysis	of	civil	society	in	Muslim	countries,	clearly	claims	that	the	debate	about	the	
compatibility	between	Islam	and	democracy	usually	ignores	the	fact	that	the	main	obstacle	
to	democratization	in	these	countries	not	religious	but	the	secular	authoritarian	regimes.	
And	he	sees	the	main	mistake	of	the	West	was	to	favour	the	authoritarian	secularism	over	
democracy	to	curb	the	‘Islamic	threat’.	Because	of	the	support,	such	systems	are	reinforced	
and	peoples	of	these	countries,	against	radical	Islamism	and	authoritarianism,	conceive	
conservative	Islam	as	the	only	way	to	escape.	Roy	(2005:	1003)	concludes	that	a	
democratization	process	is	impossible	unless	the	significance	nationalism,	sectarian	
cleavages	and	Islamist	parties	are	taken	into	account.	This	is	an	issue	of	religion	and	culture	
and	political	culture	as	well;	namely	political	legitimacy	and	nationalism	and	political	actors.		

	

The	problem	is	not	only	the	problem	of	scope	but	also	a	problem	of	conceptualization.	
There	are	many	misnaming	as	a	result	of	the	conceptual	confusions;	like	the	Islamism	and	
Islam.	They	are	used	interchangeably	and	this	metonymical	uses	are	very	common	in	studies	
related	to	Muslim	societies.	In	this	way,	many	observers	usually	associate	the	relative	
weakness	of	democracy	in	Muslim	societies	to	culture	and	particularly	with	Islam.	In	doing	
so,	they	usually	presuppose	the	widespread	stereotype	that	there	is	only	one	single	political	
doctrine	of	Islam	and	the	past	of	this	doctrine	is	totally	alien	to	democratic	culture.	Kramer	
(1993:	2)	identifies	approaches	in	this	kind	as	ahistorical	views	and	finds	the	solutions	like	
complete	emancipation	from	Islam	for	the	sake	of	the	stages	enlightenment	and	
secularization	–partly	experienced	by	Turkey,	offered	by	them	as	nonsense.	In	contrast	to	
these	views,	Islamist	activists	either	overplay	and	exaggerate	the	concepts	like	shura	
(consultation)	or	adopt	democracy	in	an	instrumentalist	way.	Nonetheless,	Kramer	(1993:	4)	
emphasizes	that	it	is	not	possible	to	talk	about	Islam	and	democracy	in	general,	but	only	
about	Muslims	living	and	theorizing	under	specific	historical	circumstances.	But	this	sound	
evident	is	usually	ignored.	In	his	report,	he	exhibits	several	contrasting	interpretations	of	
Muslim	scholars.	Actually,	although	there	is	an	inclination	of	ulema	groups	in	some	
countries	to	have	monopoly	over	interpreting	Islamic	law	and	dogma	but	their	statuses	are	
threatened	in	the	modern	period	(Brown,	2015:	144)	by	social,	global,	cultural	challenges.	
As	a	result,	there	is	no	an	agreed	definition	of	even	sharia;	whether	it	is	a	comprehensive	
set	of	norms	regulating	whole	human	life	in	detail	or	a	set	of	general	rules	of	good	
behaviour.	Two	main	sectarian	traditions	Sunni	and	Shii	doctrines	are	in	contrast	in	many	
fundamental	principles	like	sharia.	But	still	there	are	many	both	Muslim	and	non-muslim	
thinkers	who	usually	compare	Islamic	modes	to	the	ideologies	and	as	a	result,	there	
emerges	strange	and	ridiculous	identifications,	coins	like	‘Islamic	democracy’,	‘Islamic	
socialism’,	‘Arab	democracy’.	It	is	ridiculous	because	nobody	talks	about	‘Judaic	democracy’	
or	‘Christian	democracy’.	Of	course,	not	only	Islam	but	all	the	religions	are	more	or	less	
comprehensive	in	religion	and	state	or	religion	and	this	world,	they	are	not	only	
eschatological	prophecies.		
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In	understanding	the	relation	between	Islam	and	politics,	there	are	not	many	valuable	
contributions.	These	attempts	suffer	from	methodological	shortcomings	like	lack	of	a	
systematic	historical	comparison,	reductionism,	ignoring	the	variations	among	Muslim	
societies,	vague	generalizations	and	ethnocentric	stereotypes	(Moaddel,	2002:	366).	In	
parallel	with	Said	who	sees	Western	scholarship	on	Islam	as	an	ideological	project	insuring	
political,	economic,	cultural	domination	of	the	Orient,	Moaddel	(2002:	366)	puts	many	
examples	of	them	in	his	writings.	Therefore,	arguing	grand	narrative	(told	by	Huntington	for	
example)	claims	is	usually	not	convincing.	Even	the	focus	of	analysis,	Islamic	texts	or	culture,	
is	usually	not	clear.	And	as	a	result,	comprehensive	studies	are	rare	in	this	field.	Moaddel	
(2002:	371)	identifies	three	clusters	of	the	studies:	crisis	(fundamentalism	as	a	result	of	
political	or	economic	crisis)	theories,	cultural	duality	(West-Islam	dichotomy)	theories,	state	
(political)	culture	theories	in	the	attempt	to	explain	developments	in	Muslim	societies.	But	
the	mainstream	studies	usually	miss	the	specifity	of	the	facts,	for	example,	they	usually	
ignore	the	rentier	state.	The	same	problems	haunt	so	called	Islamists	too.	When	we	think	of	
the	positions	of	Islamist	groups	in	dealing	with	democracy,	Islamists	are	divided	into	three	
groups:	(i)	those	consider	democracy	as	a	heretical	form	of	government	and	so	reject	
democracy	vehemently	in	an	essentialist	way	(“Islam	is	incompatible	with	democracy”)	(ii)	
those	believe	that	true	Islam	is	inherently	democratic	(“Islam	is	compatible	with	
democracy”)	and	(iii)	those	put	more	emphasis	on	representative	forms	of	democracy	
(“Islam,	in	some	points	compatible	with	democracy	and	in	some	points	not”)	(el-Solh,	1993:	
58).	Like	studies,	these	groups	usually	miss	the	same	point.	It	is	very	clear	from	historical	
facts	that	the	relation	between	Islam	and	ideologies	has	a	changing	character.	For	example,	
as	el-Solh	(1993)	puts	in	his	field	study,	as	a	result	of	Gorbachev’s	prestroika,	Arab	regimes	
that	had	adopted	the	Soviet	single-party	system	was	weakened	and	communism	identified	
with	Soviet	practices	ceased	to	be	an	alternative.	Instead,	liberalism	with	the	cover	of	
democracy	came	to	picture	as	an	attractive	way.	Moreover,	the	attitudes	of	Islamists	
towards	democracy	are	also	determined	in	terms	of	the	system	under	which	they	live.	If	
they	suffer	under	a	non-democratic	system,	they	are	likely	to	be	more	appreciative	of	the	
merits	of	democracy	(el-Solh,	1993:	63).	But	the	label	‘Islamist’	backed	up	by	stereotypes	is	
so	superficial	and	common	still	problematic	that,	for	example,	as	Karcic	(2015:	402)	
ironically	states,	‘...the	media	tend	to	abuse	the	term	and	pigeonhole	anyone	ranging	from	
Recep	Tayyip	Erdoğan	to	the	leader	of	Boko	Haram	as	an	‘Islamist’.	

	

Tessler	(2002:	337)	asserts	that	discussions	about	democracy	in	Muslim	societies	often	
include	attention	to	the	political	orientations	of	ordinary	people	and	the	popular	attitudes	
that	become	obstacle	to	democratization.	But,	he	claims,	the	views	of	the	citizens	are	
usually	held	based	on	impressionistic	and	anecdotal	information	usually	influenced	by	
western	stereotypes,	not	on	detailed	analysis.	Tessler	complains	about	shortage	of	
‘systematic	empirical	inquiries	into	the	nature,	distribution	and	determinants	of	political	
attitudes	in	the	Arab	world	(this	is	also	an	overgeneralization)	and	so	he	himself	carried	out	
a	survey	in	Palestine,	Morocco,	Algeria	and	Egypt	that	examines	influence	of	Islam	on	
attitudes	toward	democracy.	Any	study	of	democratic	transitions	and	consolidation	focus	on	
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two	concerns:	political	institutions	and	citizen	attitudes	and	values,	political	culture.	The	
relation	between	the	religion	and	politics,	especially	democracy	largely	depends	on	how	and	
by	whom	it	is	interpreted;	moreover,	there	can	not	be	single	interpretation	and	a	consensus	
on	who	speaks	in	the	name	of	Islam	(Tessler,	2002:	340).	It	is	widely	observed	that	strong	
religious	attachments	feed	more	conservative	political	views	and	it	is	valid	for	all	religions.	
Actually,	historically	it	is	clear	that	none	of	the	ideologies	or	religions	is	immune	from	
fundamentalist	versions.	Many	religious	traditions	experience	the	forming	of	conservative	
or	fundamentalist	religious	movements,	even	in	established	democracies,	among	non-
Christian	and	Christian	traditions	alike	(Minkenberg,	2007:	897).	Having	a	despotic	or	
totalitarian	understanding	of	any	religion	or	ideology	is	a	result	of	interpretation.	The	
incompatibility	is	not	between	Islam	and	democracy	but	it	is	between	democracy	and	any	
fundamentalist	version,	understanding	of	any	religion	and	ideology.	Fundamentalist	trends	
can	emerge	in	any	religion.	Islamism	as	a	fundamentalist	version	of	the	religion	is	not	a	
struggle	between	the	poor	and	the	rich	nor	a	purely	religious	phenomenon;	not	a	war	of	
Islam	against	Christianity;	for	Islamism	‘Islam	is	the	solution’	for	all	injustice,	immorality	and	
corruption.	It	is	a	response	to	the	social	change	result	from	globalization	and	degradation	of	
Marxism	as	an	inspiring	ideology	for	‘third	world’	(Mirskii,	2003:	70).	In	the	same	way,	
according	to	Wright	(1992:	131),	following	the	demise	of	communism,	Islam	is	increasingly	
being	perceived	as	one	of	the	ideological	rivals	to	the	West.	

	

It	is	interesting	that	studies	carried	out	in	U.S.	and	European	countries	are	similarly	applied	
in	Muslim	societies	and	it	becomes	clear	that	there	are	many	similarities	between	them,	
factors	that	differentiate;	for	example,	Arab	world	from	U.S.	and	Europe	may	be	of	limited	
importance	and	findings	show	that	the	influence	of	Islam	on	political	attitudes	is	usually	
exaggerated	(see,	Tessler,	2002).	Religious	orientations	have	similar	impacts	on	political	
attitudes	in	any	society	and	religion	that	has	played	a	significant	role	in	mobilizing	people	
(Dallmayr,	2011:	640).	All	sacred	texts	(Bible,	Torah,	Koran)	always	emphasize	authority	and	
there	is	no	such	a	thing	‘Islam’s	nature’,	like	any	religion	is	not	what	books	make	it	but	what	
people	make	it	through	their	interpretations	(Zakaria,	2004:	5-6)	and	moreover,	the	absence	
of	an	official	clergy	makes	Islam	much	more	vague;	almost	in	position	that	anything,	any	
interpretation	goes.	Many	different	figures	are	wandering	with	the	claim	of	issuing	a	fatwa.	
Theology	of	any	religion	is	not	what	sacred	books	make	it	but	what	people	make	it.	
Nonetheless,	through	empirical	evidences	(see,	Fox	and	Sandler,	2005)	it	is	clear	that	
religion	itself	is	not	the	mere	determining	factor	in	accommodation	of	democracy.	

	

All	the	political	relations	are	subset	of	a	political	system	that	is	unique	to	the	general	
organization	of	any	particular	society.	As	a	complex	network	of	power	relations,	political	
systems	are	too	complicated	to	manipulate;	there	are	countless	factors	from	all	spheres	of	
society.	Briefly,	all	societies	develop	their	own	political	system	in	their	own	particular	
historical,	cultural	context.	Therefore,	values	of	different	societies	are	incommensurable	in	
their	relation	to	democracy.	Especially	in	the	aftermath	of	the	collapse	of	Soviet	Block	there	
is	a	trend	of	democratization	and	all	societies	with	their	own	political	system	will	experience	
their	own	story.	In	some	countries	the	antidemocratic	stance	is	fuelled	by	the	anti-colonial	
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aspirations	or	autocratic	characters	of	the	political	are	usually	translated	as	requirements	of	
Islam.		

	

Regarding	all	these,	particularly	if	we	are	to	speak	the	relationship	between	Islam	and	
democracy,	there	will	be	many	challenging	questions.	These	are	the	following;	has	there	
been	any	political	system	implementing	Sharia	laws?	Does	Islamic	state	mean	the	same	to	
all	Muslims?	If	yes,	what	are	the	distinguishing	organizational	characters	of	such	state	–
What	makes	it	Islamic?	Is	it	possible	to	distinguish	the	world	as	Muslim	and	Non-Muslim?	
Are	all	Arabs	Muslims?	As	a	conclusion,	problematization	is	a	problem	itself.	In	Foucault’s	
words	“Problematization	doesn’t	mean	the	representation	of	a	pre-existent	object,	nor	the	
creation	through	discourse	of	an	object	that	doesn’t	exist.	It’s	the	set	of	discursive	or	non-
discursive	practices	that	makes	something	enter	into	the	play	of	the	true	and	false,	and	
constitutes	it	as	an	object	for	thought	(whether	under	the	form	of	moral	reflection,	scientific	
knowledge,	political	analysis,	etc.).	Foucault	(1988:	257)	puts	that	any	problematization	is	
problem	itself	because	through	problematization	itself	constructs	the	discourses	and	
meaning	that	are	produced	and	put	in	circulation.	Through	discourses	the	contexts	which	
surrender	the	problems	in	such	a	way	that	the	relation	between	Islam	and	democracy	is	set	
beyond	contextuality	without	referring	to	its	own,	unique	context	namely	historically.	
Foucault’s	concept	‘problematization’	tells	us	how	and	why	some	certain	facts	are	
‘scientifically’	analysed	or	considered	worth	to	be	analysed	while	others	are	not	or	why	
others	are	ignored.	All	these	are	matter	of	discourse,	and	that	of	truth	regime.		

	

Overgeneralizations	and	problematizations	under	the	domination	of	mainstream	discourses	
are	at	the	service	of	self-orientalization.	As	Said	pointed	out	many	years	ago,	orientalism	
with	all	its	political	implications	has	been	functionalized	to	replace	the	ideological	
adversaries	of	Cold	War;	like	rationalized	Christendom	vs.	premodern,	backward	Islam	
(Ingram,	2014:380).	Ingram	(2014:	380),	in	his	emphasis	on	the	secular	democracy,	
compares	the	antagonistic	stance	of	Catholicism	and	that	of	Islamic	fundamentalism	toward	
liberalism	and	secular	democracy	and	concludes	that	as	Catholicism,	Islam	in	the	name	of	
social	justice	has	the	possibility	of	overcoming	the	hostility.	Religious	politics	and	secular	
democracy	shape	each	other,	since	secular	democracy	cannot	just	be	reduced	to	the	
institutional	separation	of	religion	and	state	but	it	is	also	the	degree	of	democratic	
toleration	and	civility	like	epistemic	secularism	in	political	culture.	In	mutuality,	sometimes	
religion	may	become	a	motive	for	secular	democracy.	For	example,	religion	with	an	
emphasis	on	equality	through	fraternity	(uhuvvet)	may	become	an	appropriate	source	for	
the	moral	requirements	of	a	secular	democracy	in	claiming	legitimacy.	Finally,	Ingram	(2014:	
398)	concludes	that,	political	Catholicism	and	political	Islam	are	usually	considered	as	
obstacles	against	democratic	improvements	but	he	lists	that	the	real	threats	to	democracy	
are	authoritarian	governments	and	global	capitalism	with	all	its	ill	effects	on	social	divisions	
and	stability	of	communities.	

	

There	are	many	attempts	to	clarify	the	scope	that	insures	the	risks	of	reductionism.	In	this	
way,	in	his	criticism	of	interchangeable	use	of	Islam	and	Arab,	Zakaria	puts	that	the	problem	
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is	not	the	problem	of	whole	Muslim	world	(think	of	the	cases	of	Turkey,	Indonesia,	Malaysia,	
Pakistan,	...)	but	mainly	of	the	Middle	East	Arabs	(there	are	22	members	of	Arab	League	but	
none	is	democracy).	As	Zakaria	(2004:6)	puts	it,	of	the	1.2	billion	Muslims	in	the	world	only	
260	million	live	in	Arabia.	Therefore,	the	labels	Islamic,	Middle	East	and	Arab	can	not	be	
used	interchangeably.	The	tribal	and	patriarchal	monopolization	of	authority	reflected	Pan-
Arabism	in	anti-colonial	struggle,	is	a	distinct	cultural	characteristic	of	the	countries.	As	a	
result,	in	Arab	world	this	political	culture	brought	about	autocratic	monarchies,	military	
republicanism,	state	socialism,	Baath	nationalism	...	all	with	anti-democratic	character.	This	
is	the	inevitable	consequence	of	the	problem	of	problematization	in	Foucauldian	sense.	
Democratization	is	a	task	of	peoples,	so	to	speak,	neither	liberalism	nor	constitutionalism	or	
democracy	take	place	without	popular	demand	or	commitment.	Absence	of	free	market	
means	lack	of	an	appropriate	ground	for	rule	of	law	(capitalism	needs	contracts).	And	since	
cultures	vary,	different	societies	with	their	own	social	dynamics	are	in	the	need	of	different	
governmental	frameworks.		

	

Like	Zakaria,	Fish	(2002),	in	his	comprehensive,	sophisticated	cross-national	quantitative	
survey	searching	the	relation	between	Islam	and	authoritarianism	in	a	comparative	way	
surprisingly	finds	out	that	among	many	well-known	variables	(correlations	of	economic	
performance,	colonial	heritage,	socio-cultural	division...	and	democracy)	related	to	the	
relation	between	Islam	and	democracy,	a	meaningful	correlation,	a	casual	pattern	is	the	
relatively	low	status	of	women.	In	numerous	regression	analyses,	he	examines	the	effects	of	
many	stereotyped	hypothesized	influences	on	the	relation	between	Islam	and	democracy,	
including	level	of	economic	development	and	recent	economic	growth,	socio-cultural	
division,	colonial	or	communist	heritage,	OPEC	membership,	and	Islamic	religious	tradition.	
In	this	sense,	a	very	particular	fact	like	the	female	empowerment	may	be	expected	to	
contribute	democratization.	It	was	shocking	that	only	repression	of	women	supports	
autocratic	government.		

	

The	issue	of	incompatibility	of	Islam	and	democracy	is	a	part	of	a	grand	narration	which	
almost	has	surpassed	all	cultural	or	structural	analysis,	told	by	Huntington,	derived	from	his	
controversial	argument	about	the	cultural	gap	between	the	West	and	Islamic	world	in	a	
dichotomised	way.	But	Brumberg	(2015:	97)	puts	that	there	is	a	fundamental	problem	
among	scholar	in	tackling	Islam	and	democracy	because	they	erroneously	assume	that	only	
Islam	itself	provides	the	foundation	of	political	identity.	Being	a	party	in	the	discursive	
network	of	the	meta-narrative	told	by	Huntington	inevitably	imposes	outdated	
ethnocentrism	or	simplistic	universalism	(Brumberg,	2005:	98).	Moreover,	the	label	of	a	
well-insulated	“Islamism”	suffers	from	(i)	underestimating	the	political,	social,	ideological	
and	cultural	differences	(ii)	exaggerating	the	role	of	Islam	in	shaping	identity	in	general	and	
political	identity	of	Muslims	and	(iii)	considering	the	lack	of	Islamic	solution	to	identity	
conflicts.	For	the	sake	of	democracy	in	Muslim	majority	societies,	the	problem	is	about	
institutions	not	Islam,	politics	itself	to	be	fixed.	
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Neither	democracy	nor	Islam	has	fully	agreed	understandings.	They	are	capable	of	multiple	
interpretations	and	applications	in	such	a	way	that,	for	example,	Islam	is	itself	an	inspiring	
ideological	source	for	wide	spectrum	of	political	models	(Cook,	Stathis,	2012:	175).	For	this	
reason,	any	controversy	associated	with	the	compatibility	or	incompatibility	Islam	and	
democracy	inevitably	faces	the	challenging	and	critical	questions	of	‘whose,	what	Islam’	and	
‘whose,	what	democracy’.	Although,	through	a	monolithic	and	essentialist,	the	
incompatibility	notion	is	theoretically	and	historically	problematic,	it	is	usually	considered	as	
self-evident	standard	and	Archimedean	point.	On	the	contrary,	Islam	reveals	a	rich	historical	
mosaic	not	a	single	operational	paradigm,	in	fact,	as	Cook	and	Stathis	(2012:	176)	state,	no	
culture	or	religion	has	shown	itself	to	be	compatible	with	dictates	of	democracy.	

	

It	is	clear	that	Muslim	countries	lag	so	far	behind	in	their	democratic	movements	is	due	in	
large	part	to	political,	historical,	economic,	and	cultural	factors	–not,	in	fact,	only	religious	
ones.	The	basic	issue	is	not	about	Islam	but	about	Muslims.	It	is	not	just	about	the	text	or	
tradition	of	Islam,	but	about	modernity	and	authoritarian	and	patriarchal	cultures	in	Muslim	
countries.	Westernized	elites,	military	officers,	and	tribal/traditional	leaders	usually	hold	an	
inordinate	amount	of	control	over	state	power,	politics,	and	culture	(Cook	and	Stathis,	2012:	
181).	In	the	same	way,	as	Enteshami	(2004:	91)	puts,	political	upheavals	tend	to	accompany	
serious	social	and	economic	problems;	urban	and	environmental	degradation,	growing	
poverty	and	unemployment,	corruption	and	nepotism,	patriarchal	autocracy,	militarism,	
cruelty	all	mix	into	a	cocktail	of	resentment,	often	stirring	the	people	in	the	heartland	of	
Muslim-dominated	territories	into	action.	Which	of	the	problems	are	directly	tied	to	Islam?	

As	a	conclusion,	taking	under	considerations	all	these	aforementioned	problems	as	
methodological	deficits	and	political	risks,	for	the	critical	subjects	like	the	relationship	
between	Islam	and	democracy,	the	constructive	hermeneutical	method	which	aims	at	a	
better	understanding	(not	explanation	usually	with	political	purposes)	is	a	much	more	
secure	alternative.	In	addition	to	this	hermeneutical	approach,	a	permanent	caution	on	
problematization	(with	all	its	implications	in	Foucauldian	sense)	seems	a	‘way	out.	By	the	
way,	a	secure	path	to	avoid	from	the	risk	of	being	a	part,	at	service	of	the	discourse	formed	
by	the	grand	narrations	with	primarily	political	not	scientific	purposes	might	be	insured.		
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THE	CONSTANT	FRICTION	BETWEEN	TRADITION	AND	
MODERNITY	IN	IRAN:	THE	RISE	AND	FALL	OF	THE	
IRANIAN	REFORMISTS	

	
Dr.	Seyed	Mohammad	Sadegh	Emamian	

	
	
Abstract	
	
In	Iran,	there	is	a	long	history	of	a	constant	friction	between	Islamic-Iranian	tradition	and	
the	concept	of	"western	modernity"	including	civil	liberties	and	democracy.	This	friction	was	
first	manifested	almost	two	centuries	ago	during	the	"constitutional	movement",	when	
some	aspects	of	“western	modernity”	were	infused	into	then	monarchical	political	system	
at	the	expense	of	the	marginalization	of	Islamic-Iranian	tradition.	Iran’s	1979	Islamic	
revolution	was	a	focal	point	in	this	challenging	history.	The	post-revolution	governance	
structure	was	arguably	based	on	a	mix	of	Islamic	concepts	and	democratic	aspects	of	
western	modernity.	Nonetheless,	by	no	means,	the	revolution	was	able	to	put	an	end	into	
the	this	long-run	friction.	While	the	first	decade	of	Islamic	revolution	reflected	a	relative	
dominance	of	Islamic	concepts,	the	rise	of	reformists	in	late	1990s	during	the	government	of	
ex-president	Mohammad	Khatami	dramatically	shifted	the	balance	in	favor	of	western-
flavored	civil	liberties	and	democracy.	This	paper	investigates	that	period	of	time,	1997-
2005,	when	tendencies	towards	pro-western	policies,	civil	liberties,	and	western	models	of	
democracy	was	on	the	rise	within	the	government,	the	parliament,	and	large	parts	of	media	
and	civil	societies.	Ironically	these	tendencies	led	to	the	full	collapse	of	the	reformists	and	
their	marginalization	from	the	Iranian	political	sphere	for	almost	a	decade.	
	
Keywords:	Tradition,	Modernity,	Iran,	Reform,	Reformist	Movements,	Radicalism.	
	
Introduction	
	
The	emergence	of	political	movements	in	Iranian	history	can	be	analyzed	on	the	basis	of	the	
frictions	between	tradition	and	modernity.	This	friction	has	existed	since	the	emergence	of	
the	concept	of	modernity	in	Iran.	At	first,	some	social	reformers	and	political	philosophers	
tried	to	interpret	modernity	through	the	lens	of	traditional	views	and	argued	that	what	so-
called	modernity	is	a	substantially	adaptable	concept	with	clear	roots	in	Islamic	tradition.	In	
fact,	they	have	argued	that	such	modern	aspects	of	Islamic	thought	have	been	historically	
marginalized	due	to	socio-political	contexts	of	traditional	societies	rather	than	Islamic	
thoughts	per	se.	These	reformists	have	emphasized	that	Islamic	thought	has	similar	
elements	to	the	so-called	western	concepts	of	liberty,	freedom,	and	equality.	In	contrast,	
another	group	of	Islamic	political	thinkers	believed	that	western	concept	of	modernity	was	
the	creation	of	colonizer	of	the	Islamic	world	whose	end	goal	were	to	westernize	the	
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Muslim	communities	and	therefore	making	them	ripe	to	be	colonized80.	Contemporary	
political	history	of	Iran	has	witnessed	a	constant	challenge	between	these	conflicting	views,	
their	emergence	and	decline,	and	their	subsequent	political	rise	and	fall.	Of	course,	the	
interaction	between	these	competing	views	has	created	a	complex	and	opaque	socio-
political	reality	in	Iran	and	it	is	not	always	easy	to	over-simplify	those	complexities	by	
associating	a	particular	social	or	political	movement	with	one	of	the	views	above.	
	
In	this	work,	the	historical	evolution	of	the	conflict	between	modernity	and	tradition	is	
discussed	in	the	context	of	Iranian	society	and	political	structure.	In	doing	so,	political	
reform	movements	that	have	attempted	to	reconcile	between	modernity	and	tradition	in	
Iran	are	identified	and	the	reasons	for	their	decline	is	examined,	with	a	particular	focus	on	
the	rise	and	fall	of	reformists	between	1997-2005.	
	
Historical	Analysis	of	the	Confrontation	Between	Modernity	and	Tradition	in	Iran	
	
The	Qajar	Era:	Iranians	have	faced	modernity	and	its	components	for	over	a	century	old.	
The	beginning	of	this	introduction	can	be	traced	back	to	Iran-Russia	wars	in	1918.	After	
Iran's	heavy	defeat	from	Russia,	the	question	was	raised	in	the	minds	of	the	political	elites:	
why	Iran	was	lagging	behind?	The	main	answer	given	to	this	question	was	the	lack	of	
modern	science	and	political	and	social	order.	With	the	hope	of	what	it	had	to	offer,	the	
political	elite	started	to	pursue	modernity	and	its	various	components.	The	initial	steps	were	
taken	for	nearly	half	a	century	during	the	period	of	Nasir	al-Din	Shah,	one	of	the	Qajar	kings.	
Following	the	Ottomans,	the	main	component	behind	the	reforms	in	this	period	has	been	
the	idea	of	Tanzimât.	From	this	perspective,	reforms	were	implemented	by	the	political	elite	
from	top	to	down.	In	the	model,	because	the	reforms	are	implemented	top-down,	the	state	
can	control	such	reform	and	therefore	the	political	system	can	be	maintained.	This	idea	
emphasizes	the	formation	of	a	modern	state	and	regularity	agencies	within	the	government,	
while	power	of	the	king	is	reduced	to	some	degree	by	modern	advisory	institutions.	
	
This	idea	was	effectively	defeated	by	Nasir	al-Din	Shah's	assassination	and	was	replaced	
with	the	idea	of	constitutionalism	which	had	its	roots	in	1906	command	of	the	king	to	form	
a	parliament.	The	most	important	difference	between	this	period	and	the	previous	period	
was	the	role	of	the	people	in	the	constitution.	In	the	idea	of	the	Tanzimât,	these	were	the	
political	elites	who	spearheaded	the	reform,	but	people	played	a	significant	role	in	the	
constitutional	movement.	The	main	outcome	of	the	constitutional	movement	in	Iran	was	
the	formation	of	the	Shura	Council	with	the	vote	of	the	people	to	restrict	the	power	of	the	
Shah	(king).		
	
The	creation	of	this	council	gave	rise	to	the	serious	conflict	between	tradition	and	
modernity.	The	fundamental	issue	that	led	to	this	conflict	was	the	relations	of	the	laws	
passed	by	the	Majlis	(parliament)	with	the	Shari’ah	laws.	Traditional	and	religious	
movements	feared	that	the	laws	passed	might	be	in	conflict	with	Shari’ah.	Even	some	
orthodox	clerics	were	of	the	view	that	any	kind	of	legislation	was	solely	specific	to	the	
Shari’ah	and	exclusively	legitimized	by	religious	institutions.	These	intellectual	conflicts	

																																																													
80	Set	aside	another	group	of	fully	secular	philosophers	who	had	moved	beyond	Islamic	thoughts	arguing	that	
Islam	should	be	left	to	achieve	“progress”	and	thus	be	totally	westernized	(Bigdeli,	2013,	5).	
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turned	into	physical	conflicts	and,	since	then,	two	movements,	Shariatism	and	
constitutionalism,	were	formed	in	the	political	circles	of	Iran	(Katouzian,	1979,	159-180).		
	
In	a	few	historical	events,	the	disputes	between	these	movements	even	expanded	beyond	
political	controversies	into	the	assassination	of	intellectual	and	religious	leaders.	The	
execution	of	Sheikh	Fazlollah	Noori,	the	main	leader	of	Shariatism	movement,	led	to	the	
negative	view	of	the	religious	establishment	towards	the	constitutional	movement	which	
has	symbolically	had	a	significant	impact	on	contemporary	Iranian	history.	As	Jalal	al-
Ahmad,	one	of	the	then	most	important	intellectuals	writes	in	his	book	On	the	Service	and	
Treachery	of	Intellectuals:		
	

"since	the	day	of	Sheikh	Fazlollah	Noori’s	execution,	westernization	has	been	carved	
as	a	hot	spot	on	our	foreheads	and	I	consider	the	corpse	of	Nobleman	like	a	flag	on	
the	roof	of	this	country,	which	was	inspired	by	the	dominance	of	westernization	
after	200	years	of	struggle”	(Al-Ahmad,	1979,	402).		

	
The	continuous	clashes	between	supporters	of	constitutionalism	on	the	one	hand	and	the	
efforts	of	the	kingdom	system	for	the	continuation	of	its	exclusive	authorities	on	the	other	
hand	not	only	weakenned	the	national	government	and	central	authority,	but	also	led	to	the	
widespread	pessimism	of	the	people	towards	the	constitutional	movement.	These	events	
eventually	led	to	insecurity	all	over	in	Iran.	The	modern	expectation	of	the	people	for	the	
establishment	of	the	house	of	justice	and	the	council	gradually	shifted	towards	a	basic	
demand	for	the	creation	of	a	powerful	central	government.	At	this	time,	with	the	advent	of	
Reza	Khan,	a	powerful	army,	a	new	interpretation	of	modernity	began	to	come	into	the	
Iranian	political	debate.	
	
The	Start	of	the	Exposure	of	Iranian	Public	to	Modernity	
	
First	Pahlavi	Era:	Reza	Shah	pursued	a	fierce	modernization	program	(inspired	by	Mustafa	
Kemal	Atatürk)	during	his	twenty-year	reign.	The	establishment	of	a	systematic	army	and	a	
powerful	bureaucratic	government	were	the	main	reforms	of	Reza	Shah.	On	the	other	hand,	
he	ignored	the	legacy	of	Constitutional	Revolution	(1905-1909)	and	its	liberal	and	
democratic	ideals.	Instead	he	mainly	emphasized	on	industrial	and	cultural	developments.		
	

“Cities	were	forcibly	westernized,	and	many	of	the	traditional	items	of	dress	were	
eliminated,	including	the	veils	of	women.	His	reign	did	a	great	deal	to	unify	and	
stabilize	Iran,	but,	as	was	true	with	Ataturk,	his	solutions	were	too	often	superficial.	
The	West	was	industrialized;	so	Iran	had	to	be	industrialized.	There	was	little	
rationality	in	the	process.”(Cottam,	1964,	12).	

	
Arguably,	Reza	Shah	had	the	ability	to	establish	the	first	modern	central	government	in	Iran.	
Nonetheless,	his	mandatory	modernization	process	while	ignoring	the	social	and	religious	
context	of	the	country	by	eliminating	Iranian	traditions	and	Islamic	symbols81	led	to	the	
marginalization	of	a	great	majority	of	Iranian	people.	As	such,	the	first	Pahlavi	era	was	
focused	on	industrial	modernization,	while	it	ignored	social	modernization	and	political	
																																																													
81	This	included	removal	of	the	veils	of	women,	prohibiting	public	Islamic	rituals,	and	propagation	of	nationalist	
anti-Islamic	thoughts.	
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development,	as	two	pillars	of	modernity.	The	Parliament	was	actually	artificial	and	the	
representatives,	already	elected	by	Shah,	were	unable	to	confront	his	decisions.	It	seems	
that	the	rivalry	between	tradition	and	modernity	was	going	on	in	favor	of	modernity	in	this	
era,	however,	the	liberal	and	democratic	aspects	of	modernity	were	still	lacking.	In	fact,	in	
Reza	Shah’s	point	of	view,	regardless	Iranian	traditional	structure,	the	modernization	
process	might	be	possible	only	through	the	way	of	coercion	and	autocracy.	In	contrast,	since	
the	government	of	the	Shah	held	all	the	power,	this	kind	of	modernization	led	to	despotism	
and	not	a	modern	democratic	society,	preventing	people	from	political	and	even	economic	
participation,	which	in	turn	led	to	lack	of	social,	political	and	economic	development	(Avery,	
1990,	164).	
	
Second	Pahlavi	Era:	The	resignation	of	Reza	Shah	in	favor	of	his	son,	Mohammad	Reza	
Pahlavi,	resulted	in	a	more	open	political	atmosphere	and	revival	of	democratic	aspects	of	
modernity	as	well	as	the	rebirth	of	traditional	institutions	in	Iran.	However,	this	revival	did	
not	last	more	than	a	decade	and	came	to	a	halt	by	Mossadeq’s	collapse	in	1953	coup.	
Thereafter,	a	new	stage	of	modernization	started	in	Iran	which	lasted	until	Iranian	
Revolution	in	1979.	Similar	to	the	first	Pahlavi	era,	the	most	evident	characteristic	of	
modernity	in	second	Pahlavi	era	was	its	emphasis	on	industrial	development	and	the	
expansion	of	western	popular	culture.	
		
Although	there	was	a	parliament	and	the	elections	were	held	periodically,	Shah	still	
effectively	remained	as	the	ultimate	decision-maker.	Again	the	liberal	and	democratic	
aspects	of	modernity	were	marginalized	in	favor	of	its	industrial	and	bureaucratic	aspects.	
On	the	other	hand,	because	of	growing	centralization	and	significant	waves	of	migration	to	
main	cities	and	therefore	the	creation	of	a	semi-modern	social	class	which	was	reluctant	to	
accept	the	traditional	authorities,	a	form	of	social	conflicts	and	inconsistencies	were	on	the	
rise	in	Iran’s	social	space.	
		
Ignoring	the	religious	roots	of	the	majority	of	people,	creating	a	closed	political	space,	and	
causing	high	rates	of	economic	inequality	were	of	the	elements	that	led	to	the	gradual	
dissatisfaction	of	the	public	and	the	eventual	occurrence	of	Islamic	Revolution	of	Iran.	
According	to	a	prominent	theoretician	of	Iranian	contemporary	history,	Ervand	Abrahamian,	
the	main	reason	of	the	Revolution	was	that	Shah	sought	economic-social	modernization	
that	resulted	in	the	development	of	a	new	middle	class	and	industrial	worker	class,	but	he	
could	not	pursue	modernization	in	the	political	sphere.	This	inability	lead	to	the	erosion	of	
links	between	the	government	and	the	social	structure	and	developed	a	growing	gap	
between	the	governance	and	the	modern	social	groups	and	forces.	Most	importantly,	this	
process	destroyed	the	few	bridges	between	the	political	institutions	and	the	traditional	
social	forces	especially	the	influential	individuals	in	Bazzar	and	the	religious	establishment.	
Therefore,	the	1979	revolution	took	place	not	only	because	of	the	extreme	development	or	
lack	of	it,	but	because	of	the	inconsistent	development	processes	(Abrahamian,	1982,	524-
525).	
	
Post-Islamic	Revolution:	As	a	result	of	the	Islamic	Revolution	in	1979,	tradition	regained	the	
upper	hand	in	the	friction	between	tradition	and	modernity.	In	fact,	the	idea	of	a	return	to	
Islamic	traditions	and	values	was	at	the	heart	of	Islamic	Revolution.	
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The	leadership	of	the	revolution,	Imam	Khomeini,	was	a	religious	authority	who	was	the	
symbol	of	forgotten	Islamic	traditions	and	genuine	Islamic	values.	From	the	very	beginning,	
the	leaders	of	the	revolution	heeded	to	establish	a	balance	in	this	age-long	conflict.	As	a	
result,	they	established	democratic	institutions	to	operate	at	the	core	of	the	revolution.	The	
Iran-Iraq	war	was	the	main	factor	in	the	revitalization	of	the	Islamic	values	such	as	Isar	
(sacrifice),	martyrdom,	and	Jihad	all	of	which	led	to	marginalization	of	western	social	forces	
adross	the	country.	The	translation	of	slogans	and	revolutionary	aspirations	was	carried	out	
in	a	traditional	context	with	clear	reference	to	Islamic	values.	Despite	the	fact	that	different	
groups,	factions,	and	ideologies	contributed	to	the	success	of	revolution,	after	the	victory	of	
the	revolution	and	throughout	1970s	and	1980s,	the	traditionalist	trend	had	the	upper	hand	
in	Iran’s	power	arena.	
	
In	sum,	the	historical	development	presented	above	shows	that	tradition	and	modernity	has	
always	been	part	of	Iran’s	social	and	political	context	and	over	the	past	two	hundred	years,	
neither	of	these	two	views	has	been	able	to	eliminate	its	opponent.	The	evolution	of	the	
reform	process	in	Iran	should	be	analyzed	and	understood	in	the	context	of	this	friction	and	
rivalry	between	modernity	and	tradition.		
	
The	Revival	of	Modernity	in	Post-Revolutionary	Iran	
The	post-revolution	modernity	discourse	was	first	officially	revived	in	the	Iranian	social	and	
political	circles	in	1997	after	the	election	of	Mohammad	Khatami	to	presidency,	when	the	
political	faction	called	Reformism	entered	Iranian	politics	and	produced	its	own	discourses	
and	institutions.	The	three	important	victories	of	this	faction	are	Iranian	presidential	
election	(1997),	Iranian	local	elections	(1999)	and	Iranian	parliamentary	election	(2000).	
Iranian	Reformism	created	a	great	hope	among	its	advocates	who	had	a	new	understanding	
of	tradition	and	religion	and	sought	to	obtain	concepts	such	as	democracy	and	freedom	as	
the	main	components	of	modernity.	In	this	context,	the	political	and	social	development	
took	precedence	over	economic	development.	The	following	factors	are	the	main	
developments	which	created	the	background	for	rising	of	the	reformist	government:	
growing	body	of	middle	class	that	were	not	ideologically	consistent	with	the	traditional	
school	of	thoughts,	the	progress	of	higher	education	and	therefore	increasing	the	human	
capital	of	the	middle	class,	the	expansion	of	the	urban	culture	in	a	way	that	created	conflict	
with	the	ideological	system	resulting	from	the	traditional	forces,	the	formation	of	some	gaps	
in	the	political	structure	which	is	itself	a	premise	for	a	wider	shift	towards	democracy,	
cultural	and	social	pressures	from	growing	economic	and	cultural	globalization,	and	the	rise	
of	democratic	pluralistic	interpretations	of	religion	and	Shiite	political	theory.	The	Islamic	
reformist	groups	or	the	Modern	Right	began	to	challenge	the	incumbent	ideology	by	
forming	a	coalition	with	the	new	middle	class	and	civil	society	institutions	(Bashirieh,	2002).		
	
The	Rise	of	Reformist	Government	in	1997	and	its	Background	
	
The	rise	and	victory	of	the	political	and	social	movements	are	not	based	on	a	single	cause,	
but	are	rooted	in	the	evolution	of	previous	developments.	Jalaeipour	believes	that	
Reformism	is	a	movement,	which	its	occurrence	has	resulted	from	the	emergence	of	certain	
conditions	and	structures	the	center	of	which	is	modernization	or	democratization:	“The	
emergence	of	movements	like	the	Khordad	2nd	Movement	needs	some	structural	conditions	
namely	a	social	structure	that	is	exposed	by	the	modernizing	policies	and	processes.”	
(Jalaeipour,	2000,	17).	
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The	Reformist	discourse	was	inaugurated	along	with	such	concepts	as	civil	society,	religious	
democracy,	and	freedom	of	speech,	human	rights,	social	justice	and	stabilizing	the	
Constitution.	
The	victory	of	Reformism	in	presidential	elections	was	the	result	of	the	social,	political,	
cultural	and	economic	developments	rooted	in	the	era	of	“Administration	for	Construction”	
(Hashemi’s	government)	and	the	previous	developments.	President	Hashemi’s	government	
approach	to	different	social,	political	and	economic	issues	was	a	key	factor	in	the	victory	of	
Reformists.	In	other	words,	the	acceptance	of	Reformism	was	partly	due	to	the	rejection	of	
the	rival	discourse	(Tajik,	2008).		
	
The	Economic	Background	
	
Privatization,	export-oriented	policies,	expansion	of	consumerism	and	economic	adjustment	
policies	in	Hashemi’s	government	which	necessitated	political	development	are	among	the	
economic	reasons	for	the	rise	of	Reformism.	Although	these	economic	efforts	led	to	the	
enhancement	of	Iran’s	economy	as	a	whole	and	some	specific	economic	developments,	it	
also	led	to	increasing	levels	of	economic	inequality.	Indeed,	the	missing	link	in	this	economic	
policy	was	justice	and	equality	(Jamshidi,	2014,	33-66).		Justice	and	equality,	a	fundamental	
ideal	of	revolutionary	discourse,	was	almost	belittled	in	Hashemi’s	economic	policies.	On	the	
other	hand,	these	policies	led	to	the	emergence	and	the	expansion	of	a	middle	class	which	
came	into	conflict	with	the	governing	ideological	discourse.	The	middle	class	had	new	ideals	
in	different	realms,	showing	rapid	cultural	and	social	developments	in	Iranian	society	
including	the	development	of	the	modern	urban	culture	and	its	conflict	with	traditional	
values.		
	
The	Social	Background	
	
The	following	were	some	of	the	main	social	changes	observed	during	this	era:	1)	a	
demographic	change	in	population	pyramid	and	unprecedented	prominence	of	young	
population,	2)	the	progress	of	urbanization	and	the	consequent	pursuit	of	welfare	and	
economic	ideals,	3)	the	expansion	of	modern	socio-cultural	institutions	including	NGOs,	4)	
the	unprecedented	growth	of	Iranian	university	student	population,	5)	the	formation	of	a	
group	of	student	movements	who	were	socially	westernized	and	politically	reformist,	6)	the	
emergence	of	new	middle	class	and	the	formation	of	modern	intellectual	circles,	7)	the	
overall	shift	in	social	values	and	norms	and	the	formation	of	new	value	systems,	and	8)	the	
emergence	of	a	new	generation	of	political	elite	mainly	graduated	from	western	
universities.	These	factors	mutually	supported	each	other	in	creating	a	social	environment	
that	was	ripe	to	accept	the	reformists’	agendas.	Most	importantly,	the	expansion	of	middle	
classes	in	the	society	led	to	the	possibilities	of	social	mobility.	According	to	Karl	Deutsch,	
social	mobility	is	a	process	through	which	the	traditional	social,	economic,	and	psychological	
beliefs	and	affiliations	has	the	potential	to	change	and	people	will	be	readier	to	accept	new	
behavioral	patterns	and	new	paradigm	of	sociability	(Ghavvam,	2003).	
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The	Cultural	Background	
	
The	main	characteristic	of	Hashemi’s	government	was	the	economic	development	of	the	
country	which	itself	was	a	result	of	the	structural	necessities	of	post-war	era.	Therefore,	
based	on	this	predominant	discourse,	economic	issues	were	at	the	center	of	government’s	
agendas	and	programs,	while	the	cultural	and	political	issues	were	deliberately	
marginalized.	As	a	result,	the	Reformists	were	able	to	use	such	a	policy	gap	as	a	path	toward	
victory.	Also,	the	establishment	of	cultural	centers	and	publishing	of	several	newspapers	by	
municipalities	are	some	examples	of	efforts	by	Hashemi’s	associates	for	changing	some	of	
the	elements	of	traditional	culture	and	moving	toward	the	new	cultural	system.		
	
Hashemi	used	technocrats	as	executive	ministers	and	allocated	only	the	political	ministries	
(Ministry	of	Interior,	Ministry	of	Culture	and	Islamic	Guidance,	Ministry	of	Intelligence	and	
Ministry	of	Justice)	to	clergies.	The	country’s	move	toward	technocracy	was	pursued	even	
stronger	in	the	second	term	of	Hashemi’s	government.	The	technocrats	had	different	
cultural	values	and	norms	in	comparison	to	Revolutionary	values	and	discourses.	As	a	result,	
by	the	facilitation	of	technocratic	administrative	machinery,	many	cultural	changes	occurred	
in	the	Iranian	society’s	structure	and	its	power	distribution	system.	The	social,	cultural,	and	
educational	modernization	in	Hashemi’s	government	also	led	to	the	strengthening	of	
political	and	social	ideals	of	the	new	middle	class	which	was	emerging	as	a	prominent	social	
group	and	political	power	(Ehteshami,	1995).	One	of	the	main	advocates	of	reformism	were	
some	active	groups	of	university	students	who	had	already	changed	their	ideals	from	
Islamism	to	pursuit	of	political	liberalism.	
	
The	Intellectual	Background	
	
The	formation	of	various	think	tanks	and	intellectual	circles	as	the	theoretical	backup	
supported	and	strengthened	Iranian	Reformism.	The	emergence	of	several	journals	and	
their	wide	distribution	was	another	important	factor	in	the	development	of	Reformist	
discourse.	They	reflected	the	intellectual	ideals	of	the	circles	of	Islamic	reformers.	Kian	was	
arguably	the	most	important	among	this	group.		
	
The	monthly	Kian	was	the	most	famous	journal	of	religious	intellectualism	in	post-
revolutionary	Iran.	It	was	established	in	1991.	One	of	the	most	prominent	religious	
intellectuals,	Abdolkarim	Soroush,	a	powerful	critic	of	the	governing	system	was	a	frequent	
writer	in	Kian.	This	journal	became	the	main	base	for	the	critics	of	the	political	system	who	
had	a	new	interpretation	of	religious	concepts.	It	was	used	as	an	epistemological	source	by	
the	younger	generation	of	reformists	who	played	an	important	role	in	political	shift	of	Iran.	
Its	main	articles	were	about	the	relations	between	Islam	and	democracy,	women	in	Islam,	
hermeneutics	and	new	interpretations	of	Revelation	and	Qur’an,	critical	texts	on	Christianity	
and	religion	in	general	and	the	critique	of	prevalent	interpretations	of	Fiqh	or	jurisprudence.	
This	journal	tried	to	reinterpret	religious	ideas	in	a	more	compatible	way	with	modern	
values	like	western	flavored	democracy,	pluralism,	and	human	rights.	
	
Kian	was	a	circle	to	create	a	link	between	modernist	liberal	characters	and	a	medium	for	
explaining	the	thoughts	of	religious	liberal	views.	It	went	beyond	a	theoretical	journal	and	
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became	a	link	for	different	movements	of	a	new	emerging	generation.	Kian	became	more	
radical	when	reformist	youth	and	its	political	pioneers	joined	its	ranks.	It	acted	like	a	shadow	
of	Reformist	Movement	in	pursuing	its	agendas	(Ghouchani,	2000).		
	
During	this	era	in	the	post-revolutionary	Iran,	one	sees	a	kind	of	emphasis	on	the	necessity	
of	cultural	and	political	development,	wide	political	and	social	reforms,	open	social	and	
political	space,	the	process	of	integrating	people’s	ideals	in	the	stabilized	forms	like	civil	
society,	parties,	tolerance,	freedom	of	speech,	pluralism,	legal	positivism,	the	growth	of	
media	outlets,	holding	political	conferences	in	the	universities,	and	discussing	political	and	
social	issues	in	media	(Akhavan	Kazemi,	2009).		
	
The	Fall	of	Iranian	Reformism	
	
The	developments	mentioned	above	along	with	various	factors	led	to	Khatami’s	victory	in	
1997	and	the	official	dominance	of	Reformist	discourse	during	his	government.	However,	
gaining	political	power	was	a	challenging	step	for	Iranian	reformism	in	the	way	of	its	
institutionalization.	In	contrast,	political	pitfalls	facilitated	a	rapid	failure	of	this	movement	
leading	to	its	absolute	loss	in	the	ninth	Iranian	presidential	election	(2005).	As	a	result,	the	
reformists	were	ousted	from	political	power	for	the	next	eight	years.	Different	reasons	are	
provided	for	the	failure	of	Reformist	movement	in	2005,	but	two	main	factors	namely	
political	radicalism	and	intellectual	radicalism	are	examined	here	as	the	primary	sources	of	
this	failure.	
	
Political	Radicalism	
	
Since	inception,	the	Reformist	movement	was	suffering	from	an	inconsistent	heterogeneity	
including	a	wide	range	of	activists	and	politicians	with	different	inclinations	from	radical	
fanaticism	to	conservatism,	from	traditional	to	modern	ideas	and	from	secular	to	religious	
intellectuals.	The	main	weakness	of	this	movement,	however,	was	the	gradual	dominance	of	
radical	factions	in	different	aspects	including	the	dominance	of	political	radicalism.		
	
One	of	the	most	important	aspects	of	political	radicalism	was	attacking	Hashemi’s	
government	in	different	realms.	Even	Hashemi,	whose	administration	facilitated	the	rise	of	
Reformists,	framed	as	the	symbol	of	conservatism	and	all	the	political	structure	overruling	
the	society.	Hashemi	was	presented	as	the	main	representative	of	all	the	values,	norms,	
programs,	policies	and	principles	based	on	which	Hashemi’s	government	had	evolved	and	
operated.	Attacking	Hashemi	and	criticizing	his	actions	meant	criticizing	the	traditional	
conservative	right-wing	politics	in	the	power	circles.	Mohammad	Ghouchani	wrote	
“Hashemi’s	family	are	a	symbol	of	secretive	power	relations	in	a	society	in	which	latent	
diplomacy	is	the	age-old	technique	of	politicians	and	the	government’s	legitimacy	is	
decided,	not	in	the	ballot	box,	but	in	the	backrooms	of	authoritative	families”	(Ghouchani,	
2000).	
	
Later	on,	main	Reformist	leaders	found	that	attacking	Hashemi	was	a	strategic	mistake,	not	
only	for	losing	his	support	for	the	movement,	but	also	as	the	manifestation	of	political	
radicalism	of	the	movement	warning	a	wide	range	of	political	establishment	about	socio-
political	risks	of	such	an	extreme	approach.	Socially	speaking,	the	main	weakness	of	
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Reformism	was	such	kind	of	radical	behavior	intolerable	for	the	Iranian	political	tradition	
and	society	in	general.		
	
The	radical	part	of	the	2nd	of	Khordad	Movement	was	dreaming	to	make	so	rapid	radical	
changes	in	Iranian	institutions	and	political	systems.	One	of	the	Reformists’	strategies	in	
their	political	radicalism	was	the	motto	“conquer	trench	after	trench”.	This	motto	became	
famous	after	their	victory	in	the	three	aforementioned	elections.	It	suggested	the	gradual	
conquest	of	all	the	governmental	institutions	by	the	Reformists.	Such	an	aggressive	
totalitarian	approach	led	to	the	1999’s	social	riots,	mainly	in	Tehran,	which	was	firmly	
confronted	by	the	establishment	and	a	large	part	of	the	society.	As	such,	reformist	
radicalism	gradually	created	a	momentum	of	radical	reactions	in	rival	movements	and	the	
establishment	which	eventually	set	the	conditions	for	Reformists’	failure	in	2005.	
	
Iranian	politicians	and	activists	dealt	with	most	difficult	disagreements	and	disputes	during	
the	period	1997-2005.	This	caused	a	kind	of	convulsion	in	the	country	which	was	the	result	
of	fanaticism	and	radical	beliefs	of	Reformist	groups	and	factions	that	triggered	radical	
reactions	in	the	conservative	parts	of	the	society.	The	growth	of	radicalism	in	the	country	
caused	huge	political	gaps	which	created	the	conditions	for	conflict	and	violence.	The	
Reformists	chose	a	confrontational	attitude	instead	of	using	the	available	space	in	the	
country	to	pursue	public’s	ideals	and	exploiting	the	country’s	ability	for	development.	They	
sought	to	conquer	more	“trenches”	in	the	power	structure	of	the	country,	but	were	faced	
with	the	heavy	hands	of	the	traditionalists.		
	
In	a	clear	response,	Conservative	factions	within	Iran's	state	were	successful	in	creating	a	
wide	coalition	against	such	threatening	political	radicalism.	It	is	also	documented	that	even	
Khatami	himself	repeatedly	warned	against	this	kind	of	radicalism	(Akhavan	Kazemi,	2009).	
Such	an	internal	confrontation	was	manifested	in	the	idea	of	“moving	beyond	Khatami”	
amongst	radical	factions	of	the	movement.	As	a	result,	the	coalition	widely	legitimized	and	
agreed	upon	restricting	the	reformist	movement,	banning	liberal	newspapers,	and	
disqualifying	candidates	for	parliamentary	elections.	This	clampdown	on	dissent	led	to	
increasing	political	apathy	among	the	movement’s	advocates	who	had	great	hope	for	
subsequent	victories	and	rapid	changes	in	economic,	social,	and	political	conditions	in	Iran.	
	
	
Intellectual	Radicalism	
	
One	of	the	other	aspects	of	radicalism	in	the	reformist	movement	was	the	intellectual	
aspect.	The	reformist	discourse	included	divergent	goals	and	objectives.	Some	factions	
sought	to	stay	committed	to	Islamic	principles	by	establishing	a	democratic	system	
compatible	with	religion	through	conceptualizing	an	adaptable	interpretation	of	Islam	with	
pillars	of	modernity.	On	the	other	hand,	some	factions	tried	to	fully	westernize	and	
secularize	the	society	by	being	outspoken	against	popular	Islamic	principles	and	traditions.	
These	secular	activists	were	the	most	radical	advocates	of	reformist	movement.	Such	radical	
attitudes	were	the	Achilles'	heel	of	the	Reformist	movement,	because	it	caused	fierce	
reactions	on	the	part	of	other	movements	and	large	factions	in	the	society.	
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The	intellectual	radicalism	of	the	Reformist	movement	created	severe	challenges	for	this	
movement	because	it	made	the	movement	seen	as	having	conflicts	with	traditional	and	
religious	norms	of	the	Iranian	society.	Questioning	the	legitimacy	of	Shiite	clergies	in	
political	domains,	the	authenticity	of	Revelation	and	traditional	interpretation	of	Islam	and	
different	conceptions	of	Shiite	history	(the	predominant	form	of	Islam	among	Iranian	
people),	relativism	about	religious	epistemology,	opposition	to	the	sanctity	of	Revelation	
and	seeking	a	secular	attitude	were	all	among	the	radical	aspects	of	Iranian	Reformism.	This	
radicalism	is	best	evident	in	the	sentence	“God	can	be	criticized	too”	which	was	then	a	
famous	sentence	among	Reformists.	The	Iranian	society	and	the	power	structure	(which	
used	religion	and	tradition	as	a	backbone)	widely	resisted	this	radicalism	and	as	a	result	the	
Reformist	movement	was	legitimately	ousted	from	power	in	2005.		
	
In	sum,	a	combination	of	political	and	intellectual	radicalism	set	the	background	for	the	
failure	of	Reformism	in	Iranian	society82.	The	reformist	movement	was	substantially	suffered	
mainly	from	an	entrenched	naivety	amongst	the	movement	about	the	socio-political	
context	of	Iranian	society	and	an	underestimation	of	the	level	and	size	of	reaction	that	their	
aggressive	radicalism	could	arise.	
	
Conclusion	
	
The	contemporary	history	of	Iran	shows	that	the	conflict	between	tradition	and	modernity	
has	been	part	of	Iran’s	society	with	one	or	the	other	having	the	upper	hand	at	different	
periods	of	time,	but	never	able	to	sustain	its	position.	This	situation	can	be	a	sinewy	
condition	of	the	confrontation	of	tradition	and	modernity,	which	moves	towards	its	
equilibrium	point.	The	continuation	of	such	a	conflict	involves	this	social	learning	that	social	
forces	recognize	each	other	and	in	some	way	these	two	situations	cannot	easily	be	
eliminated	from	the	political	and	social	scene	of	Iran.	
	
On	the	other	hand,	Iranian	leaders	are	also	finding	out	that	for	better	governance	and	
improvement	of	the	economic	and	political	conditions,	it	is	better	to	have	a	balance	
between	these	two	movements.	As	a	result,	the	democratic	institutions	are	established	in	
Iran	and	the	right	to	self-determination	on	the	ballot	box	has	become	the	main	strategy	of	
all	political	movements.	Civil	liberties	are	recognized,	in	particular,	to	young	people,	and,	on	
the	other	hand,	the	institution	of	religion	continues	to	have	sufficient	power	in	the	pillars	of	
power	and	social	construction.	This	balancing	requires	time	to	achieve	its	equilibrium	and	
sustainability.	For	example,	after	the	decline	of	reformist	movement	by	Ahmadinejad’s	
presidency,	the	traditionalist	movements	were	able	to	get	the	pillars	of	power.	But	due	to	
the	expansion	of	the	radical	space	in	favor	of	the	tradition,	this	movement	also	has	seen	its	
decline.	From	the	synthesis	of	modern	reforms	and	fundamental	traditionalist	movements,	
the	moderate	form	of	reformism	has	recently	emerged	in	the	form	of	clergy	Hassan	
Rouhani’s	political	campaign	and	administrative	machine.	
	
From	studying	Iranian	Reformist	case,	it	could	be	argued	that	it	would	be	almost	impossible	
to	democratize	institutions	and	to	expand	the	civil	liberties	in	a	society,	unless	taking	
carefully	into	consideration	the	social	and	political	sensitivities	of	that	society.	In	Iran,	the	

																																																													
82	As	a	clear	political	implication,	the	president	Rouhani’s	campaign	tried	to	frame	his	moderation	political	
approach	in	opposite	side	of	radicalism.		
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Shiite	interpretation	of	Islam	and	its	institutions	are	still	the	still	widely	dominant	across	
different	aspects	of	the	society.	In	such	a	well	institutionalized	socio-political	context	with	a	
set	of	centuries-old	religious	and	traditional	structures	in	place,	it	seems	too	simplistic	to	
expect	a	quick	multifaceted	social	shift	towards,	particularly	controversial	aspects	of,	
western	modernity	to	happen.	This	piece	of	work	tried	to	show	how	the	dominance	of	
radical	factions	within	Iranian	Reformists	facilitated	a	widespread	concern	amongst	political	
elites	as	well	as	the	public	at	large	about	huge	polarization	risk	in	the	way	of	such	a	radical	
social	and	political	shifts.	This	inevitable	political	backlash	has	been	seen	here	as	the	main	
reason	behind	the	movement	full	collapse	in	2005	presidential	election	and	subsequent	
social	developments.			
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THE	NURTURING	OF	DEMOCRATIC	ETHOS:	THE	
CHALLENGES	OF	EMPOWERING	DEMOCRATIC	IDEAS	
IN	MALAY-INDONESIAN	SOCIETIES	
	
Azhar	Ibrahim		
	

A	close	diagnosis	that	discovers	the	causes	of	the	disease,	no	matter	how	painful	
and	horrible	it	may	be,	is	the	only	way	to	prescribe	the	appropriate	and	effective	
cure	for	it.	Democracy	today	is	that	cure;	it	is	a	basic	demand	and	one	of	the	
essentials	of	our	age.	

	

Mohammad	Abed	al-Jabri	

	

Introduction	

	

Generally,	we	put	more	premiums	on	political	leadership	to	bear	the	democratic	cast.	
Throughout	history,	innumerable	leaders	have	spoken	of	the	virtues	of	democracy.	Today	
many	state	and	political	leaderships	invariably	claim	that	their	actions	and	policies	are	part	
of	the	democratic	will,	and	that	their	commitment	to	democracy	ensures	the	welfare	of	the	
people.	In	many	states	under	authoritarian	and	corrupt	regimes	a	decimated	and	mutilated	
democracy	prevails.		The	challenge	in	many	developing	societies,	especially	in	Muslim	
nations,	is	ensuring	the	working	of	democracy	in	all	sense	of	the	terms.	In	some	cases,	
democracy	has	totally	no	appeal,	prestige,	and	it	is	even	seen	as	the	epitome	of	Western	
intrusion	and	imposition.		

	

The	discussion	in	this	paper	will	focus	on	the	experiences	of	Indonesian	and	Malaysian	
Muslim	societies	on	discoursing	of	democracy,	where	a	comparative	assessment	made	
should	point	towards	the	importance	of	empowering	democratic	ethos	via	cultural,	
intellectual	and	educational	means.	It	is	indeed	a	historical	blessing	in	a	context	where	
Muslims	democrats	rise	to	the	occasion	inspiring	and	infusing	democracy	in	their	society.	
But	often	the	meteoric	rise	of	such	democrats	normally	could	not	be	sustained	for	long	if	
there	are	no	supportive	institutions,	tradition	and	actors	that	could	be	the	vanguard	of	
promoting	democracy.	Indeed,	this	warrants	for	the	emergence	of	democratic	Muslim	
public	as	the	best	bet	for	the	acculturation	and	socialization	of	democratic	ethos.			

	

This	paper	argues	that	the	emergence	of	Muslim	democrats	in	the	political	scene	could	only	
have	significant	meaning	if	we	take	concrete	actions	in	the	nurturing	of	Muslim	public	that	
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are	democratically	empowered.		This	empowerment	could	well	infuse	via	educational	
institutions,	cultural	arts,	civil	societies,	mass	organizations,	mass	media	and	workers’	
unions.	If	our	idea	and	hope	for	Muslim	democrat	is	only	confine	or	primarily	refers	to	
personality	in	the	political	position,	we	should	not	expect	an	extensive	impact,	no	matter	
how	charismatic	the	figure	is.	The	best	bet	for	guaranteeing	democracy	lies	in	its	organic	
growth	amongst	the	people.	“Democracy	is	a	project,”	noted	to	Sheldon	S	Wolin	that	is	
“concerned	with	the	political	potentialities	of	ordinary	citizens,	that	is	with	their	possibilities	
for	becoming	political	beings	through	the	self-discovery	of	common	concerns	and	of	modes	
of	action	for	realizing	them.”	83	Democratic	ethos	and	space	could	best	begin	from	our	own	
backyard	or	milieu	rather	than	from	lofty	ideals.	As	Wolin	puts	it	aptly:			

	

“democracy’s	best	hopes	lie	at	the	local	level	of	state,	county,	and	municipality.	In	
those	locations	the	tempo	of	politics	is	slower,	the	opportunities	to	stop	and	think	
more	numerous,	and	the	possibilities	for	meaningful	participation	greater.	Participation	
takes	time	because,	unlike	bureaucratic	decisions,	democratic	decisions	are	‘arrived	at’	
rather	than	‘made’.	Moreover,	because	the	consequences	are	immediate	rather	than	
abstract,	decisions	depend	upon	eliciting	cooperation	and	agreement	among	familiars	
who	are	not	necessarily	similars,	but	who	are	individuals	and	groups	living	together	and	
sharing	familiar	though	not	necessarily	similar	circumstances.	While	participation	slows	
time,	it	does	not	annihilate	it.	Time	is	preserved	in	civic	memory	–	of	achievements	and	
failures,	disasters	and	triumphs,	pride	and	shame.”84	

	

Democracy	as	a	learning	process	and	experimentation	therefore	is	not	a	ready-made	
package,	nor	to	be	imported	and	implemented	straight	away.	Democracy	could	never	be	
effectively	entrenched	in	a	society	if	it	is	only	the	business	of	the	few.		To	rely	and	expect	
heavily	on	political	democrat,	therefore,	will	not	be	wise	nor	suffice.	While	many	could	
articulate	the	virtue	and	efficacy	of	democracy,	not	many	would	spend	time	and	efforts	
towards	planning	and	executing	the	act	of	nurturing	and	developing	democracy	in	the	realm	
of	education,	culture	and	the	arts.	Similarly,	while	many	think-tanks	busied	with	trends	of	
electoral	votes;	and	political	scientists	theorizing	the	democratic	processes	and	systems	--	
the	educational	sector,	including	the	cultural	arts	seems	to	be	devoid	of	concerns	over	the	
fate	and	affairs	of	democratic	climate,	even	if	there	are	those	who	articulate	them,	for	it	
remains	in	small	coteries	of	concerned	artists,	literati	and	intellectuals.		

	

If	the	people	only	hear	about	democracy	during	election	campaign,	that	suffice	to	signal	the	
underdeveloped	condition	of	the	society	when	it	comes	to	democratic	literacy.	It	is	not	too	
far	fetch	to	say	that	while	we	can	easily	establish	democratic	process	in	the	political	system,	
this	is	definitely	no	guarantee	that	democratic	ethos	could	be	sustained	and	expanded.	This	
warrant	serious	efforts	in	nurturing	democratic	ethos	via	educative	means	as	mentioned	

																																																													
83	Sheldon	S	Wolin,	“Fugitive	Democracy,”	Constellations	vol.	no.	1,	1994,	pp.	11-25	

84	Sheldon	S	Wolin,	“Agitated	times,”	parallax	vol.11,	no.	4,	2005,	pp.	2-11	
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earlier.		In	the	realm	of	public	discourse	and	academic	scholarship,	and	even	in	public	
schools,	we	can	see	a	growing	interest	in	deliberating	on	the	subject	of	democracy,	
especially	inIndonesia,	which	reflects	a	growing	democratization	fervour	in	the	post-
Reformasi	era.	85	

	

The	discourse	on	democracy	in	Indonesia,	in	particular	regarding	Indonesian	Muslim	
intellectuals,86	ulamas,87	political	process88,		could	be	easily	cited,	both	conducted	by	local	89	
and	overseas	scholarship.90	Reflective	pieces,	such	as	philosophical	discussions91	and	by	
local	activisms92	generally	demonstrate	the	wider	discursive	interest	on	democracy.	Even	
the	concern	for	democratic	education	is	quite	pronounced.93	Amongst	non-Muslims	
Indonesian,	the	interest	in	deliberating	democracy	is	equally	forceful.94	While	in	many	parts	
of	the	world	where	the	call	for	the	imposition	of	Shariah	as	opposed	to	democracy	is	often	
being	heard,	we	can	see	in	Indonesia	the	reverse	–	that	is	the	call	for	democratization	of	
Shariah	ideas	and	conceptualization,	rather	than	simply	the	call	for	Shariah	

																																																													
85	In	Indonesian	national	schools,	the	concept	of	democracy	is	inserted	into	the	discussion	on	religion	and	society.	Democracy	as	a	concept	
starts	to	be	introduced	at	Junior	High	School	level	(SMP)	in	Indonesia.	In	the	Islamic	religious	knowledge	democracy	is	one	of	the	basic	
values	that	are	also	the	command	in	the	Quran	as	exemplified	in	the	verses	of	Asy	Syura	38	and	Ali	Imran	159.	As	such	students	at	their	
young	age	are	socialized	with	the	idea	that	democracy	is	one	of	the	attributes	of	the	faithful.”		
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implementation.95		Of	course,	there	are	also	some	quarters	that	reject	the	very	idea	and	
implementation	of	democracy,	insisting	that	it	is	a	practice	of	kufr.	Some	rightist	religious	
groups	oppose	democracy	upfront,	insisting	that	a	democratic	state	is	not	in	line	with	
command	of	Shariah.	As	Ahmad	Syafii	Maarif	correctly	observed:		

	

“While	there	are	many	Muslims	who	want	to	establish	a	functioning	democratic	system	
in	Indonesia,	there	are	also	those	who	oppose	this	idea.	There	is	even	a	handful	of	
Muslims	who	denounce	democracy	and	the	nation-state	concept,	calling	them	a	failure.	
They	prefer	a	caliphate	system	based	on	practices	in	the	post-khulafaur	ar-rasyidin	era	
(632-661	AD);	ideas	that	could	only	result	in	an	authoritarian,	despotic,	and	dynastic	
structure.	While	it	is	important	not	to	dismiss	a-historical	views	like	these	for	the	sake	
of	healthy	discourse,	it	is	clear	this	system	would	do	little	to	better	the	lives	of	many	
Muslims,	who	have	long	been	manipulated	at	the	whims	of	their	anti-democratic	and	
power-hungry	leaders.”	96	

	

Generally,	in	Malaysian	Malay-Muslim	discourse,	democracy	is	rarely	given	a	premium	
stake,	nor	is	the	commonly	taken	up	within	the	Muslim	religious	and	intellectual	circles,	
although	we	could	find	related	clamour	for	social	justice,	gender	rights,	pluralism	and	the	
call	for	reforms	by	some	progressive	groups.	The	current	interest	on	wasatiya,	(moderation)	
shows	the	call	on	those	ideas	of	social	justice	and	the	like.	But	an	obvious	absence	is	the	
very	topic	of	democracy	itself.97	With	the	exception	of		a	few,	in	the	writings	of	many	Malay-
Muslims	intellectuals,	academics	and	intelligentsias,	the	theme	of	democracy	is	hardly	given	
prominence,	or	even	mentioned	in	many	Malaysian	Malay	books	that	discussed	on	the	
issues	of	politics	and	political	culture,	leadership,	intellectual	and	cultural	matters.98	There	
are	of	course	specific	titles	published	on	democracy	but	they	are	very	much	expository	
textbook-like,	without	much	fervour	in	championing	democracy.99	There	are	of	course	NGOs	
and	think	tank	that	projected	interest	on	democracy	but	the	numbers	are	very	small.100	
Although	in	the	Malaysian	Rukun	Negara	there	are	suffice	preamble	given	to	democracy,	
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this	has	hardly	becomes	the	forefront	in	mainstream	Malaysian	political	and	cultural		
discourse.		It	is	interesting	to	note	while	democracy	or	musyawarah	is	pronounced	in	the	
Indonesian	state	ideology	of	Pancasila,	(Five	Guiding	Principles	of	the	Nation)	the	same	
could	not	be	found	in	general	exposition	on	the	Rukun	Negara.		

	

	

	

The	Challenges	of	Nurturing	Democracy	

	

The	efforts	of	nurturing	democracy	are	essentially	educative	endeavours.	While	democratic-
citizenship	education	as	well	as	public	education	in	instilling	democratic	values	is	important	
in	itself,	it	will	be	naïve	if	we	solely	rely	on	them.	There	are	several	challenges	that	are	worth	
mentioning	here.		Foremost	is	the	hegemony	of	power	politics,	where	political	parties	and	
political	elites	have	sole	dominance	in	shaping	and	determining	the	political	discourse,	
including	the	very	meaning	and	scope	of	democracy.		Hence	the	engagement	of	democratic	
ideas	and	practice	outside	the	political	circle	remains	timid	and	underdeveloped.	Second,	is	
the	absence	of	active	intellectual	discourse	in	society,	where	critical	concepts	such	as	
democracy	is	given	attention	as	part	of	its	discursive	engagement,	both	made	in	academic	
and	public	arena.	Third,	is	the	passivity	of	social	groupings	and	institutions	where	apolitical	
position	and	conservative	sentiment	sets	in	and	persists.	Democracy	in	this	case	is	primarily	
confine	to	purely	political	matters,	and	many	refrains	from	indulging	in	it	for	fear	being	
accused	of	being	“political”	or	anti-establishment.		Fourth	is	educational	rigidity	where	
critical	literacy	and	democratic	citizenship	are	avoided	as	it	is	perceived	as	political	intrusion	
into	the	educational	realms.	Instead	of	democratic	citizenship	education,	we	see	emphasis	
on	character	building	and	social	discipline	in	its	place,	with	a	political	conservatism	in	its	
thrust.		Fifth,	is	the	persistency	of	religious	exclusivism,	especially	when	the	religious	
matters	are	understood	in	its	formalized	version.	In	fact,	religious	tradition,	in	the	name	of	
securing	its	authenticity	is	deemed	as	having	no	business	with	democracy	or	that	it	is	far	
more	superior	that	this	human	endeavour.		Sixth,	is	the	neo-liberal	ideology	that	are	
dominating	society,	where	market	rules	and	elitism	are	deemed	as	the	natural	way	for	
society	to	progress	and	develop,	and	the	rights	of	the	few,	namely	capitalists	entrepreneurs,	
who	have	the	rights	to	maximize	profits,	even	at	the	expense	of	the	larger	society.			

	

Lastly,	the	rhetoric	of	democratic	claims	that	have	been	made	by	various	ruling	regimes	and	
parties,	including	amongst	the	religious	circles.	Authoritarian	rule	which	led	to	mass	
economic	deprivation,	and	the	long	years	of	educational	neglect,	eventually	led	to	low	
political	literacy,	accentuated	by	elitist	politics	in	power.	Ahmad	Syafii	Maarif	lamented	on	
the	type	of	leadership	in	power	who	are	“blind	to	morality	and	responsibility”	and	that	elite	
politics	dominated	by	this	type	of	personality	would	be	the	great	hindrance	to	
democracy.101		Repressive	state	apparatus,	which	curb	the	fundamental	human	rights	is	the	
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most	serious	challenge	to	democratic	voice.	Ironically,	there	are	democratically	elected	
government	and	parties	claiming	to	be	democratic.	But	when	it	comes	to	power	challenge,	
they	often	acted	undemocratically	in	many	ways.	An	Indonesian	writer	aptly	noted:	“Seems	
like,	in	our	efforts	towards	democracy,	we	do	not	give	an	opportunity	or	space	for	differing	
views,	regardless	whether	it	is	Islam	or	Communism,	which	(both)	are	regarded	as	the	
threat	to	the	nation’s	integrity.	102	

	

It	is	not	uncommon	that	we	heard	amongst	the	religious	circles	that	keep	claiming	that	
Muslims	have	a	better	version	of	“democracy”	in	the	form	of	musyawarah.	In	many	cases	
such	a	discussion	is	no	more	than	an	anxiety	to	demonstrate	the	comprehensiveness	of	the	
Islamic	thought,	rather	than	the	interest	to	promote	democracy	itself.	Islam	to	them	is	
superior	than	any	other	systems,	especially	when	they	keep	harping	on	the	excesses	of	
Western	secular	democracies,	including	their	imperialistic	attempts	to	impose	their	notion	
of	democracy	on	Muslim	nations.	Of	course,	we	can	always	dismiss	the	imposition	of	
Western	type	of	democracy	to	our	local	context	but	this	should	never	be	an	excuse	for	a	
relativistic	position.			

	

Another	related	challenge	is	when	the	political	Islamists	and	the	dominant	elites	are	making	
use	of	religious	appeals	and	symbolism	in	order	to	secure	their	own	political	interests.	
Masdar	Hilmy	spoke	of	“politics	of	sublimation”,	where	certain	elite	strategize	their	
domination	via	manipulating	the	religious	sentiments	of	the	people:		

	

“The	religion	that	ought	to	buttress	the	civilizational	idealism	and	universal	human	
values	have	been	hijacked	for	profane	goals	that	are	‘narrow’,	‘shallow’,	and	libidinal.	
One	of	the	interpretations	of	why	some	elite	still	exploit	the	religion	for	their	political	
interest	is	due	to	the	motive	of	‘sublimation	of	politics’.	It	is	a	tactic	and	strategy	of	
politics	to	distract	the	public	eyes	from	the	false,	fake,	and	deceptive	realities.	Such	
falsification	could	well	be	the	inability	to	deliver	what	they	are	supposed	to	be	doing	or	
there	is	a	tendency	to	cover	several	weaknesses	and	deficiencies.		Therefore,	the	
sublimation	of	politics	is	a	distraction	strategy	to	make	a	idkhal	al-surur	(to	entertain)	
the	public	eyes.	Through	sublimation	of	politics,	some	of	the	elites	hope	that	they	could	
satisfy	the	sentimentalism	and	primordialism	of	the	people	in	a	country	that	is	strongly	
religious.”103	

	

By	noting	the	above	challenges,	it	does	not	mean	we	are	pessimistic	of	democracy.	
Recognising	those	challenges	should	point	to	our	commitment	in	overcoming	it,	that	is	
addressing	areas	which	we	could	improve	or	develop.	If	we	are	serious	in	addressing	these	
challenges,	this	should	point	us	what	could	be	done	next,	which	means	the	potentiality	and	
possibility,	if	we	are	determined	in	achieving	it.	Simply	put,	nurturing	democratic	ethos	is	
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not	an	impossibility	nor	it	is	to	be	delivered	by	grace	or	fate.	It	is	a	human	endeavor	that	
requires	a	strong	political	and	educative	will,	planning	and	constant	engagement.		

	

Ways	to	Nurture	Democratic	Ethos	

	

Nurturing	democratic	ethos	requires	a	multi-pronged	approach.	Certainly,	education	is	one	
of	them,	where	democratic	citizenship	could	be	one	of	the	foundational	exposures,	or	
incorporated	into	the	course	on	critical	literacy	in	schools.	The	very	act	of	nurturing	is	for	
empowering	democratic	ideas	in	public	sphere,	as	integral	in	the	life	of	community	and	the	
bigger	society	as	a	whole.		Kuntowijoyo,	a	leading	Indonesian	Muslim	intellectual	spoke	of	
the	political	education	that	should	give	rise	to	democratic	personality.	He	elaborates:		

	

“Democratic	personality	is	could	only	be	attained	with	political	education.	The	formal	
political	education,	through	indoctrination,	will	never	create	a	democratic	personality	
because	in	formal	education	there	will	often	be	symbolic	manipulation	to	give	the	
legitimacy	to	the	authority.	More	importantly	for	political	education	is	the	mobilization	
of	all	national	symbols,	such	as	history,	art,	literature,	and	language.		This	includes	the	
role	of	exchange	of	thought	through	free	speech	that	stimulates	the	democratic	
personality.	Democratic	personality	demands	the	different	opinion	and	interest,	the	
understanding	rights	and	responsibility,	and	the	importance	of	order	and	freedom	not	
just	on	individual	level,	but	also	in	the	social	life.”104	

	

However,	the	affirmation,	utterances	and	expressions	alone	are	not	enough.	It	must	be	
translated	into	concrete	actions	and	planning.	Devising	pedagogical	curriculum	for	schools,	
and	socio-cultural	programmes	thorough	cultural	and	literary	arts	are	important	efforts.	
Therefore,	educative	efforts	must	be	given	serious	attention,	such	that	there	are	ample	
reading	materials,	either	promoted	or	translated	into	the	local	languages.	Essays	writing	and	
oratorical	competitions	on	the	theme	of	democracy,	as	well	as	the	discursive	exhibitions,	
could	be	amongst	the	activities	that	are	regularly	carried	out	in	society,	especially	for	the	
young.		

	

Religious	education	too	must	take	up,	at	least	in	the	form	of	affirming	the	significance	of	
human	dignity,	social	justice,	equality,	rule	of	law	which	all	part	of	the	constituents	of	
democracy.	The	role	of	progressive	religious	discourse	is	therefore	important	in	promoting	
the	ideas	of	democratic	spirit	in	Muslims’	life	and	values.	Obviously,	the	role	of	religion	is	
not	the	only	factor	to	ensure	democracy,	but	at	least	its	non-rejectionist	stance	on	
democracy	will	render	the	latter	to	be	more	easily	accepted	and	defended	for.		
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This	nurturing	could	only	be	possible	if	we	ensure	democratic	ideas	to	be	the	integral	part	of	
the	cultural	and	social	life.	A	democratically	engaging	Muslim	public,	where	the	democratic	
ethos	is	evolving,	could	itself	be	a	counter	force	against	any	undemocratic	and	authoritarian	
postures	amongst	the	leadership.	Often	anti-democratic	forces	are	well	equipped	and	
technologically	savvy	in	appropriating	the	social	media	to	disseminate	their	conservative	
views,	which	already	made	its	presence	explicitly	via	political	parties.	In	other	words,	
engaging	and	scrutinizing	anti-democratic	ideas	in	our	midst	becomes	imperative.	This	
means	the	annunciation	and	denunciation	must	come	side	by	side.	Advocating	it	alone	will	
be	sufficed,	until	we	are	equally	serious	in	scrutinizing	and	criticizing	anti-democratic	and	
authoritarian	tendency.					

	

Affirmation	of	Democracy	

	

The	role	of	prominent	intellectuals	is	pertinent	in	affirming	the	primacy	and	significance	of	
democracy.		To	Mohammad	Hatta,	who	was	one	of	the	founding	fathers	of	the	Indonesian	
republic,	often	emphasize	kedaulatan	rakyat	(people	sovereignty)	which	comprises	of	
political	democracy	and	economic	democracy.	In	essence,	it	has	a	strong	element	of	
collectivism	and	not	individualism	of	liberal	democracy.	Hatta	was	convinced	that	such	
democratic	collectivism	was	in	line	with	the	traditional	culture	of	the	people.	

	

“Democracy	is	not	just	a	rule	of	the	game	in	institutional	formality,	but	to	create	a	
democratic	tradition	that	are	really	alive	amongst	the	people.	The	authority	that	has	
been	in	power	in	the	government	for	very	long,	like	in	many	countries,	obviously	are	
not	democratic	even	if	there	are	rule	of	institutions	that	are	observed.	Without	
developing	the	democratic	tradition	within	these	institutions,	the	claim	of	the	leaders	
that	democracy	is	already	created	in	their	country	via	regular	elections,	obviously	a	
violation	to	the	idea	of	democracy	itself.”105	

	

Democracy	calls	for	empowerment	of	the	people.	“The	main	point	of	democratization”	
according	to	Abdul	Munir	Mulkhan	“is	the	provision	of	opportunities	for	the	culture	to	grow	
or	the	autonomous	community	to	solve	their	own	problems.	Democratization	should	be	
defined	and	functioned	as	the	empowerment	and	not	the	bureaucratization	that	will	bring	
the	opposite	effect.”	106	Obviously,	this	empowerment	requires	a	multi-dimensional	
approaches	where	political	education	points	to	a	more	substantive	and	critical	issues,	rather	
than	relying	on	emotional	appeal.	“It	is	the	time	for	Indonesia	to	rise	and	build	a	civilized	
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democracy.	It	should	be	a	democracy	that	built	on	the	foundation	of	critical-rationality,	
honesty,	wisdom,	and	chivalry.”	107		

	

To	Mohamad	Sobary,	democracy	is	not	simply	lofty	ideals	to	be	inscribed	in	the	constitution	
and	the	nation’s	philosophy.	It	must	be	made	to	work	for	the	people.	

	

“In	itself	it	has	no	use.	Democracy	that	does	not	ease	the	people’s	effort	to	find	
employment	and	which	do	not	allowed	the	price	of	rice	to	be	within	the	mean	of	the	
poor,	why	then	it	should	be	given	recognition?	Democracy	which	does	not	brings	about	
happiness	must	be	reformulated	carefully	and	wisely.	If	democracy	obviously	
aggravates	the	life	of	the	people,	the	leaders	should	then	take	the	initiative	to	address	
it.	Life	is	more	important	than	democracy,	which	often	means	a	long-winded	
procedure,	far	from	the	spirit	to	improve	the	life	of	the	people.”108	

	

Consistently,	we	come	across	the	insistence	that	democracy	should	not	be	equated	only	to	
electoral	or	governmental	procedure.	Instead	it	should	be	seen	in	a	dynamic	system	where	
it	could	generate	“criticism	and	improvement	based	on	the	principle	of	openness	and	the	
opportunity	of	experimenting…that	is	part	of	the	central	spirit	of	democracy	that	really	
central.”109	The	repeated	reminder	of	substantive	democracy	is	common:		

	

“The	substantial	democracy	is	a	democracy	that	could	encapsulate	the	wisdom	and	the	
moral	values	of	the	society	or	even	all	of	the	mankind,	so	as	to	become	of	‘humanizing’	
the	people.	When	society	agrees	to	reject	a	violence,	but	it	still	persist,	so	the	latter	is	
actually	undemocratic	and	contradicts	the	humanistic	moral	values.	Substantially,	Islam	
possesses	values	and	the	teaching	that	almost	no	different	with	that	point	of	view.”110	

	

Similarly,	Aswab	Mahasin	saw	that	the	fundamental	message	of	Islam	is	in	line	or	supports	
the	idea	of	democracy.	Moreover,	when	interpretation	of	religion	is	more	democratically	
nuanced,	and	supported	by	the	larger	Muslim	public,	this	augurs	well	for	democracy	to	be	
entrenched.	Since	there	is	no	church	in	Islam,	it	should	pave	the	way	for	democracy	to	have	
deeper	inroads	into	the	religious	life	of	the	people.111		

	

Democracy	demands	the	establishment	of	democratic	culture	amongst	the	people.	
Abdurrahman	Wahid	criticized	the	claims	of	leaders	that	democracy	is	being	practiced	as	
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demonstrated	by	regular	elections.112	Rumadi	similarly	points	out	“Democracy	is	not	just	
structural	matters,	but	more	importantly,	the	creation	of	a	democratic	tradition	in	our	
life.”113But	this	endeavour	is	circumscribed	by	the	fact	that	certain	Muslim	religious	
understanding	and	interpretations		

	

“We	must	accept	that	so	far,	we	have	regarded	democracy	as	structural	matter	than	
pertaining	to	tradition	and	culture	…	Islamic	tradition	is	not	a	democratic	tradition,	
even	though	the	principles	of	the	Islamic	teaching	containing		democratic	values…	The	
recognition	for	human	rights,	including	on	‘religious	conversion’	are	obstructed	by	
certain	Islamic	doctrinal	teaching.	Likewise,	on	religious	pluralism	which	some	of	
Muslims	still	understood	it	as	doctrinal	threat.”114	

	

While	Rumadi	points	to	some	inhibitions,	others	like	Amien	Rais	affirmed	that	democracy	is	
compatible	with	the	Islamic	teachings.	Three	points	deserve	mention.	Firstly,	the	Quranic	
command	that	Muslim	implement	musyawarah	in	order	to	solve	their	problems.	Second,	
historically	the	Prophet	Muhammad	observed	the	act	of	musyawarah	when	he	led	the	
Islamic	community.	Thirdly,	Muslims	are	enjoined	to	solve	their	dilemmas	and	problems.115	
But	it	is	important	to	note	that	the	attempts	at	drawing	from	religious	and	cultural	corpus	
are	indeed	a	creative	act.	But	a	critical	reading	to	the	tradition	itself	will	be	a	best	guide	to	
prevent	one	to	end	up	in	a	narcissistic	posture,	easily	claiming	that	Muslims	have	their	‘own’	
superior	democracy,	while	in	actual	realities	adopted	and	imposed	many	anti-democratic	
practices	in	their	own	society.		

	

If	some	Muslim	intellectuals	and	writers	attempts	at	length	in	justifying	the	compatibility	of	
Islam	and	democracy,	others	like	Gusdur	considered	is	as	not	relevant	no	any	significance	to	
be	justified.	His	position	is	that	Muslims	need	a	strong	affirmation	on	democracy.	But	this	
requires	the	transformation	of	the	religious	tradition,	with	a	strong	commitment	for	the	
welfare	and	importance	of	humanity.	His	said:	“Religion	can	contribute	to	democratization,	
when	it	has	a	liberation	character.”	Overall	Gusdur	emphasized	democratization	as	cultural	
process	in	society	and	not	just	a	political	process.	While	we	can	build	democratic	
institutions,	it	is	no	guarantee	that	we	can	nurture	democratic	institutions.	This	is	
paramount	for	democratic	society	is	to	be	developed.116	
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Ahmad	Suhaedy	speaks	of	the	need	to	have	optimism	in	democracy	while	some	circle	of	
accomodationist	need	the	qualification	on	the	use	of	democracy,	Suhaedy	is	confident	in	
affirming	democracy.			

	

“In	the	religious	parlance,	democracy	is	a	wasilah	or	means,	and	not	goals	(ghaya)	or	an	
end.	And	the	ultimate	ends	of	Islam	is	the	establishment	of	social	justice	and	equality	
among	the	people.	This	is	‘the	meeting	point’	of	Islam	and	democracy.	Democracy	is	
the	best	way,	amongst	many	other	ways,	to	reach	that	goal.	But	the	application	of	
procedural	democracy	does	not	automatically	result	in	the	realization	of	Islamic	ideals.	
It	needs	substance	more	than	procedures…	how	Muslims	appropriates	democracy	to	
strengthen	the	civil	society.”117		

	

Democracy	requires	collective	participation.	It	is	a	process,	rather	than	a	resolved	position	
that	simply	needs	to	be	carried	out.		Best	it	is	seen	as	an	open	ideology	that	“opens	the	door	
for	change	and	development…it	is	able	to	auto-correct	itself	towards	a	better	position.”	118	
Most	importantly,	assert	Nurcholish,	this	openness	contains	the	meaning	of	freedom.		

	

“And	the	logic	of	freedom	is	responsibility.	Someone	is	called	free	if	he	can	do	
something	that	he	wants	it	based	on	his	own	choice	and	consideration,	so	that	the	
person	logically	could	be	expected	to	responsibility	of	his	own	act.	Someone	that	do	
something	based	on	pressure	(from	outside	)	automatically	cannot	be	expected	to	
assume	responsibility.”	119	

	

In	short,	the	universal	values	as	enjoined	in	democracy	resonates	well	with	what	some	
Muslims	would	call	political	spirituality	or	political	piety,	instead	of	simply	linking	the	Islamic	
political	thought	with	the	concept	Islamic	state.	The	cornerstone	of	Islamic	values	that	
support	democracy	is	the	equality	and	dignity	of	mankind.	The	role	of	mass	Muslim	
organizations	is	vital	in	the	process	of	democratization.	For	democracy	to	move	forward	in	
Indonesia	it	requires	the	alliance	of	various	forces	of	pro-democracy	from	the	Muslim	and	
non-Muslim	circles.	Similarly,	the	role	of	civil	society	and	LSM	(Self-help	Group).		As	long	as	
major	Muslim	organizations	could	be	convinced	of	the	efficacy	and	vitality	of	democracy,	
this	would	hold	greater	acceptance	of	democracy	in	the	future,	even	though	the	
formalization	of	Islam	is	increasingly	gaining	momentum	today.	We	need	today	more	voices	
of	democracy	in	the	public	sphere	to	become	part	of	the	socialization	of	democratic	
imagination	in	the	life	of	the	people.		
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After	all,	democracy	must	be	organically	connected	with	the	people.	Empowering	the	
people	must	be	part	of	the	strategy	of	entrenching	and	nurturing	democracy.	As	one	
Indonesian	essayist	critically	reflect:		

	

“The	leaders	are	not	always	democratic.	Democracy	is	indeed	important.	With,	
democracy,	we	are	protecting	the	people.	With	democracy	we	protect	our	citizens	who	
are	being	oppressed.	But	if	democracy	just	remains	at	the	lip	service	without	any	
clarity,	the	people’s	action	could	be	taken	without	any	consultation,	then	it	is	clear	that	
democracy	is	only	a	farce.	This	is	a	democracy	that	does	not	have	any	relation	with	the	
people.”120		

	

Overall	there	is	much	confidence	amongst	Indonesian	intellectuals	and	writers	in	regards	to	
the	presence	and	legitimacy	of	democracy.	Some	would	emphasize	that	religion	and	culture	
should	be	appropriated	to	nurture	and	enhance	democracy.		Religious	tradition,	understood	
in	a	progressive	lens,	could	be	a	vital	asset	or	foundation	for	democracy	to	develop	and	
expand:		

	

“Religion	should	not	be	prohibited	to	be	brought	into	democratic-political	arena.	But,	
the	dimension	that	religion	brings	into	it,	is	not	an	exoteric-symbolism	that	is	
superficial...	More	than	that,	the	aspect	that	religion	brings	with	it	the	spirit	of	
universal-esotericism	that	enjoins	every	single	man	to	respect	life,	celebrates	
differences,	restoring	our	common	sense,	while	conquering	other	forms	of	criminality,	
arrogance,	and	barbarity.	This	is	the	spirit	of	transformative-prophetic-liberation	of	
religion,	that	is	feasible	to	be	carried	out	into	every	single	democratic	phenomenon.”121	

	

Some	others	think	of	educational	and	bureaucratic	adjustment	in	the	promotion	of	
democracy.	Interestingly,	while	many	would	call	for	the	entrenchment	of	democracy,	they	
are	equally	concerned	of	the	anti-democratic	tendencies	that	could	be	found	in	their	
society.	This	is	indeed	commendable.	The	post-reformasi	era	in	Indonesia	saw	robust	
discussions	on	democracy	where,	limitations,	challenges	and	obstacles	are	deliberated	
openly.	Such	discursive	space	is	vital	for	the	democratic	imagination	to	prevail.		

	

Malaysian	Deliberation	on	Democracy	

	

While	there	are	robust	democratic	discourses	of	Islam	and	democracy	in	Indonesia,	the	
same	cannot	be	said	in	the	Malaysian	scene.	Generally,	the	discourse	on	democracy	
operates	within	a	formal	category	of	political	parties	and	its	power	maneuvering	including	
the	electoral	system,	the	press,	and	interest	or	pressure	groups.	One	noticeable	absence	is	
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the	critical	discussion	on	the	role	of	Islam	and	democracy	in	the	public	sphere,	while	in	the	
academia	it	is	mostly	theoretical	exercise.	This	is	no	surprise	as	Islamic	discourse	in	Malaysia	
is	very	much	circumscribed	by	state-control,	alongside	the	general	sentiment	of	political	and	
religious	conservatism.	The	parlances	of	democracy	hardly	visible	in	the	Islamic	Malay	
discourse	as	the	primary	focus	on	the	religious	discourse	still	remains	on	formalized	Islam.	

	

There	are	certainly	pressure	groups	in	Malaysia	that	advocate	for	democratic	freedom	of	
expression	and	political	participations.	However,	it	often	ends	up	like	seasonal	interest	
without	persistence	grounding	with	consistence	presence	in	the	public	sphere.	There	are	of	
course	few	public	intellectuals	that	spoke	actively	on	the	importance	of	democracy.	But	
generally	it	is	express	in	the	confines	of	political	expression.	While	the	democratic	
institution	such	as	electoral	system	is	being	carried	out	regularly,	with	the	electoral	
instrument	operated	quite	satisfactorily,	one	could	easily	notice	that	an	extensive	discourse	
on	democracy	like	those	in	Indonesia	is	not	to	be	found	in	Malaysia,	be	it	in	the	English	or	
Malay	medium.	This	scenario	speaks	very	much	on	the	level	and	extends	of	political	literacy	
as	well	as	intellectual	and	cultural	freedom	that	could	guarantee	it.		

	

It	is	interesting	in	the	Malaysian	case	to	see	the	perception	and	reception	of	democratic	
ideas	amongst	Muslim	circles,	especially	the	political	parties.	Generally,	the	ruling	BN	
government	led	by	UMNO	claimed	their	legitimacy	based	on	democratic	elections.	Unlike	in	
Indonesia	where	the	religious	circles	and	parties	deliberated	on	the	importance	of	
democracy	as	a	practice	and	discourse,	the	case	amongst	Malaysian	Muslim	are	not	
forthcoming	in	this	area.	The	Islamic	political	party	(PAS’)	commitment	to	democracy	was	
primarily	focus	on	electoral	participation,	as	its	primary	aims	is	to	secure	representative	
seats	in	the	federal	parliament	and	the	state	assemblies	to	form	government.	Beyond	that	
we	could	not	see	much	pronouncement	although	PAS	leader,	Abdul	Hadi	Awang	has	written	
a	book	on	Islam	and	Democracy.122	But	this	book	is	very	much	a	text-book	like,	perhaps	
showcasing	more	of	political	aims	and	strategy,	rather	than	a	deep	cultural	and	intellectual	
commitment.	To	political	Islamists,	embracing	democracy	is	a	kind	of	“moderation”	
departing	from	the	extremist	position	in	their	call	to	set	up	Islamic	State	via	use	of	force	or	
armed	struggle.	Parti	Amanah	Rakyat,	also	an	Islamic-based	party	has	also	articulated	their	
position	on	democracy,123	while	the	Selangor’s	government	think	tank	is	also	promoting	
democracy	as	part	of	their	intellectual	discourse.	124	

	

Perhaps	one	notable,	but	rather	an	early	expression	on	the	affirmation	of	democracy	by	a	
Malaysian	intellectual	came	from	Syed	Hussein	Alatas,	who	spoke	about	the	“socialistic	
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democracy	of	Islam”	which	points	to	the	importance	of	nurturing	a	type	of	personality	or	
the	conception	of	life	that	is	vital	to	the	democracy	and	society	itself:				

	

“We	find	now	that	the	Islamic	conception	of	democracy,	based	on	the	unity	of	God,	
freedom	and	solidarity,	contains	all	the	necessary	elements	of	a	progressive	society.	In	
its	social,	economic,	material	and	technical	sides	Islamic	democracy	has	very	much	in	
common	with	other	progressive	societies.	But	it	has,	however,	one	factor	which	raises	
it	distinctly	above	other	democratic	systems.	This	one	factor	is	its	conception	of	
personality.	Every	democratic	system	has	its	conception	of	personality	apart	from	
others.	This	is	its	turn	is	rooted	in	the	general	conception	of	life.”125		

	

Obviously,	it	is	naïve	when	one	assumes	that	with	democracy,	all	the	ills	and	predicaments	
of	the	society	and	nation	could	be	resolved.	The	challenge	of	many	developing	societies	is	
not	simply	to	erect	a	democratic	government	but	also	in	fighting	against	corruption,	a	factor	
that	could	explain	the	destruction	and	collapse	of	many	countries	in	the	world.		Alatas	also	
warned	that	some	discussions	that	attempt	to	correlate	democracy	with	other	concepts	
such	as	culture	and	religion	would	eventually	end	up	becoming	irrelevant	as	the	issues	of	
democracy	“evaporates”	in	the	midst	of	justifying	the	compatibility	of	those	concepts	with	
democracy	or	otherwise.126		

	

The	production	of	democratic	discourse	in	the	public	and	academic	setting	testified	the	
extent	of	which	democratic	discourse	and	the	level	of	advocacy	are	taking	place	in	society.	If	
only	political	parties	express	their	claims	and	expression	for	democracy	could	be	expected	in	
their	political	platform,	we	could	however	not	see	such	active	articulation	from	the	non-
political	actors.	While	democratic	education	is	not	uncommon	to	be	found	in	Indonesia,	
there	is	almost	a	clear	absence	in	Malaysia,	although	citizenship	education	has	been	
expressed	by	some	groups.	In	fact,	linking	religious	education	with	democracy	could	hardly	
be	imagined	in	Malaysia.	Likewise,	the	expression	for	democratic	economic	policies	as	well	
as	those	convictions	in	the	promotion	of	democracy	in	the	culture	and	artistic	circles.	In	the	
general	absence	of	such,	one	could	not	expect	the	empowerment	of	democratic	thinking	
and	values	unless	some	democratic	figures	or	institution	take	the	lead.	An	organic	
acculturation	of	democratic	values	and	practices	are	important	basics	for	the	democratic	
ethos	to	manifest	and	reveal.	There	are	of	course	in	Malaysian	Malay	discourse	there	are	
strong	advocate	for	social	justice,	equality,	plurality,	rule	of	law,	and	the	like,	even	though	
democracy	is	not	explicitly	express.		
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The	Will	and	Planning	for	Empowerment	

	

Today	Indonesia	is	the	largest	Muslim	nation	which	upholds	democratic	system	with	regular	
election	and	institutions.	Similarly	in	Malaysia,	regular	elections	are	still	being	held.	The	
voices	for	greater	democratization	in	both	countries	are	still	very	strong	and	consistent.		
This	in	its	self	a	very	significant	place	in	the	larger	Islamic	world.	The	rise	of	Muslim	
democrats,	political	institution	and	all	other	kind	of	cultural	and	educational	expressions	are	
some	of	the	interesting	development	that	taking	place	today,	and	the	Indonesian	Islam	
experiment	on	democracy	holds	a	promising	future.	This	is	important	as	a	way	to	dismiss	
the	kind	of	skepticism	on	many	quarters	on	the	compatibility	between	Islam	and	
democracy.	Going	beyond	that,	the	focus	today	should	be	on	nurturing	and	empowering	
democratic	tradition	and	ethos.		

	

The	empowerment	of	democratic	idea	obviously	requires	the	pervasive	present	of	discourse	
both	at	the	intellectual	and	popular	levels	which	supply	the	democratic	imagination	to	the	
people.	As	long	as	the	idea	of	democracy	remains	the	monopoly	of	political	figures,	the	
public	empowerment	would	not	be	possible.	We	need	to	recognize	that	democracy	is	best	
emerged	and	nurtured	in	a	local	particularity	(be	it	society	and	country	),	that	has	deep	
relevance	with	the	life	of	the	people.	This	is	where	it	is	important	to	relate	the	idea	of	
democracy	with	the	conception	of	life,	in	which	Alatas	has	elaborated	quite	well:		

	

“Every	conception	of	democracy	that	enters	the	human	mind,	is	not	something	that	
exists	by	itself,	but	a	part	of	a	wider	and	deeper	conception	of	life.	Behind	every	
conception	of	life,	containing	definite	values	and	ideals	corresponding	to	a	certain	
conception	of	human	nature.	Since	there	have	been	so	many	different	ways	of	life	that	
expressed	themselves	in	a	democratic	manner,	and	since	democracy	is	inseparable	
from	these	conceptions	of	life,	it	would	be	not	surprising	for	us	to	realize	that	there	is	
more	than	one	kind	of	democracy.	These	various	things	of	democracies	differ	in	many	
things	including	the	fundamental	principles	of	a	good	society.	But	they	all	agree	in	the	
following	points:	(1)	that	the	interest	of	the	community	are	above	the	state,	(2)	that	the	
few	who	shall	govern	the	community	must	have	the	consent	of	the	majority	and	that	
their	ascent	to	power	is	through	election,	(3)	that	the	minorities	which	differ	from	the	
majority	are	entitled	to	the	rights	of	existence,	(4)	that	the	dissensions	and	disputes	
between	groups	within	the	community	shall	be	settled	by	peaceful	means	such	as	
discussion	and	debates	which	shall	finally	end	with	decisions	by	means	of	voting.”127		

	

Such	conception	or	orientation	of	life	with	democratic	bearing	precisely	points	to	the	
importance	of	nurturing	democratic	imagination	in	society.	It	is	naïve	when	we	equate	the	

																																																													
127	Ibid.,		p.	10	



 123 

regular	operation	of	democratic	institutions	such	as	parliamentary	elections	with	those	
efforts	of	ensuring	democratic	political	and	civic	culture	at	the	forefront	at	the	public	and	
political	discourse.	This	obviously	calls	for	the	need	to	deliberate	on	the	challenges	and	
obstacles	of	nurturing	democracy.	The	presence	of	political	discourse	and	democracy	
however	is	no	automatic	guarantee	for	democracy	to	prevail.	The	discourse	floats	and	
mediates	ideas	to	be	potentially	appropriated	and	disseminated	by	various	agencies.	The	
discourse	in	itself	acts	as	a	form	of	critic	towards	any	kind	of	political	authoritarianism	and	
elitism.	The	empowerment	of	democratic	thinking	and	values	are	vital	for	democracy	to	be	
entrenched	in	the	process	of	political	majority	and	nation	building.		

	

After	all,	many	have	claimed	that	democracy	is	a	form	of	government	by	the	people	and	for	
the	people.	That	kind	of	political	structure	obviously	cannot	be	left	alone	to	political	parties	
and	personalities.	Thus,	the	empowerment	and	the	localizing	of	democracy	is	the	
fundamental	requirement	that	must	be	fulfilled,	guaranteed,	and	cherished.	Only	then	
democracy	has	a	meaningful	existential	presence.	It	is	never	an	impossibility.		
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DELIVERING	ON	PROMISES	TO	THE	MUSLIM	MIDDLE	
CLASS:	WHO’S	DELIVERING	TO	WHOM	
	

Elma	Berisha128	
	

	

A	certain	bifurcation	of	headlines	underscoring	what	seemed	to	be	contradictory	trends	
regarding	middle	class	caught	my	attention:	on	one	hand,	the	decline	of	the	middle	class	
lamented	in	most	developed	economies,	primarily	in	western	societies.	On	the	other	hand,	
the	exploding	growth	of	‘global	middle	class’	heralded	in	emergent	markets,	primarily	Asian	
societies.	‘America’s	middle	class:	An	endangered	species?’,	‘The	Strange	Death	of	the	
British	Middle	Class’,	‘The	Erosion	of	the	German	Middle	Class’,	‘Erratum	to:	Polarization	
and	the	decline	of	the	middle	class:	Canada	and	the	U.S’,	‘Middle	Class	Squeeze?	Social	Class	
and	Perceived	Financial	Hardship	in	Ireland,	2002-2012’,	‘The	Future	of	History:	Can	Liberal	
Democracy	Survive	the	Decline	of	the	Middle	Class?’	and	so	on	reads	the	long	line	of	
popular	media	and	research	papers’	headlines.	A	widely-shared	concern	is	spelled	over	
dwindling	of	what	is	commonly	deemed	as	the	great	stabilizing	force	in	Western	societies.	
Simultaneously	and	as	forcefully,	headlines	estimate	the	burgeoning	global	middle	class:	
‘The	Unprecedented	Expansion	of	the	global	middle	class’,	‘Globalisation	and	an	Emerging	
Global	Middle	Class’,	‘Welcome	to	the	Global	Middle-Class	Surge’,	‘Feeding	the	growing	
Middle	Class	without	Starving	the	Supply	Chain’.	It	it	noteworthy	that	both	of	these	
highlighted	trends	are	based	on	historical	data	for	the	past	few	decades,	as	much	as	on	
forecasted	estimates	in	the	upcoming	decades	(Figure	1	&	2).			

	

Figure	1.	Estimates	of	the	size	of	the	global	middle	class,	1950-2030	(billions)129	
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Another	classification	that	gives	a	more	succinct	presentation	of	middle-class	regional	
trends	between	1990-2008	would	be	according	to	Figure	2	below.		

	

Figure	2.	Change	in	size	of	middle-class	by	region	between	1990-2008130	

	
As	far	as	the	decline	phenomenon	is	concerned,	while	it	is	particularly	debated	for	the	
United	States	and	the	United	Kingdom,	it	is	noted	in	various	degrees	throughout	the	
developed	world.	Overall,	as	reported	based	on	a	recent	Pew	study131,	the	middle-class	
share	of	the	adult	population	fell	in	seven	of	the	eleven	Western	European	countries,	
following	the	long-term	trend	of	the	middle-class	in	the	United	States.	Currently,	the	
shrinking	size	of	middle	class	is	commonly	associated	with	stagnant	wage-growth,	inflation,	
financial	crisis,	downsizing,	rising	unemployment	due	to	losing	routine	jobs	to	automation	or	
to	countries	with	lower	labor	costs132.	These	shifts	it	is	said	to	signal	a	sharpening	of	income	
polarization	and	economic	chasm	among	households	within	same	societies.	Thus,	economic	
inequality	remains	a	widely	debated	issue,	even	as	the	world	today	is	witnessing	its	so-
called	third	great	surge	of	middle-class	growth.	According	to	A.	Murray	from	Pew	Research	
Centre,	while	both	the	first	two	surges	of	middle	class	unfolded	primarily	in	the	United	
States	and	Europe,	namely	in	the	19th	Industrial	Revolution	and	20th	century	post	WWII133,	
the	current	wave	of	middle-class	is	emerging	elsewhere.	Asian,	Latin	American	and	MENA	
regions	which	mainly	consist	of	emerging	or	developing	economies,	as	well	as	selected	
countries	in	Africa,	are	experiencing	a	growth	in	its	middle	income	segments	of	society.	In	
the	first	decade	of	the	new	millennium	the	global	middle-income	population	doubled	in	
size.	It	is	said	that	another	2	billion	people	are	expected	to	join	middle	class	ranks	in	2030,	
and	the	bulk	of	them	will	be	coming	from	Asia.	The	global	middle	class	today	represents	
approximately	3	billion	people	worldwide,	but	it	is	forecasted	that,	by	2030,	could	total	5.4	
billion.	Of	these,	up	to	3.9	billion	are	expected	to	live	in	emerging	economies,	representing	a	
significant	share	of	the	total	global	population.	These	forecasts	are	undoubtedly	good	news	
on	the	millennium	goals	for	eradication	of	poverty,	as	many	more	people	are	expected	to	
climb	the	social	ladder.	Yet,	as	far	as	up-to-date	success	rate	is	concerned,	figures	from	2001	
to	2011	point	to	the	largest	increase	of	share	in	low-income	population134.	Both	in	absolute	
numbers	and	in	change	leap	within	past	decade,	low-income	are	still	outsizing	the	middle	
income	(Figure	3).	Apparently,	the	pulse-monitoring	attention	invested	in	tracking	the	
																																																													
130	The	Rise	of	Asia’s	Middle	Class,	Key	Indicators	for	Asia	and	the	Pacific	2010,	Asian	Development	Bank	(2010);	data	based	on	household	
survey	means,	1990-2008.	
131	Anthony	Cillufo	&	D’Vera	Cohn	(2017),	10	demographic	trends	shaping	the	U.S.	and	the	world	in	2017.	Pew	Research	Center.					
132	Rakesh	Kochhar	(2017),	7	key	findings	on	the	state	of	the	middle	class	in	Western	Europe,	Pew	Research	Center.	
133	Alan	Murray	(2013),	Welcome	to	the	Global	Middle-Class	Surge,	Pew	Research	Center.	
134	Rakesh	Kochhar	(2015),	6	key	takeaways	about	the	world’s	emerging	middle	class,	Pew	Research	Center.	
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middle	income	trends	has	to	do	with	reasons	beyond	sheer	numbers.	Principally,	it	relates	
to	middle	class	potential	for	transformative	impact	on	market	dynamics	and	socio-political	
realities.	In	fact,	so	causal	is	the	perception	of	relationship	between	middle	class	and	
democratic	values,	that	the	late	rise	of	the	radical	populism	in	western	countries	is	often	
attributed	to	disenfranchisement	of	the	middle	class.		

	

Figure	3.	Global	share	of	income	groups	as	of	2011135	

		
	

Estimating	the	size	of	the	Muslim	middle	class		

	

Although	the	term	‘middle	class’	continues	to	be	popular	amongst	both	researchers	and	the	
media,	it	remains	a	vague	term.	Its	connotations	spill	over	beyond	economic	aspects	such	as	
college	education,	white-collar	employment,	job	and	healthcare	security,	homeownership,	
or	having	certain	political	and	cultural	values136.	As	it	is	the	case	with	its	western	context,	
the	concept	has	also	been	adopted	to	gauge	the	pace	of	social	change	and	economic	
advancement	in	emerging	and	developing	economies.	As	some	authors	have	noted,	
application	of	this	concept	in	non-western	societies	where	people	may	not	self-identify	in	
terms	of	middle	class,	is	to	be	taken	with	caution.	Nevertheless,	there	is	a	consensus	
amongst	the	more	recent	studies	that	there	has	been	a	significant	increase	in	the	Muslim	
share	of	the	global	middle	class.	This	article	attempts	to	survey	some	of	the	existing	data	on	
selected	Muslim-majority	countries	to	broadly	highlight	this	baseline.	While	availability	of	
research	on	global	middle	class	as	a	whole	is	substantial,	the	academic	take	on	Muslim	
middle	class	as	a	distinct	category	is	meagre,	if	any.	Mainly,	Muslim	middle-class	does	not	
stand	separate	from	global	analysis,	it	blends	within	the	wholesale	global	trends.	For	
example,	there	is	no	distinct	reference	to	Muslim	middle-class	in	Asia.	Yet,	Asia	is	estimated	
with	65%	of	the	total	global	share	of	middle	class	in	2030	(Table	3),	a	region	where	nearly	
three-in-ten	people	in	2030	(27.3%)	will	be	Muslim137.	In	the	same	vein,	china	and	India,	are	
all	marking	a	significant	growth	rate	of	middle	class	population.	Muslims	make	up	only	
about	2%	of	the	population	in	China,	but	because	the	country’s	sizable	numbers,	its	Muslim	
population	is	expected	to	be	the	19th	largest	in	the	world	in	2030.138Today	Indonesia	is	the	
country	with	largest	number	of	Muslim	population	(over	200	million).	Yet,	by	2030	India	is	
expected	to	have	nearly	as	many	Muslims	as	Indonesia.	What	will	be	the	Muslim’s	
participation	rate	in	these	growing	middle-classes	is	mainly	a	question	of	non-
																																																													
135	Pew	Research	Center,	2011,	http://www.pewglobal.org/interactives/global-population-by-income/.	
136	Rakesh	Kochhar	(2017),	Middle	Class	Fortunes	in	Western	Europe,	Pew	Research	Center.	
137	The	Future	of	the	Global	Muslim	Population,	Projections	for	2010-2030,	Pew	Research	Center	(2011).	
138	The	Future	of	the	Global	Muslim	Population,	Projections	for	2010-2030,	Pew	Research	Center	(2011).	
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marginalization	and	fair	policy-making	in	upcoming	modern	and	pluralistic	societies	in	these	
regions139.	Within	Asia,	another	report	on	‘The	Rise	of	Asia’s	Middle	Class’	by	Asian	
Development	Bank,	identifies	Azerbaijan,	Malaysia	and	Kazakhstan	as	amongst	countries	
that	were	driving	burgeoning	middle-class	growth	within	1990-2008140.		

	

Since	the	early	2000s	many	Muslim-majority	countries	as	far	spread	as	Algeria,	Turkey,	
Kazakhstan,	Indonesia,	Malaysia	or	Iran	experienced	a	socioeconomic	transformation:	a	
substantial	mass	of	low-income	households	emerged	from	below	the	poverty	line.	Domestic	
consumption	increased.	Within	only	one	decade,	Turkey’s	middle	class	nearly	doubled	
between	2002	and	2011.141	Based	on	available	Pew	data,	highest	growth	rate	of	middle	class	
in	the	period	2001-2011	are	marked	for	Kazakhstan	(24.4%),	Turkey	(14.4%),	Tunisia	
(10.3%),	Jordan	(9.7%),	Indonesia	(4.7%)	and	Egypt	(4.4%)	(Table	1).	Malaysia’s	relatively	
lower	increase	(2.7%)	in	middle	class	may	be	explained	by	its	large	share	of	increase	in	the	
upper	income	bracket	(16.1%)	within	the	same	period.	Unfortunately,	the	data	are	not	
available	for	some	of	the	wealthiest	Muslim	majority	countries,	such	as	Saudi	Arabia,	UAE,	
Qatar,	Bahrain,	which	at	the	same	time	mark	the	world’s	countries	with	highest	
urbanisation	rate,	having	above	80%	of	population	living	in	cities/towns.	Hence,	by	no	
means	this	is	intended	as	a	comprehensive	analysis,	particularly	given	that	the	available	Pew	
data	also	do	not	capture	the	most	recent	period	of	post	2011.	For	example,	if	extended	in	
the	last	two	decades,	another	record	shows	Iran’s	and	Malaysia’s	middle	classes	to	have	
grown	to	almost	60	percent	of	their	populations142,	double	of	2011	figures	given	in	Table	1.	
Similarly,	according	to	a	self-assessment	method	in	Uzbekistan,	the	proportion	of	the	middle	
class	has	more	than	doubled	from	24	percent	in	2000s	to	50%	in	2012143.	Meanwhile,	a	
more	recent	report	of	OECD’s	on	‘Perspectives	on	Global	Development	2017’,	ranks	some	of	
the	Muslim-majority	countries	amongst	emerging	economies	that	have	greatly	improved	
per	capita	incomes	in	the	period	2000-2016	through	productivity	improvements.	According	
to	this	report,	Malaysia,	Azerbaijan,	Algeria	rank	amongst	the	top	significant	improvements	
of	GDP	per	capita	and	GDP	per	person	employed	in	this	period.	Indonesia,	India,	Pakistan,	
Bangladesh,	Tunisia,	Nigeria,	Mali,	Morocco	are	as	well	ranked	amongst	these	emerging	
economies	with	high	improved	rates144.	Pakistan,	Indonesia,	India	and	Bangladesh	are	the	
top	4	countries	with	largest	number	of	Muslims145.	At	the	same	time,	these	same	four	
countries	are	ranked	as	top	4	countries,	in	addition	to	China,	for	middle-class	emerging	to	
2030	for	>USD2	income	per	person	a	day146.	In	addition	to	size,	the	age	structure	of	the	
Muslim	populations	make	it	middle-class	friendly,	when	it	comes	to	working	age,	production	

																																																													
139	Philippa	Williams,	Al	James,	Fiona	McConnell	and	Bhaskar	Vira	(2017),	Working	at	the	margins?	Muslim	middle	class	professionals	in	
India	and	the	limits	of	‘labour	agency’,	Environment	and	Planning	A,	Volume	49,	Issue	6,	1266–1285.	
140	The	Rise	of	Asia’s	Middle	Class,	Key	Indicators	for	Asia	and	the	Pacific	2010,	Asian	Development	Bank	(2010).	
141	Ian	Bremmer	(2016),	These	5	Facts	Explain	the	Unstable	Global	Middle	Class,	Time.com,	1/29/2016.	
142	Nancy	Birdsall	(2004)	Middle-Class	Heroes,	Foreign	Affairs,	March/April	2016.	
143	S.	Makhkamova	(2015),	The	Formation	of	the	Middle	Class	Is	the	Basis	of	Social	Stability	in	Society,	Sociological	Research,	vol.	54,	no.	5,	
2015,	pp.	326–335.	
144	Perspectives	on	Global	Development	2017,	International	Migration	in	a	shifting	world,	OECD	Development	Centre,	OECD	Publishing	
(2016).	
145	The	Future	of	the	Global	Muslim	Population,	Projections	for	2010-2030,	Pew	Research	Center	(2011).	
146	The	Rise	Asia’s	Middle	Class,	Key	Indicators	for	Asia	and	the	Pacific	2010,	Asian	Development	Bank	(2010).	
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and	consumption	capacity,	and	so	on.	Half	(50.4%)	of	population	in	Muslim-majority	
countries	is	expected	to	be	younger	than	30	years	old	by	2030.147		

														Table	1.	Share	of	the	middle	class	as	of	2011	across	selected	Muslim-majority	
countries148	
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Size	of	middle	class	is	a	function	of	multiple	factors.	Among	them,	growth,	inequality	and	
poverty	levels	are	suggested	to	constitute	the	key	elements	of	a	‘pro-poor	growth	policy’149.	
Hence,	the	importance	of	comprehensive	studies,	equivalent	to	western	counterparts,	that	
would	take	into	account	both	the	‘Quality	of	Life’	as	well	as	the	quantitative	measures,	to	
monitor	with	greater	reliability	the	Muslim	middle-class	trends.	Commonly,	two	methods	
are	used	to	identify	the	middle	classes:	one	is	“the	self-identification”	whereby	respondent	
taking	the	survey	classifies	ones’	self	in	middle	class	based	on	self-perception	and	feeling	of	
belonging150.	Certainly,	this	is	a	matter	of	subjective	measures,	prone	to	overlaps	and	
variability.	The	second	method	is	the	objective	method,	which	is	also	based	on	differing	
quantifiable	thresholds	for	classification	purposes151.	This	variability	of	quantifiable	
measures	is	due	to	different	takes	on	the	upper	and	lower	limit	of	income	to	qualify	for	
middle	class	status.	Most	studies	agree	that	earning	$10	a	day	is	the	minimum	threshold	to	
																																																													
147	The	Future	of	the	Global	Muslim	Population,	Projections	for	2010-2030,	Pew	Research	Center	(2011).	
148	The	income	groups	are	defined	as	follows:	The	poor	live	on	$2	or	less	daily,	low	income	on	$2.01-10,	middle	income	on	$10.01-20,	
upper-middle	income	on	$20.01-50,	and	high	income	on	more	than	$50;	figures	expressed	in	2011	purchasing	power	parities	in	2011	
prices	(http://www.pewglobal.org/interactives/global-population-by-income/).		
149	Abeer	Rashdan	(2014),	Middle	Class	and	Pro-Poor	Growth	in	Egypt:	The	Missing	Connection	Topics	in	Middle	Eastern	and	African	
Economies	Vol.	16,	No.	1.	
150	Sawssan	Boufous	and	Mohammed	Khariss	(2015)	The	Moroccan	Middle	Class	from	Yesterday	to	Today:	Definition	and	Evolving,	
Business	&	Economics	Journal,	Volume	6,	Issue	3,	1-7.	
151	Rakesh	Kochhar	(2017),	7	key	findings	on	the	state	of	the	middle	class	in	Western	Europe,	Pew	Research	Center.	
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qualify	for	middle	class	status.	But	there	is	a	discord	as	far	as	upper	limit	is	concerned.	The	
Pew	Research	Center	sets	it	at	$20	a	day,	the	World	Bank	often	uses	$50,	and	the	OECD	sets	
it	as	high	as	$100152.	Needless	to	say,	someone	clustered	within	middle-class	in	an	emerging	
market	society	could	easily	fall	within	low-income	in	an	advanced	market	society.	

	

Having	this	in	mind	about	calculating	methodology,	it	is	understandable	that	the	size	of	
middle	class	may	differ	from	research	paper	to	another	or	from	author	to	author.	
Accordingly,	independent	research	papers	focusing	on	selected	Muslim-majority	countries	
report	the	size	of	middle	class	to	be	at	higher	rates	compare	to	data	shown	in	Table	1.	For	
instance,	Pew	data	estimates	size	of	middle-size	in	Morocco	at	only	19%	(+4.5%	upper	
middle-income),	while	a	more	recent	study	published	in	2015	by	Moroccan	academicians	
sets	it	at	an	average	of	53%	of	the	total	population.153	Similarly,	much	more	positive	
estimates	for	Pakistan	come	from	a	2011	study	using	the	Pakistan	Social	and	Living	
Measurement	Survey	(PSLM)	2007-08154.	The	magnitude	of	the	expanding	middle	class	in	
Pakistan,	is	estimated	at	around	35%	of	the	total	population	compare	to	only	2%	(+0.4%	
upper	middle-income)	in	Table	1.	A	2014	study	in	Egypt	using	the	median	as	a	lower	
threshold155,	estimates	the	size	of	population	lying	between	the	national	poverty	line	and	
median	at	about	33%,	compare	to	21%	(+3.2%	upper	middle-income)	in	Table	1.	In	contrary,	
a	recent	study	on	Malaysian	middle-class,	defining	it	as	those	within	the	range	of	below	and	
above	25%	of	the	median	income,	sets	it	up	at	25%,	compared	to	31%.	In	fact	the	study	
suggests	that	that	the	rapid	economic	growth	in	Malaysia	was	not	coupled	with	the	
enlargement	of	the	middle	class,	as	it	would	have	been	expected.156	All	in	all,	these	
preliminary	findings	suggest	need	for	further	research	in	Muslim	middle	classes,	its	size,	
change	rates,	composition	and	other	relevant	parameters.		

	

Shifting	regions,	shifting	narratives	

	

The	“emerging	global	middle	class”	has	become	a	major	economic	phenomenon	in	
consumer	markets	around	the	globe.	It	is	widely	commented	that,	driving	demand	in	
emerging	markets	is	offsetting	the	lowered	demand	in	western	societies.	Although,	high-
income	populations	are	still	clustered	in	economically	advanced	nations157,	the	future	
trends	indicate	a	potential	regional	shift	in	spending	powers.	In	2001,	75%	of	the	global	
population	that	was	upper-middle	income,	lived	in	Europe	and	North	America.	By	2011,	the	
share	living	in	Europe	and	North	America	fell	to	63%.	Table	2	gives	the	forecasted	shifting	
trends	on	the	share	of	global	middle	class	by	region,	in	the	period	from	2015	to	2030.	North	
America	share	dwindles	from	11%	in	2015	to	7%	in	2030,	Europe	from	24%	to	14%.	At	the	
same	time,	the	Asian	middle	income	population	will	be	at	the	forefront	of	the	rise	from	46%	

																																																													
152	Ian	Bremmer	(2016),	These	5	Facts	Explain	the	Unstable	Global	Middle	Class,	Time.com,	1/29/2016.	
153	Sawssan	Boufous	and	Mohammed	Khariss	(2015),	The	Moroccan	Middle	Class	from	Yesterday	to	Today:	Definition	and	Evolving,	
Business	&	Economics	Journal,	Volume	6,	Issue	3,	1-7.	
154	Durr-e-Nayab,	Estimating	the	Middle	Class	in	Pakistan,	The	Pakistan	Development	Review,	50-1,	Spring	2011,	1-28.	
155	Abeer	Rashdan	(2014),	Middle	Class	and	Pro-Poor	Growth	in	Egypt:	The	Missing	Connection.	Topics	in	Middle	Eastern	and	African	
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Expansion	of	the	Middle	Class	in	Malaysia?	Journal	of	Economics	and	Sustainable	Development,	Vol.8,	No.4,	2017.	
157	Rakesh	Kochhar	(2015),	A	Global	Middle	Class	Is	More	Promise	than	Reality,	Pew	Research	Center.		
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to	65%	of	the	total	global	share	by	2030.	Muslim	populations,	could	comprise	of	a	significant	
chunk	of	this	growing	figure	given	that	the	countries	contributing	the	most	to	global	
population	growth	are	also	the	countries	that	are	likely	to	have	the	most	rapid	expansion	in	
their	middle	class,	India,	Pakistan,	Indonesia,	and	Nigeria.158	What	is	at	stake	here	is	the	
growing	spending	power	in	markets	of	Muslim-majority	countries.	Today,	globally,	the	
middle	class	is	already	spending	$35	trillion	annually	and	by	2030	the	middle	class	spending	
could	account	for	roughly	a	third	of	projected	GDP	growth	(in	PPP	terms)159.	In	2015,	China	
overtook	the	U.S.	as	the	largest	middle	class	market	in	the	world.	By	2022,	India	could	also	
overtake	the	U.S.	and	become	the	second-largest	middle-class	market	in	the	world,	after	
China.	In	2015,	the	top	10	middle-class	markets	in	the	world	were	from	the	G-7	group	
(except	Canada)	and	the	BRIC	economies.	By	2020,	Indonesia	will	enter	the	top	10	middle-
class	markets.	By	2030,	Pakistan,	Turkey,	and	Egypt	could	have	middle-class	markets	larger	
than	$1	trillion	each.160	In	addition	to	those	populous	in	size,	small	Muslim-majority	
countries	like	Qatar,	Kuwait	and	Brunei	rank	among	three	of	the	10	countries	with	the	
world’s	highest	GDPs	per	capita.	Hence,	the	relevance	of	the	burgeoning	Muslim	middle	
class	whose	discretionary	spending	capacity	is	expected	to	reach	a	$4	trillion	by	the	end	of	
the	decade161.		

Table	2.	Number	(millions)	and	share	of	the	global	middle	class	by	region162	

	 2015	 2030	

	 Number	
(millions)	

Percentage	
share	

Number	
(millions)	

Number	
(millions)	

Percentage	
share	

North	America	 335	 11%	 344	 354	 7%	

Europe	 724	 24%	 736	 733	 14%	

Central	&	South	
America	

285	 9%	 303	 335	 6%	

Asia	Pacific	 1380	 46%	 2023	 3492	 65%	

Sub-Saharan	
Africa	

114	 4%	 132	 212	 4%	

Middle	East	&	
North	Africa	

192	 6%	 228	 285	 5%	

World	 3030	 100%	 3766	 5412	 100%	

	

Undoubtedly,	global	retailers	have	been	quick	to	cater	to	global	middle	classes	in	general,	
given	that	the	advanced	markets	are	saturated.	They	do	this	without	failing	to	define	and	
target	distinctively,	among	other	segments,	a	Muslim	middle	class.	The	increased	retail	
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interest	in	this	market	is	but	proportional	to	increased	purchase	power	among	Muslim	
consumers	and	demand	for	halal	products	and	services.	Delivering	to	this	demand	by	global	
and	regional	retailers	has	been	manifested	across	a	wide	spectrum	from	high-end	luxury	
goods	to	basic	necessities.	Global	retailers	deliver	to	the	finest	of	customer	preferences,	
accounting	for	local	likes	and	dislikes,	leveraging	on	cultural	nuances,	and	more	often	than	
not,	competing	to	outperform	in	culturally	appealing	offerings.	“There’s	an	affinity	in	many	
emerging	markets	for	Western	goods	and	Western	brands,	but	it	doesn’t	necessarily	mean	
the	model	is	going	to	be	exactly	the	same’	it	is	said.	“Time	has	to	be	spent	on	understanding	
your	target	consumer”163.	Customer	service	excellence	approach	and	competitive	retail	
strategies	have	in	turn	triggered	interesting	empirical	studies	on	Muslim	middle	class.	These	
studies	zoom	in	the	Muslim	middle	class	as	one	part	of	the	emerging	global	middle	class,	yet	
seeking	to	avoid	treating	all	Muslim	consumers	as	an	undifferentiated	mass	of	consumers.	
For	instance,	Vohra	et	al	(2009)164	is	one	of	the	pioneer	empirical	studies	that	attempts	to	
segmentise	global	Muslim	consumer	base	into	relevant	profile	clusters.	The	authors	
collected	data	from	ten	Muslim-majority	countries	(Algeria,	Egypt,	Jordan,	UAE,	Saudi	
Arabia,	Turkey,	Iran,	Pakistan,	Malaysia	and	Indonesia)	and	found	some	commonalities	in	
values,	attitudes	and	consumer	behavior.	Some	of	the	shared	adhered	values	were	
identified	as	high	regard	for	family	and	friends,	high	emphasis	on	education	and	tradition,	
strong	desire	for	self-expression	as	well	as	strong	preference	for	Western	brands.	From	
reported	findings	it	can	be	discerned	that	those	profiled	as	‘liberals’	and	‘pragmatic’	strivers	
account	for	more	than	half	of	the	total	sample,	representing	these	countries.	There	were	
variations	among	countries,	however,	in	total,	only	about	one	fifth	of	the	total	sample	was	
profile	as	‘religious	conservatives’.	The	remaining	one	third	was	clustered	under	‘new	age	
Muslims’	and	‘societal	conformists’.		

Above	and	beyond	the	growing	spending	power,	middle-class	analysis	could	be	important	
for	Muslim	societies	yet	for	another	reason.	It’s	a	truism	that	a	large	and	relatively	wealthy	
middle	class,	well-educated	and	well-connected,	is	a	major	contributing	factor	to	political	
stability.	Much	has	been	written	on	the	middle	class	in	western	societies,	its	positive	role	
and	transformative	power	across	socio-economic,	political	and	cultural	domains.	To	
illustrate	how	the	lifestyle	of	American	middle	class	inspired	the	world	in	the	twentieth	
century,	some	commented	that	the	Cold	War	was	won	by	electronic	kitchen	appliances	
showcased	in	TV	broadcasts,	not	arms	race	or	competition	in	military	technology.	
Traditionally,	middle	class	has	been	seen	as	beacon	of	national	and	cultural	values,	and	even	
more	important,	a	game-changer	in	the	election	arena.	Hence,	one	would	expect	that	
similar	positive	impact	on	democratization	of	societies	are	to	be	ascribed	for	the	emerging	
global	middle-classes.	I	was	puzzled	how	the	more	the	middle	class	is	seen	as	a	factor	of	
political	stability	in	the	west,	historically	and	normatively	speaking,	the	more	it	is	suspected	
as	a	potential	for	trouble	elsewhere.	Headlines	like	‘The	Global	Middle	Class:	A	Force	for	
Radicalism’	‘Middle	Class	already	not	a	Stabilising	Power’,	‘Will	the	middle	class	shake	
China?’,	‘The	Irresistible	Rise	of	the	Muslim	Middle	Class’,	‘These	5	Facts	Explain	the	
Unstable	Global	Middle	Class’,	indicate	shifting	narratives	when	it	comes	to	middle-class	in	a	
non-western	context.	Contrary	to	historical	experience,	middle	class	has	begun	to	be	seen	
as	seed	for	political	destabilisation.		

A	string	of	questions	raised	as	early	as	prior	to	Arab	Spring	captured	this	thread	of	concern	
surrounding	the	emerging	global	middle	class.	Will	the	new	global	middle	classes	transform	
societies,	economies	and	political	institutions	in	predictable	ways	that	embody	Western	
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values	of	free	market	and	democracy?	Will	the	powerful	today’s	middle	class	in	China,	
yesterday’s	proletariat,	comply	with	the	free	market	expectations	or	reinvent	the	rules?	Will	
the	growing	middle	class	in	Asia,	South	America	and	some	of	the	Muslim-majority	countries	
(Turkey,	Indonesia,	Egypt,	Pakistan,	Malaysia,	Tunisia,	Iran,	Uzbekistan,	etc.)	remain	loyal	to	
political	status	quo?	Will	the	governments	in	these	countries	manage	to	offer	these	
powerful	and	demanding	masses	a	satisfactorily	umbrella	of	political	visions	and	economic	
performances?	Will	the	Muslim	middle	class	be	confident	to	claim	and	fulfill	its	much-
awaited	aspirations	for	socio-economic	reform	and	political	liberties?	To	quote	at	length	
Homi	Kharas,	an	expert	on	global	middle	class	trends:	‘Even	at	general	level,	here	is	little	
evidence	to	suggest	that	this	(middle	class	in	emerging	markets)	will	create	pressures	for	
more	democratic	governance	or	for	better	delivery	of	public	services,	both	of	which	are	
required	for	sustained	growth.	In	fact,	governments	may	find	themselves	unable	to	meet	the	
growing	expectations	for	middle-class	enhancing	programs,	such	as	universal	health	care,	
public	education,	pensions,	and	affordable	housing,	without	resorting	to	deeply	unpopular	
tax	increases.	Getting	the	right	balance	between	taxes	on	the	middle	class	and	services	to	
support	them	likely	presents	the	greatest	source	of	uncertainty…’.165	Another	quote	from	Ian	
Bremmer’s	short	article	‘These	5	Facts	Explain	the	Unstable	Global	Middle	Class’	illustrates	
this:	“Across	the	developing	world…state	officials	face	a	new	set	of	demands	for	better	
public	services,	more	personal	security,	less	corruption,	an	even	higher	standard	of	living	and	
government	that	is	more	accountable.	Today,	middle	class	consumers	spend	$21	trillion	a	
year.	By	2030,	that	figure	could	rise	to	$51	trillion.	The	world	is	expecting	big	things	from	the	
global	middle	class	and	the	middle	class	is	depending	on	big	things	from	governments	that	
are	now	struggling	to	deliver.166		

The	concluding	remarks	are	that	the	global	middle	classes	may	transform	societies,	
economies	and	political	institutions	but	not	in	predictable	ways	in	which	the	western	middle	
classes	did.	The	reason	why	the	strength	and	direction	of	relationships	between	middle	
classes	and	democratic	reforms	do	not	hold	as	in	western	experience,	are	to	be	found	in	
‘non-Western	values’	of	non-western	middle	classes.	Although	Homi	Kharas	admits	that	
Arab	Spring	may	have	been	but	a	manifestation	of	reformatory	will	and	political	aspirations	
of	middle	classes	throughout	the	MENA	region,	he	indirectly	blames	its	failure	on	middle	
classes	itself.	“Today,	however,	there	is	no	such	link	between	various	indicators	of	
democratic	governance	and	the	size	of	the	middle	class.	In	Egypt	and	Thailand,	for	example,	
the	middle	class	supported	a	return	to	stability	through	military	intervention	against	
democratically	elected	governments”167.	While	admitting	that	‘the	middle	class	ended	
strongman	rule	in	Brazil,	Indonesia,	Philippines,	and	Tunisia”,	perhaps	to	add	Pakistan	and	
Turkey,	he	neglects	mentioning	that	the	military	intervention	in	Egypt,	Syria,	Yemen,	Libya	
and	what	followed	there,	was	a	forceful	imposition	rather	than	the	aspired	goal	of	the	
protesting	middle	classes.	By	using	the	‘non-western	values’	to	explain	this	variation	of	
regional	results	in	what	middle	class	can	deliver	in	terms	of	democratization,	one	is	also	
neglecting	the	reality	that	certain	regions	are	globally	and	historically	treated	as	more	prone	
to	conflict	than	others.	This	kind	of	mistreatment	is	not	due	to	local	middle	classes’	
geopolitical	aspirations,	but	rather	due	to	geopolitical	aspirations	of	global	powers	that	be.	
In	this	whole	dialectics,	one	can	hardly	hear	anyone	talking	about	the	disappearing	middle	
classes	in	war-torn	countries,	such	as	Syria	and	Iraq	for	example,	where	a	substantial	
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percentage	of	people	were	well-off	prior	to	war.	The	military	stronghold	has	crushed	the	
existing	middle	classes	there,	wreaking	havoc	on	region’s	economic	prosperity,	by	swelling	
low-income	ranks	and	propelling	refuge	outflows.	Syria’s	middle	classes,	for	example,	are	
not	a	modern	phenomenon	of	our	globalized	era.	As	N.	N.	Taleb,	a	renowned	American	
author	of	Middle	Eastern	origin	has	noted,	the	powerful	trading	tradition	in	some	of	the	
iconic	Syrian	cities	like	Aleppo,	Damascus	can	be	traced	back	to	ancient	Rome.	These	trading	
towns	retained	their	commercial	autonomy	and	multicultural	diversity	throughout	the	ages,	
despite	the	dawning	and	falling	empires	or	regimes,	and	never	ceased	to	be	whirlwind	of	
industriosity	and	prosperity.	Prior	to	breaking	of	the	war	in	2013	in	Aleppo	only	there	were	
40,000	factories	and	workshops	operating168.		

This	kind	of	narrative-shifting	is	hardly	convincible.	When	the	middle	class	in	west	
demanded	more	rights	and	freedoms,	expected	more	state-led	support	and	services,	that	
caused	democracy	and	economy	to	flourish.	But	when	the	non-western	middle	class	may	be	
doing	just	the	same,	there	is	an	apprehension	that	when	the	governments	fail	to	deliver	and	
meet	the	demands,	the	trouble	may	ensue.	Hence	the	emerging	middle	class	is	seen	as	a	
potential	source	of	instability.	Is	the	problem	with	non-democratic	governments	of	
emerging	markets?	Are	these	non-western	states	inherently	incapable	to	deliver	or	is	non-
western	middle	class	inherently	incapable	to	demand?	Neither.	Anyhow,	when	states	fail	to	
deliver	as	in	the	case	of	Syria	and	Egypt	upon	middle	classes	raising	their	voice,	the	grave	
consequences	of	a	shattered	system	ensued,	more	often	than	not,	are	blamed	on	the	
middle	class.	On	the	other	hand,	when	middle	classes	decide	not	to	press	hard	on	political	
front	but	prefer	continuing	to	enjoy	the	economic	perks	and	other	benefits,	as	in	Saudi	
Arabia	or	Gulf	countries	or	Morocco,	it	is	the	middle	classes	to	be	blamed	too.	In	latter	case,	
middle	class	has	“forfeited	its	role	as	the	vehicle	of	liberalization,	opting	instead	for	state	
patronage”169it	is	said.		

	

In	what	states	can	deliver,	a	sense	of	future	security	is	key	

In	the	heyday	of	middle-class	growth	in	the	U.S.,	Europe,	and	Japan,	there	was	a	close	link	
between	democratization	and	government	support	for	the	middle	class.	In	a	tacit	
competition	for	global	triumph	with	the	socialist	regimes	of	the	east,	western	governments	
implemented	policies	to	improve	urban	conditions,	invested	in	infrastructure,	supported	
mass	education	and	provided	affordable	housing	and	other	social	assistance	programs.	In	
other	words,	in	today’s	advanced	economies,	the	middle	class	developed	because	of	
national	economic	growth	but	also	largely	due	to	public	services.	Compared	to	these	efforts,	
social	assistance	programs	in	support	of	the	middle	class	in	most	of	today’s	developing	
countries	is	lagging	behind.	Desai	(2015)170	notes	that	today	“Indonesia	is	richer	than	the	
U.S.	was	in	1935,	when	the	Social	Security	Act	was	passed”	Primary	focus	of	Social	Security	
Act	in	US	was	to	provide	aid	for	the	elderly,	the	handicapped,	the	unemployed,	and	children.	
In	many	ways,	the	explosion	of	middle	classes	in	southern	hemisphere	is	market	driven	
while	local	governments	are	tagging	along.	If	ones	have	a	look	at	general	profile	of	middle	
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class	in	Asia,	not	many	are	employed	at	government,	for	example,	rather	it	is	more	of	
entrepreneurs	and	private	enterprises171.	In	the	Muslim	world	the	expectations	of	middle	
classes	from	their	governments	is	both	at	democratic	front	and	at	social	reforms	front.	Vali	
Nasr	tackles	aspirations	of	emerging	middle	class	in	Muslim-majority	countries	and	the	
falling	short	of	various	governments	to	provide	for	their	people172.	However,	dawn	of	new	
millennium	found	middle-class	people	in	the	streets	throughout	both	hemispheres	of	the	
globe.	The	uprisings	in	the	Arab	world,	the	daily	neighbourhood	protests	in	China's	major	
cities,	Latin	America's	demonstrators,	the	riots	in	western	Europe,	and	the	Occupy	
movement	in	the	US,	to	note	a	few.	Protests	of	the	'modest	middle	classes'	in	diverse	
countries	around	the	world	are	sharing	a	common	sense	that	the	modern	state	is	failing	its	
people.	There	is	a	common	claim	that	state	governments	are	catering	more	to	the	needs	of	
global	corporations	than	to	the	needs	of	local	people.	One	can	say	that	disappointment	and	
demand	for	change	on	both	hemispheres,	northern	and	southern	are	addressed	at	similar	
issues	but	for	very	different	reasons.	The	state	has	neglected	the	‘social	contract’	with	
people	and	is	catering	more	to	global	corporation	dynamics.173	However,	these	are	entirely	
different	stages	of	protestation.	In	west,	it	may	be	that	the	socio-economic	erosion	of	the	
middle	class	should	be	attributed	to	‘neoliberal	gestation	of	multinational	capitalism’	while	
state	is	held	accountable	for	opening	the	neoliberal	floodgates.	In	Muslim	world,	the	state	is	
held	accountable	less	for	its	neoliberal	policies,	having	not	matured	through	the	welfare	
stage,	and	more	so	for	disappointment	on	the	democratic	front.		

	

One	simple	illustration	how	state	policies	and	global	geopolitics	greatly	influence	the	growth	
and	the	nature	of	the	Muslim	middle	class	is	brain	drain.	Data	indicates	that	in	countries	
with	high	rates	of	brain	drain,	i.e.	Iran,	it	is	mostly	middle	class	and	above	those	flying	away	
rather	than	low-income	pockets	of	societies.	Brain	drain	is	negative	for	chances	to	establish	
or	sustain	democracy	at	home.	If	waves	of	Muslim	middle	class	abandon	their	home	towns	
for	advanced	economies	of	Canada,	the	U.S,	Australia,	etc.,	they	would	be	contributing	their	
talents	and	wallets	in	these	already	established	democracies.	What	triggers	human	capital	
flight	is	not	only	economic	reasons.	Lack	of	opportunities	at	home,	political	instability	or	
oppression,	job	insecurity	and	health	risks,	bleak	future	prospects	due	to	systemic	
corruption	and	more	account	for	it.	Social	security	and	political	stability	are	key.	This	is	
suggested	and	supported	by	global	data	showing	that	despite	the	increased	GDP	in	
developing	countries	and	the	booming	emerging	markets,	the	long-standing	trend	of	
migration	flow	towards	developed	world	is	not	reversed,	although	the	2008	financial	crisis	
had	slowed	it	down174.	According	to	Perspective	on	Global	Development	report,	emerging	
markets	countries,	‘experiencing	high	and	sustained	economic	growth’,	ought	to	have	
become	more	attractive	for	migrants	and	divert	migration	away	from	traditional	corridors.	
The	conclusion	of	the	report	gives	a	common	sense	view	that	middle-class	people	care	
about	their	quality	of	life,	and	not	just	about	their	earnings.	Rapidly	growing	countries	are	
improving	the	well-being	of	their	populations	in	many	respects	(lower	homicide	rates,	
increased	life	expectancy,	etc.),	but	they	are	not	always	enhancing	democratic	credentials.	
For	instance,	data	also	has	shown	signs	of	a	tendency	of	return	of	middle	class	people	to	
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MENA	region	following	consecutive	financial	crisis	1998	and	2008	in	West,	and	9/11	which	
increased	prospects	for	discrimination	in	west.	This	tendency	seems	to	have	been	affected	
by	eventful	2003,	which	coincides	with	war	of	Iraq.	The	migration	trend	for	middle-east	
Muslim	majority	countries,	shows	movement	from	average	annual	net	gain	in	people	for	
100,000	of	+63	in	1990-1995,	to	going	further	up	to	+266	in	2000-2005	when,	apparently	
after	the	Iraq	war	in	2003	it	started	a	steep	decline	down	to	-80	by	2010-2015175,	which	
coincides	with	Syrian	war.	Obviously,	heightened	armed	conflicts	in	MENA	region	has	halted	
the	tendency	of	talent	return.		

	

If	we	pull	a	thread,	can	we	draw	a	line?	

By	all	measuring	sticks,	a	growing	middle	class	in	Muslim	world	is	supposed	to	be	glad	
tidings.	In	an	early	buzz	predating	the	Arab	Spring,	global	media	painted	a	rosy	picture	of	
Muslim	societies176,	with	no	signs	of	a	mainstream	narrative	contoured	around	radicalism,	
extremism	or	terrorism	as	is	the	case	today.	This	projected	direction	was	in	fact	quite	
accurate,	speaking	the	conventional	language	of	middle-class’	aspirations,	that	of	a	
reformatory	social	impact.	Youth	pockets	of	newly	globalized	Muslim	societies	were	
modernizing,	yet	embracing	Islam	and	globalization	in	refreshing	and	inclusive	ways.	Their	
sentiments	were	positive	towards	all	of	it:	Islam,	democracy,	free	market	economy,	socio-
economic	reforms,	and	so	on.	There	was	a	coming	of	age	middle	class	in	Malaysia,	Turkey,	
Egypt,	Pakistan,	Indonesia,	economically	prosperous,	culturally	rich,	socially	engaged,	and	
politically	inclined	towards	democracy.	In	some	of	these	countries	middle	class	influence	has	
managed	to	push	the	military	away	from	the	centre	stage	of	national	politics.	Their	decision	
to	standoff	to	authoritarianism	in	a	way	was	parallel	with	their	discarding	of	old	fashioned	
notions	of	religion	and	its	interpretations	that	infringe	individual	liberties,	as	longtime	
instrumentalised	by	powers	that	be.	Unfortunately,	this	media	narrative	was	short-lived.	
Aftereffects	of	9/11	and	what	followed	the	failing	Arab	Spring,	a	failure	that	some	do	not	
hesitate	to	attribute	to	democratic	deficit	of	Muslim	middle	classes,	changed	all	that.	This	
aided	by	the	seemingly	consolidation	in	power	of	gulf	monarchies	and	the	widening	chasm	
with	Iran’s	equally	autocratic	regime,	all	peaking	with	an	anachronic	advent	of	ISIS.	At	global	
stage,	the	media	spin	on	Muslim	cultures	as	breeding	soil	for	terrorism	and	extremism	has	
ultimately	overshadowed	the	buzz	on	politically	moderate,	economically	prospering	and	
socially	accommodating	middle-classes.	The	story	of	potential	impact	for	socio-political	
reform	of	an	expanding	middle	class	in	Muslim-majority	countries,	at	least	for	some	time,	
went	in	oblivion.	In	fact,	some	media	often	cares	to	emphasize	‘that	a	majority	of	terrorist	
leaders	are	college-educated	and	have	middle	and	upper	class	backgrounds’177.	Bottom	line,	
the	issue	of	democratic	deficit	in	Muslim	countries	and	emerging	extremism	is	related	to	
cultural,	religious	and	ideological	values	and	cannot	be	explained	by	dire	economic	
deprivation	or	social	disenfranchisement.		

	

																																																													
175	Perspectives	on	Global	Development	2017,	International	Migration	in	a	shifting	world,	OECD	Development	Centre,	OECD	Publishing	
(2016).		
176	See	for	example	Robin	Wright,	A	Quiet	Revolution	Grows	in	the	Muslim	World,	Time.com,	Mar.	19,	2009.		
177	Brenda	M.	Seaver	(2017),	The	Global	Middle	Class:	A	Force	for	Radicalism,	The	WorldPost.	
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One	counter-argument	could	be	that	attempting	to	carve	up	a	construct	such	as	‘Muslim	
middle	class’	is	not	justified,	being	part	and	parcel	of	the	emerging	global	middle	class.	
Muslim	middle	class	may	not	differ	in	socio-economic	values	compare	to	other	Asian	and	
Western	counterparts.	Hence	we	can	draw	a	global	line	in	retail	front	for	Muslim	middle	
class	but	we	have	no	case	in	socio-political	context.	In	this	line	of	thought,	one	may	speak	of	
the	democratic	transformative	power	of	middle	class	in	China	or	India,	regardless	of	its	
heterogenous	make	up,	given	that	they	reside	within	unified	political	jurisdictions.	But	one	
cannot	speak	of	the	Muslim	middle	class	in	Pakistan,	India	and	Bangladesh,	regardless	of	
cultural	homogeneity	and	geographical	proximity,	given	that	they	are	dispersed	across	3	
different	units.	There	is	some	validity	on	this,	which	on	the	other	hand	reveals	a	stark	
contradiction	when	the	same	is	not	upheld	with	principled	consistency.	When	democracy	in	
the	Muslim	world	is	analysed	separately,	in	dry	political	theory,	the	dots	of	most	unlikely	
corners	of	Islamic	world	are	connected,	even	the	most	contradictory	ones.	Western	critics	
hold	that	most	Islamically-inspired	movements	are	anti-democratic,	even	the	most	
democratically-inclining	ones:	‘Its	current	incarnations	and	hybridisations	include	groups	as	
diverse	as	Ennahda,	a	peaceful	Tunisian	political	party,	and	Islamic	State	(IS),	a	violent	
jihadist	group	that	calls	the	Brothers	apostates178’.	H.	Al-Banna	sympathizers	are	thrown	in	
with	ISIS,	despite	they	denouncing	each	other.	With	this	kind	logic	blanketing	it	all,	any	
member	of	middle	class	from	Morocco	to	Indonesia	who	dares	to	draw	any	socio-political	
ideas	from	Islam,	are	automatically	put	suspects	on	the	road	to	ISIS.		

	

The	main	argument	of	this	article	that	the	time-honored	positive	story	of	western	middle	
class	should	be	retained	for	global	middle	classes	too.	If	the	same	economic	measures	are	
applied	similar	results	are	to	be	expected.	Theoretically	speaking,	the	middle	class	should	be	
key	factor	to	integrate	the	emerging	countries	into	the	global	economic	system,	while	
contributing	into	the	improvement	of	democratic	conditions	in	these	societies.	Particularly,	
middle	classes	in	Muslim-majority	countries	need	to	be	be	told	the	factual	prospects,	rather	
than	be	inundated	with	media	narratives	of	extremism	or	instability	in	horizon.	In	fact,	this	
is	a	story	that	is	being	unfolded	as	we	speak,	as	middle	class	has	shown	resistance	against	
both	military	interference,	fending	against	military	coups,	on	one	side,	as	well	as	against	
those	seeking	to	instrumentalise	religion	for	political	expediency.	Middle	class	is	vying	
against	extremisms	on	all	fronts,	the	religious	one	as	well	as	the	secular-military	complex.	
They	have	had	plenty	of	disappointing	experiences	with	both	to	lean	forward	to	moderate,	
inclusive	political	systems	and	greater	economic	opportunities	for	all.	Just	as	their	global	
counterparts	in	elsewhere,	Muslim	middle-class	of	the	new	millennium	class	are	becoming	
aware	of	importance	of	inclusive	political	development	as	a	prerequisite	for	sustained	
economic	growth.	Long	term	economic	sustainability	depends	on	political	inclusivity179.	
Given	that	the	governments’	economic	and	political	monopolies	go	hand	in	hand,	so	the	
reformatory	contribution	of	Muslim	middle	class	is	owed	on	both	these	ends.	

																																																													
178	Can	political	Islam	make	it	in	the	modern	world?,The	Economist,	August	26th	2017.	
179	Rise	of	the	Muslim	middle	class.	Pakistan	Observer,	09/27/2013.	
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ISLAMISM	IN	MALAYSIAN	POLITICS:	
THE	SPLINTERING	OF	THE	ISLAMIC	PARTY	OF	
MALAYSIA	(PAS)	AND	THE	SPREAD	OF	PROGRESSIVE	
IDEAS	
	
Wan	Saiful	Wan	Jan	
	
	
Introduction	
	
Malaysian	politics	has	always	been	coloured	by	religion,	especially	by	Islam.		This	has	been	
the	case	for	centuries,	with	some	suggesting	that	Islam	has	influenced	the	governance	of	
the	country	since	the	1400s	when	the	Sultanate	of	Malacca	was	first	founded.		As	the	
country	grows	and	evolves	over	time,	Islam	has	shaped	Malaysia	in	more	ways	than	one,	
covering	sociocultural	aspects,	politics,	and	even	the	economy.		In	modern	times,	Islam	
became	more	strongly	mixed	with	Malay	nationalism	and	the	struggle	for	independence,	
especially	from	the	late	1800s	and	early	1900s	with	the	arrival	of	Muslim	traders	and	
scholars	from	the	Middle	East	and	their	settling	down	in	the	country.		This	was	further	
enhanced	by	the	rise	of	Islamism	in	neighbouring	Indonesia	in	the	first	half	of	1900s.		The	
relatively	open	borders	at	that	time	enabled	the	exchange	of	ideas	between	activists	and	
intellectuals	from	the	two	countries.			
	
Today,	Islam	continues	to	be	a	strong	influence	on	Malaysian	politics,	with	all	political	
parties,	including	the	parties	whose	members	are	mainly	non-Muslim,	regularly	debating	
Islam’s	role	in	public	policy.		But	when	it	comes	to	political	Islam,	the	political	party	that	is	
most	frequently	studied	and	cited	is	the	Islamic	Party	of	Malaysia	(PAS).		It	has	a	long	history	
in	the	country,	with	roots	dating	back	all	the	way	to	before	independence.		More	recently	
the	party	made	headlines	in	2015	when	a	group	of	their	national	leaders	left	to	form	a	new	
party	called	Parti	Amanah	Negara	(Amanah).			
	
This	paper	explores	the	evolution	of	political	Islamism	in	Malaysian	politics	by	looking	at	PAS	
and	the	internal	debates	within	the	party	that	eventually	led	to	the	formation	of	Amanah.		
The	paper	argues	that	the	split	was	due	to	an	ideological	battle	between	the	conservative	
and	the	progressive	Malays	both	within	the	party	and	in	the	wider	society,	and	that	the	split	
was	not	at	all	surprising	given	the	fact	that	the	battle	between	these	two	schools	has	been	
ongoing	since	the	early	1900s.		Tracing	the	roots	of	the	split	to	the	Kaum	Muda	vs.	Kaum	
Tua	debate,	the	paper	suggests	that	PAS	has	always	been	a	nationalist	and	conservative	
party.		Attempts	to	bring	the	party	towards	a	more	modernist	and	progressive	outlook	has	
never	succeeded.		More	often	than	not,	those	who	tried	to	change	the	party	from	its	
conservative	stance	are	the	ones	who	ended	up	being	side-lined,	if	not	removed.		This	was	
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the	case	when	the	progressive	figures	in	PAS	were	told,	in	the	2015	party	election,	that	their	
time	is	up,	forcing	them	to	eventually	split	from	PAS	to	form	Amanah.		
	
To	explain	the	events	leading	to	the	split,	it	is	necessary	to	examine	the	ideological	and	
political	battles	that	took	place	within	PAS	itself.		This	paper	explains	how	two	key	figures	
were	responsible	to	shape	PAS	into	the	nationalist-conservative	that	it	is	today.		PAS’	third	
president	Burhanuddin	Al-Helmy	injected	collectivism	in	an	already	conservative	party,	
while	the	fifth	president	Yusuf	Rawa	added	Iranian	Revolution-inspired	Islamism	into	the	
mix.		This	combination	of	collectivist	and	Islamist	ideas	resulted	in	PAS	today	being	a	party	in	
which	the	top	leadership,	especially	the	President,	has	almost	complete	and	total	grip	on	
their	obedient	members,	with	no	mechanism	for	check	and	balance	of	the	powers	of	the	top	
leaders.			
	
The	collectivist-Islamist	nature	mirrors	more	closely	the	attitude	of	the	party’s	grassroot	
conservative	membership	and	this	is	at	odds	with	the	more	modernist	ideals	of	good	
governance,	transparency,	check	and	balance,	and	decentralisation	championed	by	the	
progressives.		Despite	being	active	in	PAS	for	decades,	the	progressives	failed	to	properly	
structure	and	strategise	their	work	internally	within	the	party	and	they	also	failed	to	spread	
their	progressive	ideas	to	the	wider	membership	of	the	party.		This	is	in	complete	contrast	
to	the	more	organised	and	strategic	nationalist-conservatives.		This	paper	argues	that	as	a	
result	of	the	competing	ideals,	the	progressives	lost	the	internal	debate	and	were	
unceremoniously	removed	from	the	party’s	leadership	in	2015.			
	
The	paper	also	presents	a	new	argument	in	the	observation	of	Islamism	in	Malaysia:	namely	
that	the	two	oft-celebrated	leaders	who	are	usually	labelled	as	being	progressive	–	
Burhanuddin	Al-Helmy	and	Yusuf	Rawa	–	were	the	ones	who	created	the	foundational	
infrastructure	for	the	centralised	authoritarian	culture	of	the	PAS	that	we	see	today.							
	
The	paper	concludes	by	suggesting	that	the	thinking	of	these	two	figures	continue	to	
flourish	in	PAS	today,	and	they	differ	significantly	from	the	ideals	brought	by	Amanah,	
whose	ideals	are	influenced	more	by	modern	day	Islamists	from	Tunisia.		Being	a	new	party	
that	was	launched	only	in	September	2015,	Amanah	is	still	crafting	a	coherent	description	of	
its	progressive	ideology.		But,	the	splitting	of	PAS	and	the	birth	of	Amanah	have	enabled	the	
discourse	on	progressive	Islamism	to	spread	to	the	common	masses,	which	means	that	even	
if	Amanah	fails	electorally,	progressive	Islamist	ideas	are	likely	to	stay	for	the	foreseeable	
future.				
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Setting	the	scene:	Islamism	prior	to	independence	
	
Islam	has	long	existed	in	Malaysian	politics,	even	before	the	country	was	officially	formed.		
But	Islam’s	appearance	in	public	discourse	in	a	more	organised	and	political	sense	can	be	
mainly	traced	back	to	the	colonial	time.		When	the	Pangkor	Treaty	was	signed	on	20	January	
1874,	a	new	structure	of	governance	was	created.		British	officers	took	over	the	running	of	
the	government	but	they	left	the	administration	of	religion	to	the	Malay	Rulers.		For	the	first	
time	in	the	history	of	the	land,	a	separation	between	religion	and	the	state	was	created.		
However,	the	operations	of	the	religious	bureaucratic	network	was	still	British-sponsored,	
despite	being	led	by	the	Malay	Sultans	in	their	respective	states	and	manned	by	Malay	
ulama.		This	eventually	led	to	a	more	structured	discourse	on	the	role	of	Islam	in	public	life,	
organised	into	two	quite	distinct	and	contesting	groups,	one	working	from	within	the	formal	
bureaucracy	and	another	from	outside	of	it	by	taking	advantage	especially	of	the	relative	
freedom	given	by	the	laws	of	the	Straits	Settlements	of	Penang	and	Singapore	where	“they	
had	no	worry	about	Islamic	religious	censorship”	(Means,	1969).		The	situation	is	explained	
by	Farish	A.	Noor	(2014a,	p.	13)	as	thus:	
	

“Political	Islam,	therefore,	developed	in	fits	and	starts	during	colonial	era.		The	
traditionalist	religious	elite	found	they	could	entrench	themselves	and	consolidate	
their	influence	even	further	by	working	within	the	British	bureaucratic	network.		The	
Islamist	reformists,	on	the	other	hand,	found	that	their	activities	faced	fewer	
restrictions	while	they	worked	under	the	British	(secular)	civil	law	of	the	Straits	
Settlements.		In	time,	a	vibrant	and	heterodox	body	of	Islamic	and	Islamist	discourse	
developed.		The	differences	between	these	schools	of	thought	finally	came	out	into	
the	open	with	the	confrontation	between	the	Kaum	Tua	(older	generation	of	
traditionalists)	and	the	Kaum	Muda	(younger	generation	of	modernists)	in	the	20th	
century.”												

	
Maszlee	Malik	(Theology	in	Malaysia:	Between	the	mainstream	and	the	periphery,	2013)	
wrote	a	summary	of	the	theological	differences	between	the	two	groups	–	the	Kaum	Tua	
and	the	Kaum	Muda.	Interested	readers	may	want	to	refer	to	that	paper.		For	this	essay	the	
focus	is	on	the	divergent	strategies	and	the	political	thinking	of	the	two	groups	because,	as	
will	be	seen	later,	it	is	these	differences	that	planted	the	seeds	that	led	to	the	splintering	of	
Amanah	from	PAS	in	2015.			
	
The	priorities	and	the	approaches	taken	by	these	two	groups	have	always	been	different,	
yet	they	both	share	the	commitment	to	propagate	Islam	and	to	campaign	for	the	adoption	
of	Islamic	values	into	public	policies.		It	is	also	important	to	note	that	if	boiled	down	to	the	
core,	both	groups	are	still	quite	“traditional”	in	that	both	believe	society	must	be	brought	
back	to	the	Islamic	value	system	as	outlined	by	the	Quran	and	the	Hadith.		The	differences	
are	mainly	in	the	context	of	how	the	texts	of	the	Quran	and	Hadith	should	be	interpreted	
when	developing	strategies	and	tactics	to	achieve	that	aim.		In	the	context	of	fighting	for	
independence,	both	Kaum	Tua	and	Kaum	Muda	share	the	desire	to	see	an	independent	
Malaya,	although	the	anti-British	sentiment	can	be	said	to	be	less	strong	among	the	Kaum	
Tua,	as	reflected	by	how	they	position	themselves	within	the	power	structure	at	that	time.							
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The	Kaum	Tua,	as	the	name	implies,	are	more	conservative	and	traditionalist.		They	mainly	
work	from	within	the	British-sponsored	bureaucracy,	aligning	themselves	with	the	
traditional	Malay	power	structure	with	the	Sultan	at	the	top.		The	enjoyed	authority	by	
virtue	of	their	presence	in	the	official	government	machinery	as	set	up	by	the	British,	with	
all	the	trappings	of	power	that	comes	with	it.		At	the	same	time,	feudalism	in	Malay	culture	
meant	that	it	is	not	always	easy	to	challenge	their	formal	positions	or	opinions.		Patronage	
given	by	the	Sultans,	enhanced	by	the	offices	created	by	the	British,	enabled	the	Kaum	Tua	
to	spread	their	wings	and	influence	throughout	the	official	state	system	more	easily,	
entrenching	their	control	on	the	formal	religious	bureaucracy.	
	
The	Kaum	Muda	on	the	other	hand	took	a	more	activist-type	approach.		It	is	not	so	much	
that	they	did	not	want	to	be	in	the	power	structure,	for	they	did	take	up	high-ranking	
government	positions	when	given	the	chance	(Mohamed	Osman,	2008).		But	for	the	most	
parts,	they	opted	for	a	more	grassroot	strategy,	by	setting	up	their	own	religious	schools	or	
madrasahs,	thereby	growing	their	ideas	and	building	their	support	networks	organically.		
Overall,	their	authority	at	that	time	was	not	so	much	legal	or	administrative,	but	more	in	the	
form	of	the	strength	of	their	ideas	and	the	persuasiveness	of	their	arguments.	
	
When	it	comes	to	the	political	ideas	championed	by	the	two	groups,	there	are	distinctive	
features	that	are	relevant	to	the	topic	being	discussed	here.		The	Kaum	Muda	were	
influenced	by	the	modernist	and	reformist	thinking	that	has	its	origins	from	the	teachings	of	
Jamaluddin	Al-Afghani,	Muhammad	Abduh	and	Muhammad	Rashid	Ridha,	who	were	
actively	propagating	reformist	thinking	from	Egypt	(Azyumardi	Azra,	1999;	Shamsul,	2005).		
The	crux	of	their	thinking	is	that	rationality	plays	important	roles	when	translating	religious	
texts,	and	that	a	literalist	approach	is	insufficient	to	tackle	modern	day	challenges.		They	
believe	in	the	importance	of	reason	and	intellectualism	that	combine	the	traditional	
methods	with	more	modern	and	secular	knowledge,	which	means	for	them	the	doors	of	
ijtihad	is	always	open	(Maszlee	Malik,	Theology	in	Malaysia:	Between	the	mainstream	and	
the	periphery,	2013).		The	Kaum	Muda	is	also	seen	as	more	liberal	in	their	views,	openly	
championing	concepts	that	are	relatively	rare	during	that	time	such	as	women	emancipation	
(Shamsul,	2005).		But	the	word	‘liberal’	here	is	used	in	relative	term,	referring	to	the	Kaum	
Muda	being	‘more	liberal’	in	some	aspects	compared	to	Kaum	Tua.		It	does	not	imply	that	
the	Kaum	Muda	are	liberal	as	understood	in	today’s	Western	philosophical	discourse.						
	
On	the	other	hand,	the	Kaum	Tua	is	less	open	to	the	utilisation	of	modern	knowledge	when	
it	comes	to	dealing	with	religious	issues.		Coming	mainly	from	the	rural	oral-based	pondok	
education	system	that	deploys	a	more	literalist	interpretation	of	texts,	to	them	secular	is	
bad	and	un-Islamic.		Their	presence	is	widespread	in	society	thanks	to	the	regular	talks	and	
teaching	activities	delivered	at	the	local	village	surau	and	mosques	scattered	throughout	the	
country.		Their	rise	as	a	distinct	group	within	the	Malay	society	was	catalysed	by	the	desire	
to	resist	the	spread	of	reformist	ideas	by	the	Kaum	Muda.		In	a	sense,	their	grouping	
together	was	a	political	resistance	move	and	they	did	not	really	have	any	need	to	work	
together	before	the	arrival	of	the	Kaum	Muda.		They	disliked	the	notion	that	the	opinions	of	
established	classical	Muslim	scholars	can	be	challenged	by	modern	thinkers	and	to	them	the	
rise	of	modernist	thinking	was	gradually	and	increasingly	challenging	their	position	in	
society.	The	Kaum	Tua	is	also	much	closer	to	the	establishment,	especially	the	Sultans,	
which	makes	them,	more	often	than	not,	a	defender	of	the	Malay	monarchy,	and	in	return	
the	monarchy	and	the	establishment	too	are	usually	quite	comfortable	with	them.								
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The	Kaum	Tua	–	Kaum	Muda	contestation	occurred	mainly	in	the	early	parts	of	1900s.		As	
the	country	became	more	focused	on	achieving	independence	from	Britain,	and	
subsequently	when	more	effort	was	spent	on	filling	the	administrative	void	left	by	the	
British	after	independence	in	1957,	the	public	spat	between	Kaum	Muda	and	Kaum	Tua	
subsided.		On	the	whole,	the	Kaum	Tua	was	seen	as	the	victor	because	their	grip	on	the	
establishment	continues.		But,	as	pointed	out	by	Mohamed	Osman	(2008,	p.	129):	
	

“…	in	the	long	term,	the	Kaum	Muda’s	impacts	on	Malay	society	was	felt	in	both	the	
religious	and	political	spheres.		Kaum	Muda	activism	planted	the	seeds	for	the	
growth	of	a	Malay-Muslim	intelligentsia,	which	tried	to	diagnose	and	analyse	the	
circumstances	that	arose	among	Malays	due	to	colonialism.		This	led	to	an	increasing	
awareness	among	Malays	of	the	importance	of	education.		While	the	Kaum	Muda	
themselves	were	less	politically	active,	their	successors	utilized	the	revivalist	spirit	to	
form	political	organizations	such	as	Hizbul	Muslimin	(HM),	Kesatuan	Melayu	Muda	
(KMM),	and	the	Parti	Islam	Se-Malaysia	(PAS).”	

	
		
From	conservatism	to	leftist	nationalism		
	
The	origin	of	PAS	is	rather	convoluted	but	the	official	line	today	is	that	it	was	founded	on	24	
November	1951,	at	a	meeting	of	Malay	scholars	and	representatives	of	Islamic	associations	
in	Butterworth,	Penang	(Riduan	Mohd	Nor,	2004).		The	meeting	was	actually	the	third	
Ulama	Congress,	which	itself	has	its	origin	in	the	desire	of	the	dominant	and	only	Malay	
nationalist	party	at	that	time	–	United	Malay	National	Organisation	(UMNO)	-		to	improve	its	
public	reputation.		UMNO	was	getting	worried	that	it	was	losing	support	from	conservative	
Malay	Muslims	and	it	saw	the	need	to	reposition	itself	as	a	champion	of	Islam.		Thus	UMNO	
under	the	presidency	of	Dato’	Onn	Jaafar	sponsored	the	first	Ulama	Congress	(Perjumpaan	
Alim	Ulama	Tanah	Melayu)	on	20-22	February	1950,	and	the	second	one	on	23	August	1951.		
The	purpose	was	to	bring	together	conservative	Muslim	scholars	to	discuss	steps	that	they	
need	to	take	in	moving	towards	independence.		When	the	Ulama	Congress	was	held	for	
third	time	on	24	November	1951,	the	delegates	agreed	to	the	formation	of	the	Persatuan	
Islam	Se-Malaya	(Pan-Malayan	Islamic	Organisation),	and	this	was	the	starting	point	for	PAS.	
	
That	PAS	was	formed	as	part	of	an	UMNO	strategy	to	attract	conservative	Malay-Muslim	
voters	is	very	clear.		Thus	the	founding	ideology	was	essentially	Malay	conservatism.		Not	
only	did	PAS	trace	its	origin	in	Dato’	Onn’s	strategy	to	reposition	UMNO	as	the	champion	of	
conservative	Islam,	the	first	President	was	Haji	Ahmad	Fuad,	who	simultaneously	held	the	
position	of	head	of	UMNO’s	Religious	Affairs	Bureau,	thereby	providing	a	direct	linkage	to	
UMNO’s	head	office.		In	other	words,	PAS	started	off	as	an	entity	that	was	led	by	the	Head	
of	UMNO’s	Religious	Bureau.	
	
In	addition	to	being	a	gathering	of	Malay	conservatives,	the	founding	ideas	of	PAS	revolved	
around	Malay	nationalism	and	Malay	unity,	again,	similar	to	UMNO’s	founding	principles.		In	
fact,	when	accepting	the	presidency	of	the	party,	Haji	Ahmad	Fuad	gave	a	speech	entitled	
‘Kita	Laksana	Sampah,	Kerana	Tidak	Bersatu’	(We	are	but	flotsam,	for	we	remain	disunited)	
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(Farish	A.	Noor,	Islam	Embedded:	The	Historical	Development	of	the	Pan-Malaysian	Islamic	
Party	PAS	(1951	-	2003),	2014a,	p.	75),	in	an	obvious	attempt	to	call	for	Malay	unity.			
	
PAS’	Malay	conservatism	became	clearer	soon	after	its	founding.		One	of	Ahmad	Fuad’s	
agenda	was	to	bring	PAS	closer	to	Dato’	Onn’s	new	party,	the	Independent	of	Malaya	Party	
(IMP).		In	1951,	Dato’	Onn	left	UMNO	because	UMNO’s	conservative	membership	rejected	
his	idea	to	turn	UMNO	into	a	non-communal	party.		He	set	up	the	IMP	as	his	new	platform	
to	promote	multiracialism	(Syed	Husin	Ali,	2008).		When	Ahmad	Fuad	proposed	to	PAS	to	
cooperate	with	IMP	at	a	special	meeting	on	26	September	1953,	he	too	was	defeated	by	
PAS’	conservative	members.		The	majority	of	PAS	members	was	not	ready	to	become	non-
communal.		They	preferred	instead	to	take	part	in	another	initiative	led	by	the	ethnic-based	
UMNO	and	its	junior	partner	that	is	also	ethnic-based,	the	Malayan	Chinese	Association	
(MCA)	(Ismail	Said,	2011,	p.	90).		This	defeat	led	Ahmad	Fuad	to	resign	from	PAS,	the	first	
indication	that	it	is	not	easy	for	anyone,	even	their	own	founding	president,	to	go	against	
the	conservative	Malays	within	the	party.		Right	from	the	start,	when	they	had	to	choose	a	
political	partner,	PAS	preferred	UMNO’s	communalism	over	other	options,	and	they	will	
push	aside	anyone	suggesting	otherwise.		That	was	the	experience	of	their	first	president.		
	
When	Burhanuddin	Al-Helmy	became	PAS’	third	president	in	1956,	he	solidified	nationalism	
in	the	already	conservative	party.		Burhanuddin	outlined	in	his	maiden	speech	as	PAS’	
president	that	the	basis	of	his,	and	thence	PAS’,	struggle	must	be	Malay	nationalism,	that	
the	Malays	are	the	owner	of	the	country,	and	that	the	Malay	language	must	be	made	the	
national	language	(Kamarudin	Jaffar,	2000,	p.	214).		He	also	went	on	to	say	that	he	opposes	
the	granting	of	citizenship	using	jus	soli	principle,	as	he	felt	that	the	rising	number	of	non-
Malays	in	Malaya	could	create	“the	risk	of	treasons	that	will	endanger	this	nation’s	
independence.”	(Ismail	Said,	2011,	p.	151).		He,	and	PAS,	did	not	trust	that	non-Malays	can	
be	loyal	citizens	of	the	country.		This	is	not	surprising	because	Burhanuddin	was	always	
known	to	be	one	of	the	most	outspoken	Malay	nationalist	leaders	in	the	country	at	that	
time.					
	
Equally	important	was	how	Burhanuddin	added	leftist	ideology	into	an	already	conservative	
and	increasingly	nationalist	PAS.		Burhanuddin	joined	PAS	with	a	very	clear	agenda	to	turn	
PAS	from	a	conservative	party	to	a	leftist	one.		When	he	was	asked	why	he	wanted	to	join	
PAS,	he	was	recorded	to	have	said	that	once	he	assumes	the	presidency	of	PAS,	“it	would	be	
easier	for	me	to	inject	a	leftist	soul	into	it.”	(Ahmad	Boestamam,	1972,	p.	64)		Even	his	entry	
into	PAS	was	undertaken	after	obtaining	the	blessings	of	the	leaders	of	the	socialist-Marxist	
party	of	that	time,	the	Partai	Rakyat	Malaya	(PRM)	(Safie	Ibrahim,	1981,	pp.	81-83).		As	far	
as	the	socialist-Marxist	PRM	leaders	were	concerned,	Burhanuddin’s	entry	into	PAS	was	
beneficial	to	their	wider	leftist	cause,	and	PRM’s	president	at	that	time,	Ahmad	Boestamam,	
said	to	him	“it	is	alright	for	us	to	sit	in	different	corners,	so	long	as	it	is	on	the	same	rug.”	
(1972,	pp.	65-66).		Indeed,	as	soon	as	he	assumed	the	presidency	of	PAS	in	1956,	in	his	
inaugural	speech,	he	immediately	started	the	transformation	process	by	saying	“The	healthy	
forces	of	nationalism,	religion	and	socialism	in	society	must	be	utilised,	brought	together	
from	now	…	The	similarities	between	the	three	must	be	upheld,	blended	and	strengthened	
…”	(Burhanuddin	Al-Helmy,	1988)										
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Having	said	that,	various	studies	have	explained	that	Burhanuddin	was	not	leftist	in	the	
sense	of	being	a	Marxist-Leninist.		The	term	‘left’	at	that	time	was	used	as	a	rather	generic	
term	to	describe	those	who	chose	to	strive	for	independence	by	not	cooperating	with	the	
British	(Farish	A.	Noor,	Islam	Embedded:	The	Historical	Development	of	the	Pan-Malaysian	
Islamic	Party	PAS	(1951	-	2003),	2014a;	Kamarudin	Jaffar,	2000;	Ismail	Said,	2011).		If	one	
were	to	examine	the	writings	and	speeches	of	Burhanuddin,	it	might	be	more	accurate	to	
say	that	Burhanuddin	would	fit	more	comfortably	into	the	category	of	a	centre	left	
collectivist,	and	leaning	more	towards	social	democracy.		As	explained	by	Berman	and	
Dettke	(Understanding	Social	Democracy,	2005),	social	democracy	is	built	on	a	belief	in	the	
primacy	of	collectivism	and	it	represents	a	non-Marxist	vision	of	socialism.		Social	democrats	
believe	in	the	need	to	use,	and	the	justifiability	of	using,	coercive	government	powers	to	
create	social	change,	as	well	as	in	the	acceptability	of	coercive	government	actions	to	
ensure	conformity	towards	the	collective	ideals	(Berman	&	Dettke,	2005).		With	that	
ideological	leaning,	Burhanuddin	planted	the	seeds	for	a	belief	in	the	need	to	create	a	
strong	power	centre	to	govern	society.		He	coined	a	new	term	to	describe	his	belief:	
“theocratic	socialism”	(Panel	Pengkaji	Sejarah,	1999),	implying	his	belief	in	what	he	feels	is	a	
religiously-guided	collectivist	governance.			
	
But	it	is	important	to	remember	that	Burhanuddin	was	not	operating	within	a	vacuum.		He	
still	had	to	work	within	a	party	that	was	essentially	Malay	conservative	and	Islamist	in	
nature.		The	conservatives	still	had	a	hold	on	the	party	machineries	and	they	do	so	by	
rallying	behind	the	conservative	deputy	president,	Zulkifli	Mohamad.		While	Burhanuddin	
was	the	public	face	of	PAS,	internally	it	was	Zulkifli	who	was	regarded	as	the	true	
representative	of	PAS’	ideological	beliefs	and	he	regularly	warned	party	leaders	to	not	
deviate	from	the	real	cause	of	conservative	Malay	Islamism.		Even	though	Burhanuddin	held	
the	top	position	in	the	party,	the	conservatives	flame	was	kept	alive	by	Zulkifli.		It	was	in	this	
era	that	the	distinction	between	the	“original”	conservative	PAS	and	the	so-called	“imported	
alien	ideas”	was	sparked.		The	conflict	was	not	apparent,	but	the	seeds	were	planted	then	
(Mujahid	Yusof,	Menuju	PAS	Baru:	Krisis,	Peluang	dan	Dinamisme,	2011,	pp.	52-55;	
Salahuddin	Ayob,	2017).								
	
	
Islamisation	of	authoritarianism	
	
Upon	Burhanuddin’s	demise,	PAS’	presidency	passed	to	a	charismatic	Malay	nationalist	
leader,	Asri	Muda.		Farish	Noor	(2014a,	pp.	213-328)	provided	a	good	overview	of	the	Asri	
years.		He	was	charismatic	more	due	to	his	oratory	rather	than	intellectual	or	administrative	
skills.		Coming	from	a	predominantly	Malay	Muslim	family	and	social	backgrounds,	Asri	
turned	PAS	into	a	party	whose	concerns	centred	around	the	Malay	agenda.		He	brought	PAS	
closer	to	UMNO,	even	joining	the	Barisan	Nasional	coalition	from	1972	to	1978.		Asri’s	
Malay-nationalist	attitude	created	a	rift	in	the	party,	with	an	increasing	portion	of	PAS’	
membership	accusing	him	of	taking	the	party	away	from	their	original	Islamist	agenda.		His	
singular	focus	on	Malay	ethnonationalism	caused	him	to	miss	an	important	development	
within	the	wider	Islamist	activism	circle	in	Malaysia	in	the	1970s.		That	was	the	period	when	
new	Islamist	groups	started	to	rise,	including	the	likes	of	the	Islamic	Representative	Council	
(IRC),	the	Muslim	Youth	Movement	of	Malaysia	(ABIM),	and	the	Darul	Arqam.		As	these	
groups	started	to	steal	away	PAS’	claim	to	be	the	representative	of	Islam	in	the	country,	Asri	
continued	to	mould	PAS	into	a	Malay-centric	party.		This	caused	PAS	to	start	losing	their	grip	
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on	Malaysian	Islamists,	and	at	the	same	time	increased	the	strength	of	protest	against	Asri’s	
leadership	from	within	the	party	too.			
	
The	protest	gradually	paved	the	way	for	a	rise	of	new	group	within	PAS,	the	ulama	led	by	
religious	scholars	such	as	Yusof	Abdullah	Ar-Rawi	or	better	known	as	Yusof	Rawa,	Abdul	
Hadi	Awang,	and	Nik	Abdul	Aziz	Nik	Mat.		The	1979	Iranian	revolution	was	pivotal	in	this	
development.		It	opened	the	eyes	of	some	PAS	leaders	about	the	potential	success	that	can	
be	created	if	the	party	were	to	take	up	a	more	revolutionary	approach.		They	started	to	
question,	more	vocally,	Asri’s	ethnonationalism	and	argued	that	Asri’s	methods	are	un-
Islamic.		Eventually	the	ulama	group	removed	Asri	from	his	presidency	on	23	October	1982.		
Yusof	Rawa	took	over	as	the	next	president,	marking	the	beginning	of	a	significantly	new	era	
in	the	party’s	ideological	evolution.						
	
Under	Yusof	the	party	radically	changed	from	one	that	has	a	narrow	Malay	agenda	into	one	
that	promotes	pan-Islamism.		Over	time,	the	influx	of	ABIM	and	IRC	activists	into	the	party	
assisted	Yusof’s	agenda	to	turn	PAS	into	a	staunchly	pan-Islamist	party.		They	brought	with	
them	a	more	structured	system	to	turn	members	into	cadres,	using	an	internal	education	
mechanism	inspired	by	the	Muslim	Brotherhood,	such	as	the	usrah	and	tamrin.		Influenced	
by	the	thinking	of	Syed	Qutb	(Farish	A.	Noor,	The	Malaysian	Islamic	Party	PAS	1951-2013:	
Islamism	in	a	mottled	nation,	2014b),	Yusof	used	strong	tactics	to	attack	UMNO	and	others	
whom	he	deemed	as	being	on	the	“other”	side,	openly	and	repeatedly	drawing	lines	
between	what	he	labelled	as	Islamic	and	un-Islamic	(Islamic	vs	kufr).			
	
Yusof’s	approach	was	strengthened	by	a	rising	firebrand	from	Terengganu,	Abdul	Hadi	
Awang.		Abdul	Hadi	caused	a	storm	when	he	issued	his	edict,	commonly	called	the	Amanat	
Haji	Hadi,	in	which	he	implied	that	those	supporting	the	UMNO-led	Barisan	Nasional	are	
supporting	a	kufr	agenda.		Albeit	indirectly,	Hadi	was	the	first	to	push	to	the	forefront	of	
Malaysian	politics	the	takfiri	approach	that	was	widespread	in	the	Middle	East	at	that	time	
(Farish	A.	Noor,	Islam	Embedded:	The	Historical	Development	of	the	Pan-Malaysian	Islamic	
Party	PAS	(1951	-	2003),	2014a,	p.	740).		Despite	the	division	he	caused	in	the	wider	society,	
his	radical	approach	helped	positioned	PAS’	struggle	as	a	holy	jihad,	spreading	the	belief	
that	PAS	is	Islam	and	Islam	is	PAS,	because	PAS	was	the	only	party	campaigning	for	the	
introduction	of	shariah	law	especially	hudud.		It	also	positioned	PAS’	political	enemies	as	the	
enemies	of	Islam,	thereby	directly	contributing	to	making	PAS	an	exclusivist	party.							
	
During	this	ulama	era	PAS	did	not	just	adopt	radical	Islamism	as	its	ideology,	but	there	were	
important	structural	changes	too.	Together	with	his	supporters	like	Fadzil	Muhammad	Noor,	
Abdul	Hadi	Awang,	Nik	Abdul	Aziz	Nik	Mat,	and	many	more,	Yusof	was	the	first	to	propagate	
the	claim	that	the	mantle	of	leadership	should	be	assigned	to	religious	scholars	(ulama).		
Inspired	by	the	Iranian	revolution,	the	ulama	group	promoted	a	concept	that	was	eventually	
known	as	“Kepimpinan	Ulama”	(Leadership	by	Ulama).		This	crux	of	the	idea	is	that	the	
ulama	are	chosen	by	God	to	inherit	the	mantle	of	leadership	left	by	Prophet	Mohamad,	and	
therefore	they	should	lead	the	party.		Being	an	ulama	was	made	a	pre-requisite	before	
anyone	can	assume	a	top	post.			
	
Yusof	also	championed	the	adoption	of	the	Iranian	model	of	governance	for	the	party.		In	
1983	a	constitutional	amendment	was	passed	to	set	up	an	unelected	Majlis	Syura	Ulama	
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(Ulama	Consultative	Council)	to	be	their	highest	layer	of	authority,	unaccountable	to	party	
members.		This	was	implemented	in	1987,	after	approval	from	the	Malaysian	Registrar	of	
Societies.		He	also	created	the	post	of	Mursyidul	Am	to	play	the	role	akin	to	the	Iranian	
Grand	Ayatollah,	again,	with	no	mechanism	for	accountability	to	the	members.		The	claim	
was	that	at	that	position,	the	post-holder	is	responsible	and	accountable	to	God.						
	
It	was	the	conservative	ulama	group	who	benefited	from	Yusof’s	actions.		Their	grip	on	the	
party	was	not	only	ingrained	as	an	ideology	but	also	guaranteed	through	institutional	
changes.		This	development	created	concerns	in	the	eyes	of	some	party	leaders.		One	vocal	
critic	was	Abu	Bakar	Hamzah,	who	complained	that	the	holier-than-thou	attitude	taken	by	
Yusof	and	his	supporters	is	harmful	to	society	at	large.		But	the	ulama’s	grip	have	already	
solidified	and	Abu	Bakar’s	membership	was	eventually	suspended	in	1986	(Farish	A.	Noor,	
Islam	Embedded:	The	Historical	Development	of	the	Pan-Malaysian	Islamic	Party	PAS	(1951	-	
2003),	2014a,	pp.	395-396).		For	the	ulama	group,	even	though	they	rose	to	power	by	
challenging	Asri’s	authority	and	legitimacy,	they	were	not	willing	to	entertain	or	allow	any	
challenge	to	their	own	authority	and	legitimacy.	
	
Yusof’s	presidency,	and	the	era	of	leadership	by	ulama	that	he	started,	was	the	watershed	
that	made	PAS	into	what	it	is	today.		Prior	to	Yusof,	PAS	behaved	like	a	normal	political	
party,	whose	leaders	were	mere	mortals	who	could	make	mistakes,	and	more	importantly	
could	be	challenged	and	even	deposed	for	those	mistakes.		In	fact,	prior	to	Yusof,	PAS	had	
two	presidents	-	Ahmad	Fuad	and	Asri	–who	were	forced	to	leave	their	posts	by	the	party,	
as	described	above.		But	Yusof	started	a	new	normal	where	top	party	leaders	begin	to	be	
regarded	as	chosen	by	God	to	inherit	the	leadership	positions	left	by	the	Prophet.		The	
creation	of	the	Majlis	Syura	Ulama	and	the	post	of	Mursyidul	Am	were	major	steps	in	that	
direction,	as	it	created	positions	where	democratic	accountability	becomes	irrelevant.		They	
stopped	short	from	saying	that	the	holders	of	those	positions	are	infallible,	but	that	was	the	
unwritten	implication.		No	mechanism	of	accountability	was	available	to	provide	check	and	
balance	against	the	occupants	of	those	posts.		Yusof	and	his	supporters	paved	the	way	for	
PAS	leaders	to	become	holy	men.			
	
Yusof’s	success	was	quite	remarkable.		Burhanuddin	Al-Helmy	was	only	able	to	plant	the	
seeds	for	his	theocratic	socialism	but	he	was	not	able	to	mould	the	party	into	a	movement	
to	pursue	his	vision.		As	soon	as	he	departed	from	the	post,	Asri	Muda	changed	the	party	
into	one	that	that	was	very	different	from	what	Burhanuddin	envisioned.		But	Yusof	Rawa	
and	his	supporters	used	Islam	not	just	to	rise	to	power	but	also	to	institutionalise	their	grip	
on	power	by	removing	democratic	check	and	balance	mechanisms.		The	creation	of	the	
Majlis	Syura	Ulama	and	the	post	of	Mursyidul	Am	meant	that	the	ulama	group	is	fully	in	
charge,	and	they	are	fully	able	to	use	their	powers	to	shape	the	party	from	the	centre.		In	a	
way,	Yusof	completed	what	Burhanuddin	started,	namely	institutionalising	a	form	of	
governance	that	is	emblematic	of	theocratic	socialism	–	a	centralised	structure	that	is	
unaccountable	to	the	members	because	they	claim	to	be	answerable	only	to	God	-	and	
safeguarding	that	structure	not	just	with	the	party’s	constitution	but	also	with	religion.		The	
top	leaders	can	now	demand	obedience	(wala’)	from	party	members	and	they	can	also	
determine	what	is	the	correct	party	ideology	(fikrah).		By	institutionalising	their	control	and	
couching	their	actions	in	religious	terms,	Yusof	Rawa	“Islamised”	a	soft	version	of	
authoritarianism	in	the	party.	
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Fadzil	Noor	took	over	the	presidency	from	Yusof	in	1989.		He	was	touted	to	be	an	inclusive	
leader	and	under	him	PAS	became	a	respected	national	party,	personified	by	his	willingness	
to	work	with	others	including	non-Muslim	parties	and	civil	society	organisations.			During	
Fadzil’s	era	of	inclusiveness,	more	progressive	Islamist	figures	entered	into	the	picture,	
rising	up	the	ranks	to	hold	important	positions	in	PAS.		Even	if	they	did	not	win	party	
elections,	Fadzil	would	appoint	them	into	important	posts	in	the	party	at	various	levels	
(Salahuddin	Ayob,	2017).		But	these	progressive	figures,	and	Fadzil	himself,	did	not	do	
anything	to	change	the	core	essence	of	the	party.		It	was	still	led	at	the	top	by	an	
unaccountable	set	of	leaders.		The	post	of	the	Mursyidul	Am	became	even	more	revered.		
The	takfiri	culture	introduced	by	Hadi	continue	to	simmer	in	the	background	without	check.		
The	concept	of	leadership	by	ulama	was	strengthened	even	by	the	progressives.		And	the	
party,	including	the	progressives,	continue	to	campaign	for	what	was	essentially	
Burhanuddin’s	theocratic	socialist	ideals	–	that	society	and	individuals	should	be	guided	
from	the	centre	using	coercive	authority	either	of	the	state,	or,	for	the	party	internally,	by	
the	party’s	leadership.		The	only	difference	is	that	while	Burhanuddin	used	relatively	secular	
language	to	promote	his	ideals,	Fadzil’s	era	saw	increased	usage	of	Arabic	terms	for	the	
purpose,	creating	the	impression	that	collectivist	ideals	are	in	fact	Islamic	ideals	itself.			
	
When	the	party	was	united	in	their	agenda	–	especially	when	they	are	united	in	challenging	
UMNO	–	things	progressed	smoothly	and	the	progressives	even	served	to	enhance	the	
ulama’s	worldview.		Thus,	the	progressives	played	a	pivotal	role	to	solidify	the	ulama’s	grip	
on	the	party,	as	the	progressives	find	themselves	accepted	by	the	conservative	ulama.		They	
put	their	complete	trust	and	hope	that	two	people	-	the	President	Fadzil	Noor	and	the	
Mursyidul	Am	Nik	Abdul	Aziz	Nik	Mat	–	will	steer	the	party	towards	their	progressive	
direction	and	therefore	there	is	no	need	to	change	the	party	structure	into	one	that	is	more	
democratic	(Salahuddin	Ayob,	2017;	Mujahid	Yusof,	PAS	Central	Committee	Member	(2005-
2015),	2017).		But	as	will	be	seen	at	the	end	of	the	next	section,	their	trust	in	the	
benevolence	of	the	authoritarian	structure	faltered	when	these	two	figures	passed	away.		It	
was	only	then	the	progressive	Islamists	discovered	that	without	the	protection	of	Fadzil	and	
Nik	Aziz,	their	positions	are	vulnerable	and	that	their	ideas	were	never	really	accepted	by	
the	party.		They	were	merely	temporarily	tolerated.			
	
	
Tolerant	conservatives			
		
As	the	only	political	party	that	openly	champions	a	strongly	Islamic	agenda,	PAS	is	the	most	
obvious	party	for	anyone	with	interest	in	political	Islam.		Even	though,	as	explained	above,	
PAS	is	essentially	a	conservative	and	traditionalist	party,	progressive	Islamist	activists	were	
still	able	to	find	space	in	the	party.		This	has	been	the	case	from	the	start	but	in	the	1970s	
and	1980s	many	more	activists	from	other	Islamic	organisations	joined	PAS,	and	these	
included	those	from	ABIM	and	IRC.		In	the	early	1980s	they	played	an	important	role	to	
remove	Asri	and	to	install	Yusof	to	lead	the	party.		Soon	thereafter	they	were	pivotal	in	
ensuring	that	the	concept	of	leadership	by	ulama	is	embedded	into	the	party	ideologically	
and	structurally.		But	throughout	this	period	the	progressives	never	organised	themselves	
into	a	distinct	group,	preferring	to	work	within	the	established	party	structure	instead.			
	



 152 

The	word	‘progressive’	in	this	context	is	not	easy	to	define.		Various	factors	come	into	play.		
But,	in	general,	many	of	the	progressives	show	elements	of	the	Kaum	Muda	thinking,	in	the	
sense	that	they	call	for	new	opinions	(ijtihad)	to	be	formed	when	dealing	with	contemporary	
political	challenges,	they	are	more	comfortable	to	use	rationale	and	logic	and	not	tied	to	
dogma.		They	show	interest	in	the	wider	policy	challenges,	preferring	to	discuss	and	define	
the	concept	of	Islamic	state	using	theories	of	good	governance	and	liberal	democracy.		They	
are	also	more	open	to	engaging	with	those	from	outside	of	PAS,	including	the	non-Muslims,	
as	well	as	to	venture	into	issues	that	are	much	wider	than	the	traditional	legalistic	Islamic	
state	agenda.		They	try	to	push	PAS	away	from	the	narrow	pursuit	of	the	hudud	law,	and	
they	do	not	use	the	radical	takfiri	approach	against	their	political	opponents.		These,	to	
varying	degrees,	distinguishes	the	from	the	mainly	conservative	PAS	members	and	their	
pondok-educated	leaders.			
	
Following	the	Reformasi	years	of	the	late	1990s	and	early	2000s,	the	progressives	found	that	
they	were	increasingly	given	space	to	shape	PAS’	political	agenda	and	public	image.		
Firebrands	like	Abdul	Hadi	and	Ulama	Wing	Chief	Haron	Taib	gave	way	to	them,	and	they	
even	altered	their	own	radical	attitude	to	suit	the	rising	influence	of	the	progressives	in	the	
party.		PAS	as	a	whole	was	quick	to	adapt,	and	the	new	political	strategy	of	the	party	worked	
well	for	the	progressives.		From	the	divisive	and	exclusive	holier-than-thou	party,	PAS	was	
seen	as	having	been	transformed	into	an	inclusive	and	progressive	party	that	was	
increasingly	accepted	by	the	electorates	across	ethnicity	and	religion.	
	
One	early	example	of	how	the	conservatives	were	willing	to	tolerate	and	accommodate	the	
new	trend	took	place	in	1999,	when	the	party	was	faced	with	the	real	possibility	of	a	sea	
change	in	Malaysian	politics	following	the	1998	ousting	of	Deputy	Prime	Minister	Anwar	
Ibrahim	from	UMNO.		Around	20	members	of	PAS	central	committee	travelled	to	the	Islamic	
Foundation	in	Markfield,	United	Kingdom,	to	attend	a	meeting	with	renowned	Islamic	
scholars	Yusof	Al-Qardhawi,	Rached	Ghannouchi,	Khurshid	Ahmad,	and	Kamal	Alhelbawy.		
This	author	was	one	of	the	organisers	of	that	meeting	and	the	top	two	items	on	the	agenda	
were:	the	acceptability	of	working	with	the	Chinese-majority	Democratic	Action	Party	(DAP)	
and	how	to	handle	the	possibility	of	Wan	Azizah	Wan	Ismail,	Anwar’s	wife,	becoming	Leader	
of	the	Parliamentary	Opposition.			
	
In	that	meeting,	conservative	figures	like	Abdul	Hadi,	Haron	Taib,	central	committee	
member	Hashim	Jasin,	and	several	others	strongly	opposed	both	ideas.		But	they	relented	
after	all	of	the	invited	scholars	argued	that	these	were	Islamically-justified	and	necessary.		
The	most	fascinating	thing	to	observe	in	that	two	day	meeting	was	the	interaction	that	
occurred	on	the	sidelines	privately	between	the	PAS	leaders.		The	differences	between	
Fadzil	on	the	one	side,	and	Hadi	and	Haron	on	the	other,	were	very	obvious.		Fadzil	worked	
hard	to	make	the	new	partnership	happen,	but	Hadi	persistently	challenging	his	views	by	
saying	that	the	moves	are	not	Islamic.		Nevertheless,	and	to	their	credit,	every	single	person	
in	that	meeting	who	initially	opposed	the	proposal	joined	hands	to	present	a	united	front	
after	the	meeting.		Once	a	majority	decision	was	made,	everyone	including	the	
conservatives	publicly	supported	the	new	political	partnership.		The	conservatives	were	
willing	to	give	way	to	the	new	ideas,	or	they	may	simply	realise	that	they	did	not	have	the	
strength	to	resist	the	changing	national	tide.		They	tolerated	the	progressives.	
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In	the	early	2000s,	UMNO	started	to	mock	PAS	as	a	party	that	has	no	real	plans	on	how	to	
govern	the	country.		UMNO’s	President	and	Malaysia’s	Prime	Minister	at	that	time,	
Mahathir	Mohamed,	repeatedly	taunted	PAS	as	a	party	without	any	real	substance.		In	
response	Fadzil	as	president	formed	a	team	to	draft	a	document	outlining	PAS’	vision	of	
what	an	Islamic	state	should	look	like.		He	wanted	to	see	a	document	that	provides	a	
detailed	description	of	the	policies	that	PAS	would	introduce	if	they	were	to	come	to	power	
(Salahuddin	Ayob,	2017).		But	his	untimely	demise	on	23	June	2002	changed	the	scenario.		
The	conservative	Abdul	Hadi	took	over	as	president,	and	he	asked	arch-conservative	Haron	
Din	to	continue	drafting	the	document.		Haron’s	committee	eventually	produced	the	
Dokumen	Negara	Islam	(Islamic	State	Document)	which	was	released	on	12	November	
2003.		But	the	content	was	well	short	of	any	real	policy	prescription.		It	was	just	a	short	
booklet	with	broad	outlines	of	PAS’	vision	of	a	state,	and	a	list	of	simple	one-line	bullet	
points	policy	statements.		This	was	far	short	of	what	the	late	Fadzil	originally	asked	for.	
	
	
The	progressives:	determined	but	unorganised	
	
Unsatisfied	with	the	seeming	inability	of	the	party	to	chart	a	clearer	vision,	the	progressives	
decided	to	build	the	Dokumen	into	more	concrete	propositions.		They	lobbied	from	within	
the	party	hierarchy,	and	persuaded	the	party	to	adopt	the	theme	‘Honest,	Fair	and	Clean	
Government:	Towards	Negara	Berkebajikan’180	for	their	general	elections	manifesto	in	
2008.		The	progressives	took	it	further	and	on	3	June	2011,	Hadi	announced	through	his	
policy	speech	at	PAS’	annual	general	meeting	that	the	party	would	make	the	creation	of	a	
“Negara	Berkebajikan”	as	their	top	agenda.		This	was	followed	by	the	appointment	of	a	
leading	progressive	figure,	vice	president	Salahuddin	Ayob	to	head	a	team	detailing	out	
what	is	meant	by	the	concept,	resulting	in	the	publication	of	another	booklet	“Negara	
Berkebajikan:	Tawaran	PAS”181	on	11	December	2011.		The	term	“Negara	Berkebajikan”	was	
often	confused	with	the	Western	welfare	state	but	PAS	translates	this	term	as	“Nation	of	
Care	and	Opportunity”,	and	they	distinguished	this	from	the	costly	redistributionist	welfare	
state	(Dzulkefly	Ahmad,	PAS	and	its	‘Benevolent	Nation’	concept,	2012).		They	also	toned	
down	the	call	for	an	Islamic	state	and	the	implementation	of	the	shariah	or	hudud	law.		For	
the	progressives,	this	was	a	major	achievement	because	their	ideas	are	now	the	official	
policy	of	the	party,	and	they	managed	to	shift	PAS	away	from	the	decades-old	slogan	of	
Islamic	State.				
	
In	their	haste	to	promote	Negara	Berkebajikan,	the	progressives	missed	one	major	
development	that	was	simmering	quietly	in	the	background.		UMNO	was	chiding	them	for	
not	including	the	hudud	law	as	part	of	the	promise	in	the	Negara	Berkebajikan,	and	the	
conservatives	were	becoming	agitated.		The	conservatives	felt	that	that	the	Negara	
Berkebajikan	proposition	is	chipping	PAS	too	far	away	from	what	was	supposed	to	be	the	
party’s	core	purpose	–	the	creation	of	an	Islamic	state	that	upholds	the	hudud	law.	
	
Oblivious	to	the	conservatives’	resentment,	the	progressives	pushed	ahead	two	even	more	
radical	proposals	that	could	change	PAS	in	very	significant	ways.		First,	they	wanted	PAS	to	
																																																													
180	Kerajaan	Beramanah,	Adil	dan	Bersih:	Ke	Arah	Negara	Berkebajikan	
181	Negara	Berkebajikan:	PAS’	Offers		
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open	its	membership	to	non-Muslims.		And,	second,	they	wanted	to	shift	PAS	away	from	
leadership	by	ulama	to	a	more	inclusive	paradigm.			
	
The	responsibility	to	push	these	ideas	to	the	wider	membership	was	taken	up	by	Mujahid	
Yusof.		The	son	of	Yusof	Rawa,	Mujahid	became	a	PAS	central	committee	member	in	2005.		
Prior	to	that,	he	played	an	important	role	to	help	PAS	reach	out	to	non-Muslim	voters	and	
the	eventual	formation	of	the	PAS	Supporters	Club	in	2004.		On	7	November	2008	he	
presented	a	five-point	proposal	to	PAS’	central	committee	(Mujahid	Yusof,	PAS	Central	
Committee	Member	(2005-2015),	2017;	Mujahid	Yusof,	Wajah	Baru	Politik	Malaysia,	2009):	

1. To	amend	PAS’	constitution	so	that	non-Muslims	can	become	a	member.	
2. To	turn	PAS	Supporters	Club	into	a	“wing”	of	the	party	
3. 	To	upgrade	the	party’s	National	Unity	Bureau	into	a	Department	until	the	new	

“wing”	can	function	fully	
4. To	put	non-Muslim	as	PAS	candidates	and	to	appoint	them	into	official	posts	in	state	

governments	controlled	by	PAS	
5. To	appoint	non-Muslims	as	senators	and	other	important	positions	in	the	party	

	
Mujahid’s	proposals	were	accepted.		Steps	were	immediately	taken	to	implement	those	
ideas	and	PAS	finally	announced	the	formation	of	the	Dewan	Himpunan	Penyokong	PAS	on	
23	May	2010,	specific	for	the	non-Muslims.		This	unprecedented	decision	institutionalised	
non-Muslim’s	entry	into	the	party.			Mujahid	was	clearly	pleased	by	PAS’	historic	acceptance	
of	his	suggestions,	seeing	it	as	the	culmination	of	an	agenda	that	was	started	by	his	father,	
Yusof	Rawa,	when	the	latter	set	up	the	Chinese	Consultative	Council	(CCC)	within	PAS	in	
1985.		Mujahid	also	published	a	book	in	2009	–	Wajah	Baru	Politik	Malaysia	(The	New	Face	
of	Malaysian	Politics)	-	to	help	document	and	disseminate	his	ideas	on	why	it	was	important	
for	PAS	to	accept	non-Muslim	members.										
	
Mujahid	then	went	further	in	his	attempt	to	transform	PAS.		In	2010	he	released	a	book	
entitled	Menuju	PAS	Baru:	Krisis,	peluang	dan	dinamisme		(Towards	a	New	PAS:	crisis,	
opportunity	and	dynamism).		This	was	followed	by	another	one	in	2012,	Rejuvenasi	PAS:	
Idea,	realiti,	aplikasi	(Rejuvenating	PAS:	ideas,	reality,	application).		In	both	he	discussed	an	
even	more	touchy	subject	–	the	need	to	reform	the	Leadership	by	Ulama	concept.		In	the	
first	book	he	deliberated	on	it	only	lightly,	saying	that	the	original	principle	as	introduced	by	
his	late	father	was	not	meant	to	elevate	any	one	person	but	it	is	about	the	leadership	of	the	
Majlis	Syura	Ulama	collectively.		He	also	argued	that	the	Majlis	Syura	Ulama	was	formed	in	
order	to	curb	centralisation	of	power	into	the	hands	of	the	president,	as	practiced	by	Asri	
prior	to	1982	(Mujahid	Yusof,	Menuju	PAS	Baru:	Krisis,	Peluang	dan	Dinamisme,	2011,	pp.	
73-79).				
	
In	the	second	book	Mujahid	provided	a	more	forceful	critique	of	the	Majlis	Syura	Ulama.		He	
argued	that	the	body	complicates	the	administration	of	the	party	because	there	are	
duplications	of	membership,		it	reinforces	the	image	that	PAS	is	an	overtly	religious	party	(as	
opposed	to	a	national	party),	and	the	discussions	in	the	Majlis	Syura	Ulama	were	not	
transparent.		Mujahid	went	on	to	propose	two	changes:	the	name	of	the	body	should	be	
changed	to	Majlis	Perundingan	Parti	(Party	Consultative	Council)	and	the	membership	
should	be	opened	to	non-ulama	(Mujahid	Yusof,	Rejuvenasi	PAS:	Idea,	Realiti,	Aplikasi,	
2012,	pp.	117-123).			
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Return	of	the	conservatives	
	
While	the	progressives	were	busy	promoting	their	ideas	on	how	to	refor	PAS,	they	
underestimated	the	campaign	conducted	by	the	conservatives	in	the	background	to	counter	
their	ideas.		The	progressives	assumed	that	since	they	dominated	the	central	committee	and	
since	many	of	their	suggestions	were	accepted	by	the	central	leadership	including	by	
president	Abdul	Hadi	Awang,	the	party	as	a	whole	must	have	agreed	with	them.		They	knew	
that	some	of	their	suggestions	were	radically	different	from	what	PAS	is	used	to	(Salahuddin	
Ayob,	2017),	but	they	overlooked	the	need	to	persuade	PAS’	grassroot	members	in	a	more	
strategic	and	holistic	way.		They	thought	that	since	their	ideas	were	already	accepted	by	the	
top	leadership,	the	party	as	a	whole	must	have	accepted	them	too.		That	was	their	biggest	
mistake.		Over	time,	the	space	to	engage	with	the	party’s	grassroots	became	completely	
controlled	by	the	conservatives	who	focused	more	on	traditional	issues	like	the	need	to	
implement	the	hudud	law	and	the	need	to	ensure	Malays	and	Muslims	will	always	have	
political	control	in	Malaysia.			
	
The	conservatives	were	actively	spreading	their	message	through	village	mosques	and	
internal	events	organised	by	the	Dewan	Ulama	(Ulama	Wing)	and	Dewan	Pemuda	(Youth	
Wing).		Despite	PAS’	acceptance	of	non-Muslim	into	the	party,	the	conservatives	continued	
to	preach	doubts	about	the	trustworthiness	of	non-Muslims.		Despite	the	high-level	
discussions	about	the	need	to	reform	the	Majlis	Syura	Ulama,	the	conservatives	did	not	just	
defend	the	sanctity	of	the	ulama	and	their	positions	in	the	party	hierarchy,	they	went	a	step	
further	to	even	sacralise	it	and	they	positioned	Abdul	Hadi’s	presidency	as	the	symbol	of	the	
leadership	by	ulama.		Mujahid’s	ideas	and	initiatives	provided	a	focal	point	for	conservative	
retaliation.		They	now	have	a	clear	example	of	how	the	progressives	would,	in	their	eyes,	
weaken	the	party	and	therefore	Islam,	namely	by	bringing	in	non-Muslims	and	by	removing	
the	ulama	from	the	leadership.		The	conservatives	have	an	advantage	because	as	religious	
scholars,	they	can	give	talks	in	village	mosques,	which	they	have	been	doing	for	decades,	
giving	them	longstanding	access	to	PAS	members.		On	23	May	2009,	the	conservatives	
organised	a	major	national	conference	to	celebrate	the	Silver	Jubilee	of	the	Kepimpinan	
Ulama,	despite	it	being	two	years	late	(the	ulama	took	over	the	leadership	in	1982).		This	
author	attended	the	conference.		It	was	obvious	that	all	speakers	were	using	the	platform	to	
argue	for	the	continuation	of	leadership	by	ulama,	and,	more	importantly,	for	the	rejection	
of	anyone	who	challenge	the	status	quo	or	Abdul	Hadi’s	presidency.		
	
The	conference	took	place	just	two	weeks	before	the	party’s	Muktamar	(annual	general	
meeting)	which	saw	a	fierce	contest	for	all	posts	other	than	the	presidency.		Of	particular	
importance	was	the	contest	for	deputy	president.		The	nationalist	conservative	Nasharuddin	
Mat	Isa	was	being	challenged	by	two	progressive	leaders,	Mohamed	Sabu	and	Husham	
Musa.		The	conservatives	went	all	out	to	defend	Nasharuddin	and	other	conservative	
leaders	who	were	contesting.		Their	persistent	campaign	and	the	Silver	Jubilee	conference	
worked.		Nasharuddin	won	the	party	election.		As	noted	by	Farish	Noor	(2014b,	p.	201),	the	
2009	Muktamar	was	a	“game	changer	in	PAS’	own	internal	politics	as	it	led	to	the	
marginalisation	of	the	modernist-reformists	of	the	party,	and	the	momentary	return	of	the	
Ulama	faction	instead.”		However	Farish	was	slightly	mistaken	because,	as	we	shall	see	later,	
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the	return	of	the	ulama	faction	is	not	momentary.		Nevertheless,	the	stage	was	now	set	for	
a	more	public	duel	between	the	two	groups.						
	
Parallel	to	that,	PAS’	president	Abdul	Hadi	Awang,	being	the	firebrand	conservative	that	he	
is,	was	also	beginning	to	show	his	true	colours.		He	inherited	the	presidency	from	the	more	
accommodative	Fadzil	Noor,	and	therefore	Abdul	Hadi	too	had	to	be	accommodative	at	the	
beginning.		However,	uncomfortable	with	the	dominance	of	the	progressives	in	the	PAS	
central	committee,	Abdul	Hadi	was	not	willing	to	continue	the	act.		He	started	to	ignore	the	
decisions	made	the	central	committee	because	he	was	often	defeated	by	the	progressive	
majority.		Istead,	he	started	to	appeal	to	the	higher	powers	of	the	conservative	Majlis	Syura	
Ulama,	or	simply	make	decisions	on	his	own.		As	explained	by	the	Head	of	the	Ulama	Wing	
Mahfodz	Mohamed	(Utusan	Malaysia,	2015)	“Let	me	be	frank.		The	professionals	were	
dominant.		They	are	strong	and	they	can	argue	by	giving	facts,	making	it	difficult	to	make	
decisions.		That	is	why	the	President	sometimes	had	to	make	his	own	decisions.		He	referred	
to	the	Majlis	Syura	only.		If	he	were	to	bring	his	ideas	to	the	central	committee,	he	would	
certainly	lose.”182		Abdul	Hadi’s	attitude	created	confusion	in	the	party,	especially	when	
other	central	committee	members	issue	contradicting	statements.		An	example	was	when	
PAS	was	dealing	with	a	controversial	decision	taken	by	their	coalition	partner	in	the	
Selangor	State	Government	to	change	the	Chief	Minister.		Abdul	Hadi	issued	a	statement	
supporting	the	incumbent,	but	his	deputy	Mohamed	Sabu	countered	by	saying	that	it	was	
only	Hadi’s	personal	view	because	the	party	has	not	yet	discussed	the	issue	officially	(Astro	
Awani,	2014).		The	conservatives	in	the	party	attacked	Mohamed	Sabu,	accusing	him	of	
being	disrespectful	and	disloyal	to	the	president.			
	
Malaysia	then	had	her	12th	general	election	on	8	March	2008	and	some	commentators	point	
to	this	date	as	the	beginning	of	a	more	visible	rift	between	the	conservatives	and	the	
progressives	in	PAS.		Khalid	Samad	for	example	argued	(Dari	PAS	ke	Amanah:	Berani	
Berprinsip	II,	2016)	that	the	general	election	saw	major	flaws	in	Abdul	Hadi’s	commitment	
to	keep	the	party	united	as	well	as	the	conservatives’	commitment	to	maintaining	a	healthy	
relationship	with	their	coalition	partners.		Khalid	added	that	the	relatively	spectacular	
victory	achieved	by	the	opposition	coalition	–	for	the	first	time	in	the	country’s	history,	they	
won	82	out	of	222	parliamentary	seats,	and	five	out	of	the	12	state	govrnments	–	created	a	
new	challenge	for	PAS	because	the	party	had	to	quickly	decide	if	they	were	willing	to	share	
power	with	the	non-Malay	Democratic	Action	Party	(DAP).		By	working	with	the	DAP,	PAS	is	
helping	to	install	a	non-Malay	party	into	power,	and	removing	the	Malay	UMNO.			Some	
conservative	PAS	leaders	were	uncomfortable	with	this	and	they	contemplated	forming	a	
coalition	with	UMNO	in	the	states	of	Perak	and	Selangor	to	ensure	the	continuity	of	Malay	
power,	but	this	was	strongly	resisted	by	the	progressives.		Abdul	Hadi	was	alleged	to	be	
privately	open	to	the	idea	of	partnering	with	UMNO,	siding	with	the	conservatives	on	the	
need	to	defend	Malay	power,	despite	saying	differently	to	the	progressive-dominated	
central	committee	and	to	the	public.		Since	then	he	continuously	wavers	between	siding	
with	or	against	UMNO.			
	

																																																													
182	 Translated	 from:	 “Sekarang	 ini	 saya	 terus	 terang,	 golongan	 profesional	 dominan,	 dia	 kuat	 dan	 boleh	 beri	 fakta-fakta	menyebabkan	
keputusan	tidak	boleh	dibuat.	Sebab	itulah	kadang-kadang	tok	guru	terpaksa	buat	keputusan	sendiri.	Beliau	merujuk	kepada	Majlis	Syura	
sahaja.	Kalau	dibawa	kepada	AJK	Pusat,	memang	kalah…”	(Interview	with	Mahfodz	Mohamad,	Utusan	Malaysia,	7	June	2015)	
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PAS’	Muktamar	in	2011	and	2013	widened	the	rift,	and	the	conservatives	persistently	
worked	in	the	background	to	increase	their	support.		The	final	draw	was	at	the	Muktamar	
on	4-6	June	2015	in	Kuala	Selangor.		The	battle	that	started	in	the	2009	Muktamar	
snowballed	into	a	complete	wipe	out	of	the	progressives	from	the	central	leadership	in	
2015.		The	conservatives	dominated	the	2015	Muktamar,	openly	challenging	and	sometimes	
insulting	the	progressives	in	their	speeches,	accusing	them	as	traitors	to	PAS’	Islamist	cause.		
This	author	was	present	at	that	Muktamar,	and	witnessed	how	the	progressives	were	visibly	
shaken	by	their	comprehensive	routing.		At	that	Muktamar	the	conservatives	returned	in	
full	swing	to	control	PAS.				
	
	
	
PAS,	returned	
	
The	conservatives	were	clearly	prepared	for	the	2015	Muktamar.		Their	campaign	was	well	
coordinated,	working	nationwide	under	the	guise	of	normal	party	activities	organised	by	the	
various	party	structures	that	they	control.		At	the	Muktamar	itself,	they	distributed	a	list	of	
the	candidates	contesting	on	conservative	ticket,	and	they	actively	urged	delegates	to	vote	
for	those	names.		Whenever	they	were	given	the	chance	to	speak,	they	did	not	at	all	shy	
away	from	hinting	at	the	need	to	remove	the	progressives	from	the	central	leadership.		The	
progressives	on	the	other	hand	were	not	prepared	for	the	onslaught.		From	day	one	they	
neglected	the	need	to	spread	their	ideas	to	the	lower	layers	of	the	party,	and	they	did	not	
have	a	coherent	strategy	to	propagate	their	thinking.		They	did	not	even	institutionalise	
their	presence	more	than	in	the	central	committee.		In	short,	the	progressives	were	utterly	
unorganised.		That	led	them	to	lose	the	battle	in	the	party,	and	PAS	finally	returned	to	its	
conservative-nationalist	roots.		
	
Granted,	PAS	is	a	party	aiming	to	create	an	Islamic	state	and	implement	the	shariah	law.		
But	that	is	too	simplistic	to	describe	the	nature	of	one	of	the	most	successful	Islamist	party	
in	Southeast	Asia.		Shariah	implementation	is	just	one	of	their	struggles	and	their	zeal	for	it	
changes	with	time.		In	the	bigger	picture,	PAS	defines	their	conception	of	an	Islamic	state	
from	a	Malay	conservative	worldview.		Malay	conservatism	was	the	raison	d’etre	and	
founding	ideology	of	the	party,	right	from	the	time	it	was	born	from	UMNO’s	womb	under	
the	guidance	of	Haji	Ahmad	Fuad,	head	of	UMNO’s	Religious	Affairs	Bureau.		Burhanuddin	
Al-Helmy	added	collectivism	into	the	mould,	followed	by	Yusof	Rawa	who	institutionalised	
authoritarian	governance	into	the	party,	albeit	behind	an	“Islamic”	façade.		At	the	core,	PAS	
is	a	conservative	collectivist	party	that	is	run	from	the	centre	by	a	group	of	religious	elites	
who	claim	that	their	authority	is	from	God.					
	
Several	studies	argued	that	PAS	has	become	more	progressive	thanks	to	the	rise	of	the	
progressives	within	the	party	ranks	at	the	federal	level	(Farish	A.	Noor,	The	Malaysian	
Islamic	Party	PAS	1951-2013:	Islamism	in	a	mottled	nation,	2014b;	Dzulkefly	Ahmad,	PAS	
and	its	‘Benevolent	Nation’	concept,	2012;	Mujahid	Yusof,	Wajah	Baru	Politik	Malaysia,	
2009).		This	was	a	mistake	because	they	fell	into	the	same	trap	suffered	by	the	progressives	
themselves	-	they	assumed	that	by	looking	at	the	grasstop,	they	can	describe	the	grassroots.		
In	reality	the	majority	of	PAS’	membership	remain	conservative	and	they	have	never	
changed.			
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The	conservatives	merely	tolerated	the	progressives	for	a	short	while.		They	even	‘used’	–	
for	want	of	a	better	word	-	the	progressives	to	engage	non-Muslims	and	urbanites.		This	
created	a	unique,	albeit	short,	period	where	PAS	was	able	to	command	support	from	both	
rural	and	urban	voters,	as	well	as	from	both	Muslims	and	non-Muslims	voters.		This	was	the	
era	when	some	observers	said	that	there	is	a	“new	PAS	in	the	lounge	suit	and	dinner	jacket”	
(Farish	A.	Noor,	The	Malaysian	Islamic	Party	PAS	1951-2013:	Islamism	in	a	mottled	nation,	
2014b).		But	throughout	that	period,	the	conservatives	remained	as	the	majority	in	the	party	
and	they	were	firmly	in	control	of	PAS	through	the	Majlis	Syura	Ulama,	the	Dewan	Ulama,	
and	almost	all	the	party	machineries	at	the	state	and	divisional	layers.		The	progressives	
wrongly	assumed	that	they	were	making	deep	and	real	changes	in	the	party	when	in	fact	
they	were	just	influencing	superficial	and	tactical	adjustments	at	the	top.		To	an	extent,	
there	were	even	used	by	the	conservatives	as	“poster	boys”	to	garner	support	from	urban	
and	non-Muslim	voters	(Wan	Saiful,	2014).		In	2015	the	conservatives	decided	that	enough	
was	enough,	and	when	they	decided	to	strike,	it	was	decisive.			
	
With	the	toleration	over,	PAS	is	now	back	to	its	original	nature:	a	Malay	conservative	and	
collectivist	party	with	a	powerful	authoritarian	centre.		This	was	reaffirmed	in	the	party	
election	in	their	Muktamar	in	April	2017	where	all	central	committee	posts	were	won	by	
conservative	faces.			
	
	
A	new	party	for	progressive	Islamism	
	
Having	failed	in	their	attempt	to	make	PAS	embrace	modern	progressive	ideas,	all	the	
progressive	PAS	leaders	quit	the	party	en	masse	to	form	a	new	political	party	called	Parti	
Amanah	Negara	(Amanah).		Officially	launched	on	16	September	2015,	they	staked	a	claim	
to	be	the	torchbearer	of	selected	positive	legacies	of	PAS’	Yusof	Rawa,	Fadzil	Noor	and	Nik	
Abdul	Aziz.		They	put	a	specific	emphasis	on	inclusiveness,	good	governance,	and	
harmonious	coalition	politics.		
	
Of	particular	interest	to	Amanah	are	the	ideals	and	vision	of	the	late	Nik	Abdul	Aziz	who,	as	
Mursyidul	Am	of	PAS,	staunchly	defended	the	progressives	when	they	were	under	attack	
between	2008	to	2015.		So	strong	was	their	admiration	that	when	they	were	going	through	
the	options	for	the	name	of	their	new	party,	one	of	the	suggestions	was	to	call	it	‘Parti	Nik	
Aziz’	(Mohd	Anuar	Mohd	Tahir,	2017).		But	the	proposal	was	rejected	on	the	basis	that	no	
party	in	Malaysia	has	ever	been	named	after	a	person.		Former	PAS	vice	president	Husam	
Musa,	upon	joining	Amanah	on	31	August	2016	went	a	step	further	by	saying	“If	Nik	Aziz	
was	still	alive,	he	would	join	with	me	…	because	what	is	being	championed	by	PAS	now	has	
deviated	from	what	he	championed	…”183	(Husam	Musa,	2016).		Amanah	leaders	also	
positioned	themselves	as	being	different	from	PAS	in	the	sense	that	they	do	not	adopt	the	
harsh	takfiri	approach.		The	hints	on	this	matter	are	usually	subtle,	as	they	do	not	want	to	
openly	accuse	PAS	of	being	a	takfiri	party.		For	example,	in	a	speech	by	the	chairman	of	
Amanah’s	Expert	Advisory	Council	Ahmad	Awang	he	stated	(Ahmad	Awang,	2017)	that	Nik	
Abdul	Aziz	has	never	“uttered	words	similar	to	what	was	uttered	by	a	PAS	leader	from	
																																																													
183	Translated	from:	“Kalau	Tok	Guru	(Nik	Abdul	Aziz)	masih	ada,	Tok	Guru	akan	Bersama	saya	…	kerana	apa	yang	dibawa	oleh	PAS	
sekarang	lari	daripada	perjuangan	Tok	Guru	Nik	Aziz.”	



 159 

Terengganu	that	has	been	popularised	…	as	the	‘Amanat	Haji	Hadi’.”184		By	taking	this	line	of	
attack,	and	by	relating	to	the	Amanat	Haji	Hadi	indirectly,	Ahmad	and	Amanah	in	general	
are	implying	that	PAS	now	is	led	by	a	radical	takfiri	leader	who	cannot	possibly	promote	
Islam	in	a	multiracial	country	like	Malaysia.											
	
The	progressives	have	also	used	their	ideals	to	shape	the	new	party’s	structure.				In	
Amanah’s	constitution,	among	others,	they	stated	that	membership	is	opened	to	all	
regardless	of	race	and	religion;	that	they	champion	good	governance,	moderation,	and	
openness;	and	they	even	include	championing	equality	for	women	as	one	of	their	purposes.		
In	terms	of	organisational	arrangement,	they	still	follow	the	Iranian	revolution-inspired	
model	that	was	brought	into	Malaysia’s	mainstream	politics	by	Yusof	Rawa,	but	with	a	twist	
to	improve	accountability.		Similar	to	PAS’	Majlis	Syura	Ulama,	Amanah	also	has	an	Expert	
Advisory	Council	or	Majlis	Penasihat	Pakar	(Parti	Amanah	Negara,	2016).		But	unlike	PAS,	
Amanah’s	Expert	Advisory	Council	only	has	an	advisory	role	and	they	are	not	given	the	
powers	to	supplant	the	elected	central	committee	members.		Perhaps	learning	from	their	
experience	in	PAS	when	Abdul	Hadi	bypassed	the	central	committee	and	appealed	directly	
to	the	Majlis	Syura	Ulama	instead,	Amanah	this	time	provided	a	safeguard	to	ensure	better	
check	and	balance.	And	only	five	out	of	the	15	seats	in	the	Expert	Advisory	Council	are	
reserved	for	those	with	Islamic	expertise.		The	others	are	supposed	to	be	for	those	with	
other	expertise.		
	
In	a	study	on	the	party,	Maszlee	Malik	interviewed	more	than	100	Amanah	national	and	
state	leaders	soon	after	its	establishment	and	his	findings	(Maszlee	Malik,	2017)	confirmed	
that	Amanah’s	strategy	is	to	position	themselves	as	an	Islamist	party	“that	is	not	PAS”	
because	they	feel	PAS	has	become	too	conservative	and	may	have	even	been	penetrated	by	
those	who	subscribe	to	extremist	ideas.		According	to	Maszlee,	“the	primary	concerns	of	the	
party	are	derived	from	their	appreciation	of	the	concept	of	Maqasid	al-Shari’ah	(the	higher	
objectives	of	Islamic	Law).		Their	aim	is	to	attain	the	well-being	of	the	citizens	by	upholding	
the	principles	of	justice,	rule	of	law,	freedom	and	good	governance.”		They	do	not	see	
shariah	as	narrowly	confined	to	the	adoption	of	hudud	law,	but	in	the	wider	sense	of	
ensuring	a	corruption-free	government	and	the	well-being	of	all	regardless	of	faith	and	
ethnicity.		While	locally	they	are	inspired	by	the	thinking	of	Nik	Abdul	Aziz,	internationally	
they	are	also	influenced	by	the	writings	of	the	leader	of	Tunisia’s	Ennahda	movement,	
Rached	Ghannouchi.	
	
The	influence	of	Ghannouchi	is	an	important	one	to	note.		This	author	was	in	Ghannouchi’s	
monthly	‘circle’	(usrah)	over	a	two-year	period	1994-95,	when	Ghannouchi	was	living	in	
exile	in	England	and	the	author	was	also	living	there.		Even	during	that	period	Ghannouchi	
was	already	calling	for	Islamists	to	change	tact	and	adopt	a	strategy	that	is	more	policy-
driven,	inclusive	and	less	legalistic.		Ghannouchi	firmly	clarified	his	thinking	more	recently	
when	he	wrote	that	“Ennahda	is	now	best	understood	not	as	an	Islamist	movement	but	as	a	
party	of	Muslim	democrats.	We	seek	to	create	solutions	to	the	day-to-day	problems	that	
Tunisians	face	rather	than	preach	about	the	hereafter.”	(Ghannouchi,	2016).		This	idea	is	
being	built	upon	by	several	Amanah	leaders,	especially	the	party’s	Strategy	Director	
Dzulkefly	Ahmad.			

																																																													
184	Translated	from:	“mengatakan	seperti	kata-kata	yang	pernah	diucapkan	oleh	seorang	pimpinan	PAS	dari	Terengganu	yang	dipopularkan	
…	sebagai	‘amanat	Tok	Guru	Haji	Hadi’”	
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Dzulkefly	believes	(Dzulkefly	Ahmad,	2016)	that	the	first,	conservative,	group	of	political	
Islam	activists	–	he	calls	them	Gen-1	activists	-	in	Malaysia	have	failed	in	their	quest	to	revive	
the	Islamic	state.		As	a	result,	political	Islamism	is	experiencing	a	generational	change	to	
create	the	Gen-2,	who	hold	a	markedly	different	worldview	and	ideology.		While	the	Gen-1	
is	stuck	in	the	conservative,	legalistic,	and	exclusivist	paradigm,	the	Gen-2	believes	that	to	
deal	with	modern	day	challenges	of	a	multiracial	society	requires	an	inclusive	approach	that	
acknowledges	the	need	to	present	convincing	arguments,	including	in	a	secular	way,	if	they	
were	to	win	the	democratic	debate.		In	other	words,	they	want	to	show	the	applicability	and	
the	relevance	of	Islamic	political	ideals	through	good	policy	propositions	rather	than	
simplistically	saying	that	certain	actions	must	be	taken	because	that	is	what	God	wanted.		
Strategic	and	rational	thinking	are	put	at	the	forefront,	reminiscent	of	the	thinking	once	
propagated	by	the	Kaum	Muda.	
	
The	challenge	for	Amanah	is	not	just	to	develop	a	coherent	and	clear	philosophy	followed	
by	policy	proposals	matching	that	philosophy.		A	bigger	task	is	for	them	to	ensure	
sustainability	of	the	party	in	the	long	term.		By	positioning	themselves	as	a	political	party,	
they	must	challenge	the	much	more	established	PAS	who	has	dominated	the	political	Islam	
sphere	in	Malaysia	for	six	decades.		In	these	early	days,	Amanah’s	main	strategy	seems	
focused	on	attracting	PAS	members	and	voters	to	defect	into	their	folds	or	at	least	vote	for	
them.		This	is	the	easier	way	for	them	because	all	they	must	do	is	to	persuade	the	more	
progressive	PAS	members	and	supporters.		But	it	is	also	a	very	risky	strategy.		In	Malaysian	
electoral	contests,	whenever	there	are	more	two	or	more	candidates	challenging	a	
candidate	from	the	ruling	Barisan	Nasional	coalition,	it	is	more	likely	that	the	Barisan	
Nasional	candidate	will	win	because	the	opposition	votes	are	split.		Thus,	if	Amanah	were	to	
contest	in	a	constituency	where	PAS	is	already	challenging	UMNO,	it	is	more	likely	that	
Amanah’s	entry	will	boost	UMNO’s	chances	of	winning.		If	this	were	to	happen	in	the	
majority	of	seats	contested	by	Amanah,	they	risk	being	routed	from	national	politics.		
Without	representatives	in	the	federal	parliament,	their	ability	to	survive	in	the	long-term	is	
questionable.			
	
This	is	why	the	parallel	discourse	on	political	Islam	in	the	wider	public	is	also	important.		
Regardless	of	whether	Amanah	succeeds	in	their	electoral	contests,	there	is	a	palpable	
increase	in	progressive	Islamist	ideas	among	the	public	today,	especially	after	PAS’	2015	
split	that	gave	birth	to	Amanah.		Unlike	before,	the	discourse	is	no	longer	monopolised	by	
Islamist	politicians	in	PAS	who	had	to	present	a	façade	as	if	there	is	no	difference	between	
the	conservatives	and	the	progressives	because	they	are	all	in	one	same	party.		New	actors,	
the	vast	majority	of	whom	are	not	affiliated	to	any	political	party,	are	fast	gaining	
recognition	as	public	intellectuals,	and	are	regularly	cited	when	discussing	Islam	in	today’s	
Malaysia.		Oft-cited	individuals,	among	others,	include	Maszlee	Malik	(associate	professor	at	
the	International	Islamic	University	Malaysia),	Muhamad	Rozaime	Ramle	(senior	lecturer	at	
Sultan	Idris	Education	University),	Mohamad	Asri	Zainal	Abidin	(mufti	of	the	northern	state	
of	Perlis),	Hasrizal	Abdul	Jamil	(director	at	Khalifah	Model	School),	and	Mohammad	Redzuan	
Othman	(vice	chancellor	of	Universiti	Selangor).			
	
Several	organisations	are	playing	their	roles	too.		The	most	active	one	is	the	independent	
Islamic	Renaissance	Front	(IRF)	and	Institut	Darul	Ehsan	(IDE),	an	organisation	sponsored	by	
the	Selangor	state	government.		They	organise	regular	events	and	they	also	publish	original	
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and	translated	books	in	Malay,	which	is	a	very	important	move	to	spread	their	ideas	among	
the	traditionally	conservative	Malay	audience.		The	amount	of	publications	has	increased	
significantly	with	the	entry	of	new	publishers	like	Ilham	Books	as	well	as	many	other	smaller	
publishing	houses.		Working	more	at	the	international	level,	there	is	also	the	Istanbul	
Network	for	Liberty,	that	was	originally	founded	in	Istanbul	in	2011	but	has	its	head	office	in	
Kuala	Lumpur	following	its	registration	as	a	Malaysian	foundation	in	2016.				
	
	
Concluding	remarks	
	
The	new	dynamics	involving	the	progressive	Islamist	public	intellectuals	as	well	the	various	
organisations	and	publishing	houses	mark	a	new	step	in	the	evolution	of	political	Islam	in	
Malaysia.		The	field	is	now	more	clearly	divided	between	the	conservatives	and	the	
progressives,	and	the	confusion	that	existed	when	they	were	working	from	within	the	same	
political	party	–	PAS	–	no	longer	exist	today.		Those	who	subscribe	to	conservative	Islamism	
now	know	that	their	political	vehicle	is	PAS,	while	those	who	are	progressive	can	opt	for	
Amanah.		The	two	will	continue	to	carve	out	their	own	following	but	there	is	an	immediate	
risk	to	Amanah	today	because	if	they	fail	to	capture	at	least	some	victory	in	the	polls,	their	
long-term	survival	is	at	risk.	
	
Nevertheless,	and	despite	the	presence	of	Amanah,	the	survival	of	progressive	ideas	is	
unlikely	to	be	dependent	solely	on	just	one	political	party.		The	splitting	of	PAS	has	sparked	
a	growth	of	interest	in	Islamist	progressive	ideas	on	a	wider	scale	and	more	discourses	are	
now	taking	place	publicly,	at	all	layers	of	society.		Progressive	Islamist	civil	society	
organisations	are	also	becoming	more	vocal.		The	contestation	that	once	existed	between	
the	Kaum	Tua	and	Kaum	Muda	has	been	born	again	in	a	new	form.		Even	if	Amanah	were	to	
fail	electorally,	progressive	Islamist	ideas	will	likely	remain	as	a	force	in	the	country.	
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JAMIAT	ULEMA-E-ISLAM	(FAZAL)	PAKISTAN:	FROM	
POLITICAL	CONSERVATISM	TO	MODERNITY:	A	CASE	
STUDY	FROM	2002-2017	
	
Fida-Ur-Rahman	
	

Abstract	
	Besides	few	exceptions,	Muslim	societies	as	a	whole	have	been	alien	to	the	ideal	and	
modern	concept	of	democracy.	One	of	the	main	reasons	of	anti-democracy	approach	is	due	
to	the	colonial	regimes	and	their	political	system,	ruled	over	the	Muslim	majority	countries	
during	colonial	era.	Muslim	scholars	and	intellectuals	have	been	playing	pivotal	role	in	
shaping	the	understanding	of	masses	both	in	favour	and	against	the	concept	of	democracy.	
JUI-F	Pakistan	has	been	going	through	inevitable	political	shifts	and	ideological	
transformations	due	to	various	social,	political	and	religious	reasons.	Once	a	staunch	
supporter	of	Afghan	Taliban	and	militant	groups	is	now	supporting	the	cause	of	peaceful	
political	change	and	implementation	of	Shariah	through	state	machinery	by	taking	part	in	
democratic	process.	Various	events	in	the	past	and	present	show	its	transition	from	a	
politically	conservative	and	exclusivist	religious	political	party	into	a	more	vibrant	and	
inclusive	political	party	having	room	for	engaging	previously	violent	militant	organizations	
like	Sipah-e-Sahaba	Pakistan	(SSP)	and	having	inclusive	approach	toward	religious	
minorities.	Although	some	of	the	scholars	of	Deoband	still	favour	militant	groups	and	
support	their	cause	like	JUI-S	but,	JUI-F	Pakistan	is	an	exception	in	this	case.	The	overall	
political	role	of	the	party	may	not	be	totally	and	ideally	democratic	but,	the	events	show	
their	in-depth	understanding	of	the	on-going	political	shifts	and	ground	realities	taking	place	
at	regional	and	global	level.	An	attempt	has	been	made	to	study	and	analyze	the	role	of	JUI-
F	Pakistan	with	reference	to	the	important	shifts	in	their	political	approach	and	ideology	
since	2002	to	2017	with	reference	to	democratic	transition.		
	
Key	Words:	JUI-F,	Pakistan,	Democracy,	Militancy,	Shariah	
	
	
	
Introduction	

The	Islamic	Political	Parties	in	Pakistan,	un-like	their	other	mainstream	counterparts,	
are	less	prone	to	personality	orientation	and	are	mainly	determined	by	ideology,	though	
personality-factor	is	playing	a	significant	role	in	ideological	goal	setting	and	direction-
finding.	They	are	acting	as	centripetal	forces	by	monopolizing	Islam.	Conventionally,	there	
are	three	types	of	Islamic	organizations	in	Pakistan.	One;	believing	and	participating	in	
parliamentary	politics,	second;	limited	only	to	socio-spiritual	matters	and	the	third;	is	the	
pro-violence	Jihadi,	mostly	emerged	during	USSR	invasion	of	Afghanistan	(also	called	Afghan	
Jihad).	However,	all	these	types	are	interlinked	in	one	way	or	another.	
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Among	these	three	types	of	Islamic	Organization,	Jamiat	Ulema-e-Islam	(Fazal)	is	the	
first	type	among	the	above-mentioned	three	types,	headed	by	Maulana	Fazal	Ur	Rahman.	

	
Maulana	Fazal	Ur	Rahman,	born	on	19	June	1953	in	Abdul	Khel,	a	small	village	of	

district	Dera	Ismail	Khan,	is	currently	a	member	of	the	National	Assembly	of	Pakistan	and	
the	President	of	the	Jamiat	Ulema-e-Islam	(Fazal).	He	hails	from	a	religious	and	political	
family	of	D.I.Khan.	He	got	his	early	education	from	native	village	and	later	on	from	Jamia	
Qasim	Ul	Uloom	Multan	and	Dar	Ul	Uloom	Haqqania	Akora	Khattak,	Khyber	Pakhtunkhwa.	
He	also	taught	at	Jamia	Qasim	Ul	Uloom	Multan	for	many	years.i	His	father,	Mufti	
Mahmud	was	a	renowned	Islamic	scholar	and	politician	who	served	as	the	Chief	Minister	
of	Khyber	Pakhtunkhwa	(then	North	West	Frontier	Province	–	NWFP)	from	1972	to	1973.ii	

	
After	the	death	of	his	father,	he	began	his	political	career	as	the	Secretary	General	of	

Jamiat	Ulema-e-Islam	(JUI)	in	1980.	Later	on,	JUI	split	into	two	factions	in	the	1980	namely	
Jamiat	Ulema-e-Islam	(Fazal),	the	main	faction	led	by	Maulana	Fazal	Ur	Rahman	and	Jamiat	
Ulema-e-Islam	(Sami)	led	by	another	renowned	scholar	Maualana	Sami	Ul	Haq,	known	as	
‘Father	of	the	Afghan	Taliban’	and	currently	serving	as	Director	General	of	famous	religious	
seminary,	Dar	Ul	Uloom	Haqqania	located	in	Akora	Khattak	Khyber	Pakhtunkhwa.	The	main	
cause	of	the	split	was	that	Maulana	Fazal	Ur	Rahman	opposed	the	military	regime	and	
proposed	agenda	of	Islamization	of	the	then	military	dictator,	General	Zia	Ul	Haq.	

After	that	he	won	elections	as	the	member	of	the	National	Assembly	of	Pakistan	
in	general	elections,	1988	for	the	first	time	from	D.I.Khan	and	established	links	with	Afghan	
Taliban.	He	again	contested	the	election	of	the	National	Assembly	of	Pakistan	in	general	
elections,	1990	for	the	second	time	from	the	same	constituency	but	did	not	win	the	
election.	He	was	elected	as	the	member	of	the	National	Assembly	of	Pakistan	in	general	
elections	1993	for	the	second	time	on	the	ticket	of	Islamic	Democratic	Front	from	the	same	
constituency	and	won	the	seat.	Once	again,	he	contested	for	the	elections	of	the	National	
Assembly	of	Pakistan	in	general	elections,	1997	for	the	fourth	time	but	did	not	win	the	seat.	
He	led	several	anti-American	and	pro-Taliban	rallies	and	protests	in	the	major	cities	of	
Pakistan	after	the	US	invasion	of	Afghanistan	in	2001	following	9/11	attacks.	He	criticized	
the	US	government	and	its	aggressive	policies	and	threatened	to	launch	jihad	against	the	
United	States	if	the	bombings	continued.	He	also	criticized	and	warned	the	then	President	
of	the	Pakistan	General	Parvez	Musharraf		for	supporting	US	in	the	“War	on	
Terror”.	Consequently,	he	was	placed	under	house	arrest	in	his	native	village	Abdul	Khel	for	
inciting	the	masses	against	the	armed	forces	and	for	trying	to	overthrow	the	government.iii	
Later	on,	he	was	set	free	and	the	charges	against	him	were	dropped	in	2002.		

	
He	was	elected	as	the	member	of	the	National	Assembly	of	Pakistan	in	general	

elections,	2002	for	the	third	time	on	the	ticket	of	Muttahida	Majlis-e-Amal	(MMA).	After	
winning	the	elections	of	NA,	he	became	a	potential	candidate	for	the	post	of	Prime	Minister;	
however,	he	failed	to	be	appointed.	He	also	served	as	the	leader	of	the	opposition	from	
2004	to	2007	during	presidential	era	of	General	Parvez	Musharraf.		

	
He	contested	for	and	won	the	seat	of	the	National	Assembly	of	Pakistan	in	general	

elections,	2008	for	the	sixth	time	on	the	ticket	of	MMA.	He	remained	Chairman	Kashmir	
Committee	from	2008-2013	and	2014	till	today.		He	was	elected	as	the	member	of	the	
National	Assembly	of	Pakistan	for	the	fourth	time	from	Bannu	constituency.	
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Table	Showing	his	Political	Journey	to	National	Assembly	of	Pakistan	

Election	
Year	

Constituency	(s)	 Result	 Votes	Polled	 Total	Votes	

1988	 N.A	18	D.I.Khan	 Elected	 62,472	 373,098	

1990	 N.A	18	D.I.Khan	 Not	Elected	 62,890	 377,482	

1993	 N.A	18	D.I.Khan	cum	
Tank	

Elected	 59,233	 419,717	

1997	 N.A	18	D.I.Khan	cum	
Tank	

Not	Elected	 53,948	 446,445	

2002	 N.A	24	D.I.Khan	
N.A	25	D.I.Khan	cum	
Tank	

Elected	in	
both	
constituencies		

N.A	24=	43,124	
N.A	25=	59,102	

N.A	24=	267,513	
N.A	25=	271,364	

2008	 N.A	24	D.I.Khan	
N.A	26	Bannu	

Elected	from	
N.A	26	Bannu	

N.A	24=	45,990	
N.A	26=	91,484	

Not	Available	

2013	 N.A	24	D.I.Khan	
N.A	25	D.I.Khan	cum	
Tank	
N.A	27	Lakki	Marwat	

Elected	from	
all	three	
constituencies		

N.A	24=	92,395	
N.A	25=	77,595	
N.A	27=	85,051	

N.A	24=	230,943	
N.A	25=	196,678	
N.A	27=	175,901	

Source:	Election	Commission	of	Pakistan	Result	Gazettes	
He	is	generally	considered	a	pro-Taliban	religious	politician,	known	for	his	close	ties	

with	the	Islamic	Emirate	of	Afghanistan	established	by	Afghan	Taliban	after	the	USSR	
withdrawal.	However,	he	called	himself	a	moderate	religious	political	leader	having	no	
connections	with	the	Islamic	extremists	and	religious	hardliners.iv	He	consistently	calls	for	
implementation	of	Sharia	law	in	Pakistan	through	peaceful	democratic	means;	however,	he	
forms	alliances	with	secular	political	parties	as	well.	He	is	also	known	for	changing	his	
ideologies	and	alliances	with	the	political	parties	in	Pakistan.		

	
He	had	been	the	target	of	three	assassination	attempts	by	the	banned	militant	outfit	

Jundullah,	an	extremist	militant	outfit	of	the	banned	Tehrik-e-Taliban	Pakistan	(TTP),	but	
remained	unscathed	in	both	in	2011	and	2014.vvivii	

	
JUI-F	is	one	of	the	renowned	religious	political	parties	of	Pakistan	having	large	

number	of	vote	bank	in	Khyber	Pakhtunkwa	and	Balochistan	including	Federally	
Administrated	Tribal	Areas	(FATA)	along	with	certain	level	of	political	representation	and	
well-wishers	in	other	provinces	of	Pakistan	like	Punjab,	Sindh	and	Gilgit	Baltistan.	JUI	has	an	
inherent	link	with	its	Indian	counterpart,	Jamiat	Ulema-e-Hind.	JUH	played	decisive	and	
effective	role	against	the	colonial	powers	of	sub-continent	and	took	part	in	the	struggle	for	
the	freedom	from	colonial	powers	and	consequently	independence	of	the	sub-continent.	
After	the	culmination	of	the	independence	movement	in	1947,	Maulana	Shabbir	Ahmed	
Usmani	formed	another	party	namely	Markazi	Jamiat	Ulema-e-Islam	and	Mufti	Mahmood	
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was	made	as	its	President	in	1962	that	he	held	till	his	demise.viiiJUI	split	into	two	factions	in	
1980	namely	JUI-F,	led	by	Maulana	Fazal	Ur	Rahman	and	JUI-S,	led	by	Maulana	Sami	Ul	Haq	
when	Maulana	Fazal	Ur	Rahman	refused	to	accept	the	military	regime	and	Islamization	
policy	of	General	Zia	Ul	Haq.	Another	short	term	alliance	between	JUI-F	and	JUI-S	was	seen	
in	the	formation	of	MMA,	but	later	on,	JUI-S	left	the	alliance	due	to	the	inclusive	political	
approach	of	Maulana	Fazal	Ur	Rahman	by	willing	to	make	alliance	with	other	moderate	
political	parties	that	was	disliked	by	JUI-S	due	to	its	exclusivist	political	approach.	It	faced	
another	divide	in	2008	when	a	Balochistan-based	leader	and	activist	of	JUI-F,	Maulana	
Asmat	Ullah,	reportedly		diehard	follower	of	Jihadist	ideology	and	pro-Taliban,	parted	ways	
and	founded	another	party	namely	JUI-Nazariyati	on	the	premise	that	Maulana	Fazal	Ur	
Rahman	has	set	aside	the	ideology	of	armed	struggle	(Jihad).	It	is	an	irony	that	the	same	
leader	established	a	political	party	instead	of	launching	Jihadist	movement	as	he	claimed	
while	parting	ways	from	JUI-F.	

	
JUI-F	is	gradually	leading	towards	the	democratic	culture.	The	party	has	yet	to	

achieve	more	within	the	party	by	strengthening	the	democratic	norms	like	intra-party	
election	is	an	essential	and	inseparable	part	of	an	ideal	democratic	system,	but	Maulana	
Muhammad	Khan	Sherani,	a	senior	leader	of	the	JUI-F	from	Balochistan	and	former	
chairman	of	the	Council	of	Islamic	Ideology,	was	forced	to	withdraw	his	nomination	as	he	
was	contesting	election	of	party	chairmanship	against	the	current	chairman	Maulana	Fazal	
Ur	Rahman.ix	A	sense	of	opposition,	though	at	minor	level,	is	prevailing	against	the	dynastic	
leadership	of	Maulana	brothers	in	the	party	since	the	demise	of	his	father,	Mufti	Mahmood.	
Maulana	Fazal	Ur	Rahman	is	MNA,	his	brothers	Maulana	Atta	Ur	Rahman	is	also	member	of	
the	Senate	of	Pakistanx	and	ex-Federal	minister	of	Tourism	while	Maulana	Lutf	Ur	Rahman	is	
member	of	the	Khyber	Pakhtunkhwa	Provincial	Assembly	and	leader	of	the	opposition	as	
well,	moreover,	his	youngest	brother	Maulana	Obaid	Ur	Rahman	is	also	opposition	leader	of	
the	district	government	Dera	Ismail	Khan.	JUI-F	has	not	yet	conducted	intra-party	elections	
even	though	it	was	supposed	to	do	so	in	April	2017	as	per	the	constitution	of	the	Islamic	
Republic	of	Pakistan,	which	states	that	intra-party	elections	must	be	conducted	after	every	
three	yearsxi	while	JUI-F	conducted	intra-party	elections	in	April	2014.	In	this	connection,	
Election	Commission	of	Pakistan	recently	issued	a	warning	notice	to	Maulana	Fazal	Ur	
Rahman	for	conducting	the	intra-party	elections.	
	
Internal	Organizational	Structure	of	JUI-F:		
The	JUI-F	is	less	tightly	managed,	confirming	a	more	diverse	range	of	opinions	that	often	
reveal	divisions	between	hardliners	and	more	relatively	moderate	members.	But	with	
limited	mechanisms	to	ensure	party	discipline,	this	loose	structure	can	also	result	in	lack	of	
communication	between	and	within	party	levels.	Hence	many	relatively	junior	party	workers	
and	officials	are	often	unaware	of	the	party’s	policy	and	even	its	structures.xii	
	
The	secretariat	includes	four	provincial	bodies,	representing	each	province	and	including	
entities	at	the	district	and	Tehsil	levels.	The	central	and	provincial	levels	each	include	a	
president,	4	vice-presidents,	1	Nazim	(mayor)	and	7	other	members.	The	party	constitution	
requires	elections	to	these	offices	every	3	years.	At	each	tier,	there	are	3	distinct	bodies:	the	
Majlis-e-Amoomi	(General	Council),	the	Majlis-e-Shura	(Consultative	Council)	and	the	Majlis-
e-Aamila	(Central	Working	Committee).	Their	duties	are	as	follows:	

� Majlis-e-Amoomi:	internal	decisions	regarding	the	constitution	and	elections.	It	
elects	thirty	members	at	the	Tehsil	(town)	level.	These	thirty	then	elect	members	for	
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the	district	level,	who	in	turn	elect	one	member	for	the	province.	The	provincial	
members	elect	one	federal	representative;	

� Majlis-e-Shura:	policy	decisions	relating	to	the	JUI-F’s	participation	in	government	
and	national	politics.	Its	members	are	selected	by	the	provincial	presidents	and	
must	not	exceed	forty	five	in	total	(fourteen	of	whom	are	Majlis-e-Amla	members),	
with	at	least	25%	religious	scholars	at	the	district	level	and	50%	at	the	province	and	
central	levels;	and	

� Majlis-e-Aamila:	policy	implementation,	having	fourteen	members.	
According	to	the	JUI-F	constitution,	“The	provincial	electoral	boards	will	nominate	the	
candidates	of	national	and	provincial	assemblies	on	the	recommendation	of	the	district	
election	board.	The	provincial	board’s	decision	will	be	final.	In	case	of	any	dispute,	appeal	
can	be	made	to	the	centre”.xiii	
The	mosque	and	madrasa	network	remains	the	main	artery	of	JUI-F	recruitment,	with	
mosque	leaders	and	religious	scholars	often	using	sermons	to	broaden	the	party’s	outreach.	
The	JUI-F	requires	a	nominal	fee	from	its	members	for	the	first	three	years.	While	the	party	
does	not	have	organized	fundraising	mechanisms,	it	relies	on	local	donations	countrywide	
by	religious	scholars	and	mosque	leaders.	
	
Enforcement	of	Shariah:	Ballot	or	Bullet?	

It	is	believed	that	the	religious	political	parties	have	been	posing	a	threat	to	
democratic	reforms	and	development	by	having	potential	violent	oppositionxiv,	but	the	
overall	political	role	of	JUI-F	seems	quite	different.	Unlike	the	militant	groups	of	Pakistan	like	
Tehrik-i-Taliban	Pakistan	(TTP)	and	its	sub	groups,	JUI-F	has	always	emphasized	peaceful	
political	change	and	enforcement	of	Shariah	by	taking	active	part	in	the	democratic	process	
and	strengthening	democratic	culture	and	institutions	instead	of	meddling	into	direct	and	
violent	conflict	with	the	civil	and	military	institutions.	Such	militant	groups	tried	to	kill	
Maulana	Fazal	Ur	Rahman	and	assassinated	hundreds	of	members	including	
parliamentarians	and	scholars	affiliated	with	JUI-F	including	renowned	religious	scholar	and	
man	of	letters	Maulana	Hassan	Jan,	Maulana	Merajuddin	and	quite	recently	a	suicide	attack	
on	General	Secretary	of	JUI-F	and	currently	serving	Deputy	Chariman	Senate	of	Pakistan,	
Maulana	Abdul	Ghafoor	Haiderixv	etc.	for	not	owning	the	Jihadist	ideology	and	strategy	of	
the	militant	groups	and	taking	part	in	an	‘Un-Islamic	Political	System’	like	democracy.		

	
Although	democracy	was	considered	as	something	alien	to	Islam	and	a	manifestation	

of	the	Western	agenda	of	subjugating	Islam	and	Muslims,	but	JUI-F	has	dramatically	
changed	the	point	of	view	and	understanding	of	the	traditional	religious	scholars	regarding	
democracy	to	a	great	extent.	Basically,	they	are	not	against	the	democratic	and	popularly	
elected	system	of	governance,	because	the	party	constitution	itself	manifests	their	
democratic	approach.	It	states	that	all	important	decisions	shall	be	made	on	the	basis	of	
majority	opinion.	A	new	development	has	been	taking	place	that	exclusivist	social	reformist	
movements	like	Pir	Zulfiqar	Ahmed	Naqashbandi,	basically	a	Sufi	scholar	leading	a	large	
number	of	Deobandi	Muslims	having	inclination	towards	spirituality,	and	Tablighi	Jamaat,	a	
reformist	movement	of	Deobandi	school	of	thought	solely	established	and	dedicated	to	the	
preaching	of	Islam	at	groos-root	level,	are	in	close	contact	with	Maulana	Fazal	Ur	Rahman	
and	showing	their	interest	in	the	democratic	system	of	Pakistan	by	voting	JUI-F.	

	
JUI-F	seems	inclined	to	the	development	of	democratic	process	by	not	joining	

movements	like	Difa-e-Pakistan	Council	(DPC),	an	alliance	of	pro-establishment	and	religious	
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political	and	Jihadist	parties	that	was	formed	after	the	civil	military	tension	on	some	security	
and	defence	issues.	The	same	approach	was	witnessed	in	the	recent	tussle	between	civilian	
government	and	military	establishment	under	the	disguise	of	Panama	Paper	case,	in	which	
the	Supreme	Court	of	Pakistan	disqualified	Mian	Muhammad	Nawaz	Sharif	for	the	position	
of	premiership	although	he	was	elected	through	popular	majority	votes.	JUI-F	preferred	to	
favour	and	defend	the	civilian	government	instead	of	toeing	the	line	of	the	establishment	as	
it	was	done	by	Jamaat-e-Islami	(JI)	and	other	religious	political	parties.		

	
JUI-F	is	going	through	democratic	transitions	within	the	party.	Although	it	still	needs	

to	foster	the	democratic	culture	in	party	but,	it	will	take	more	time	and	it	will	be	able	to	
adopt	it	with	the	passage	of	time	and	gradually.	Diverse	opinions	are	voiced	about	the	
weakness	and	strength	in	the	organizational	structure	of	JUI-F	and	have	been	labeled	as	a	
party	of	clergy	and	madrassa	graduates	only,	but	it	is	fact	that	they	appointed	a	person	like	
Akram	Khan	Durrani	as	a	Chief	Minister,	who	is	not	a	religious	person	or	graduate	of	
madrassa	in	actual	sense	instead	previously	he	had	political	affiliation	with	a	secular	and	
nationalist	political	party	namely	Awami	National	Party	(ANP).xvi	Moreover,	the	last	general	
elections	in	2013	and	local	government	elections	in	2015	witnessed	another	shift	in	the	
political	outlook	of	the	leadership	of	JUI-F.xviixviiixix	They	nominated	such	candidates,	who	do	
sport	popular	religious	symbols	like	beard,	turban,	certain	dress	etc.	The	author	observed	
that	all	three	constituencies	of	the	provincial	assembly	of	Khyber	Pakhtunkhwa	PK-74,	75	
and	76	were	allocated	to	members	of	local	elite	families.	The	same	trend	was	also	observed	
in	local	bodies	elections	throughout	Khyber	Pakhtunkhwa	as	well.	
	
Militancy	versus	Democracy	

The	very	first	article	of	the	2013	election	manifesto	of	JUI-F	starts	with	the	statement	
that	“Peace	will	be	our	primary	priority	in	politics”.xx	Distancing	itself	from	the	pro-
establishment	political	movements	and	joining	hands	with	those	favouring	smooth	and	
continuous	democratic	process,	it	shows	that	JUI-F	has	adopted	the	policy	of	bringing	
change	through	democratic	process	instead	of	joining	hands	with	militant	and	Jihadist	
groups.xxi	Consequently,	the	party	has	been	facing	the	dire	consequences	in	shape	of	
assassination	attempts	on	the	top	leadership,	parliamentarians,	scholars	and	activists.	Even	
though	the	party	sacrificed	a	lot	of	well-learned	and	knowledgeable	religious	scholars,	
seasoned	parliamentarians	and	devouted	activists,	but	it	never	resorted	to	retaliate	in	same	
coin.	Instead	it	motivates	its	members	to	keep	trust	in	the	democratic	transition	that	
requires	long-term	strategy	with	patience	and	sacrifice	instead	of	adopting	the	short-term	
acts	of	violence	and	militancy	by	terrorizing	the	masses	and	engaging	in	an	unnecessary	
armed	struggle	against	the	military	and	armed	forces	of	the	country.	
	
Sectarianism	and	Pluralism	

History	witnessed	a	divide	in	JUI-F	due	to	the	pluralist	approach	of	Maulana	Fazal	Ur	
Rahman	and	a	new	violent	and	militant,	basically	anti-Shia	group	came	into	being	namely	
Sipah-e-Sahaba	Pakistan	(Soldiers	of	Companions).	SSP	emerged	as	a	defender	of	the	
religious	position	and	dignity	of	the	Pious	Companions	(Allah	be	pleased	with	them)	of	the	
Messenger	(peace	be	upon	him)	as	a	reaction	to	the	organized	campaign	of	defaming	and	
disrespecting	the	Companions	(Allah	be	pleased	with	them)	by	few	extremist	Shia	scholars.	
It	hurt	the	religious	sentiments	of	those	hardliners	and	they	started	reacting	with	the	same	
coin	and	eventually	resorted	to	violent	struggle	against	Shia	community.	Maulana	Fazal	Ur	
Rahman	never	favoured	their	understanding	and	strategy	of	dealing	with	the	issue.	
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Consequently,	he	was	criticized	and	even	attacked	by	the	fanatics	but	he	distanced	himself	
from	the	anti-Shia	approach.	That’s	why	a	considerable	number	of	Shia	community	in	his	
native	district,	DIKhan,	cast	their	votes	in	favour	of	Maulana	Fazal	Ur	Rahman	in	every	
election.	Due	to	his	pluralist	political	approach,	he	also	gains	the	favours	of	Barelvi	voters	as	
well	i-e	majority	religious	community	of	the	district.	It	has	been	witnessed	in	recent	years	
that	leadership	of	the	same	anti-Shia	militant	groups	have	been	taking	part	in	the	
democratic	transitions	like	Maulana	Ahmed	Ludhiyanwi	has	been	one	of	the	close	affiliates	
of	Maualana	Fazal	Ur	Rahman	and	recently	Maulana	Masroor	Nawaz	Jhangwi,	son	of	
renowned	anti-Shia	scholar	Maulana	Haq	Nawaz	Jhangwi,		affiliated	with	banned	SSP,	
working	as	Ahle	Sunnat	Wal	Jamaat	now,	won	by-election	for	the	provincial	assembly	of	
Punjab	after	being	convinced	by	Maulana	Fazal	Ur	Rahman	about	the	need	and	importance	
of	democracy	in	Pakistan	and	hazardous	impacts	of	sectarianism,	extremism	and	violence	
for	almost	all	segments	of	the	country,	including	religious	segment.	After	winning	the	by-
elections,	he	not	only	joined	JUI-F	as	well	as	publicly	distanced	himself	from	the	anti-Shia	
rhetoric.xxii	
	
Women	in	Politics:	Past	&	Present	Perspective	

The	sense	of	gender	segregation	based	on	a	specific	understanding	of	Islam	still	exist	
in	JUI-F	as	the	party	constitutions	has	nothing	regarding	the	women,	youth	and	minorities.	
Their	election	manifesto	of	2013	contains	few	promises	regarding	the	rights	of	women,	
youth	and	minorities	like	it	states	that	“women	would	be	made	equal	citizens	bringing	at	par	
with	their	male	counterpart	in	all	walks	of	life	and	women	in	all	state	affairs	and	in	all	
spheres	will	be	equally	treated	with	their	male	counterparts”.xxiii		

	
Although	they	opposed	the	role	of	women	as	a	political	leader	in	past,	but	they	have	

been	changing	their	perspective	gradually.	They	not	only	allowed	their	own	women	being	
members	of	the	parliament	and	provincial	assemblies	on	reserved	seats	as	well	as	voted	in	
favour	of	Miss	Fehmida	Mirza,	she	was	the	first	female	speaker	of	the	National	Assembly	
during	Pakistan	People’s	Party	(PPP)	regime	from	2008-2013.	

	
They	have	a	women	wing	led	my	Miss	Naeema	Kishwar	and	their	meetings	are	held	

separately	from	their	men	counterparts	of	the	party.xxiv	Currently,	there	are	two	women	
parliamentarians	on	reserved	seats	belong	to	JUI-F	namely	Naeema	Kishwar	and	Shahida	
Akhtar	Ali,	who	is	also	sister-in-law	of	Maulana	Fazal	Ur	Rahman.	
	
Minority	Rights	

JUI-F	leadership	organized	a	3-days	conference	and	invited	leaders	of	almost	all	
political	leaders,	ambassadors	of	various	countries	and	Bishop	of	Pakistan	as	well.	It	was	first	
political	gathering	organized	by	a	religious	political	party	in	which	a	non-Muslim	
representative	was	not	only	invited	but	given	opportunity	of	sharing	his	views	with	the	
participants	also.	It	shows	their	pluralist	political	approach.	Currently,	they	have	a	Christian	
minority’s	senator,	Asia	Nasir	in	their	party	and	she	confesses	that	the	party	never	forced	
her	to	follow	their	way	of	Islam	instead	she	is	free	to	espouse	and	practice	her	own	religious	
teachings.xxv	

	
JUI-F	election	manifesto	2013	contains	few	promises	regarding	the	status	and	rights	

of	religious	minorities	in	Pakistan	as	it	states	that	“Minorities	will	be	equal	citizens	of	
Pakistan	and	they	will	have	all	freedoms	guaranteed	in	Islam	and	the	constitution,	which	
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include:	Religious	Freedom,	Non-Muslim	minority	in	the	country	will	enjoy	religious	
freedom,	civil	rights,	and	impartial	opportunity	for	access	to	justice”.xxvi	

	
Conclusion	

Democracy	requires	pragmatic,	patient	and	well-balanced	political	leadership	for	its	
development	and	survival	in	an	ideal	form.	It	accommodates	itself	with	almost	every	culture	
of	the	world	if	its	ideal	and	actual	concept	and	principles	are	kept	in	mind.	Islam	does	not	
contradict	democracy	rather	it	recommends	a	pluralist	and	vibrant	political	system.	JUI-F	
understands	the	need	and	importance	of	democracy	in	Pakistan.	It	has	been	witnessed	as	an	
advocate	of	democracy	and	democratic	ideals	even	in	very	tough	situation	and	military	
regimes	instead	of	becoming	an	opportunist	political	force.	It	has	not	only	distanced	itself	
from	violent	and	militant	group,	but	discouraged	its	followers	to	join	any	political	movement	
that	leads	towards	violence	and	undemocratic	effort	of	getting	reins	of	the	government.	
Similarly,	it	merged	anti-Shia	hardliners	in	its	lines	and	convinced	them	to	trust	in	the	
democratic	culture	and	pluralism	instead	of	following	foreign	agendas	of	fomenting	violence	
and	creating	social	disorder	and	political	anarchy.	The	party	has	a	long	journey	ahead.	It	
needs	to	acquaint	itself	with	the	ideal	form	of	democracy	within	the	ranks	of	party	and	
outside	the	party.		
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AK	PARTY’S	DEMOCRATIZATION	PERSPECTIVE:		
PLUS	AND	MINUSES	
	
Abdurrahman	Babacan185	
	

	

The	Civil-Military	Relations	

Particularly	during	its	first	two	terms	(2002-2012),	AK	Party	adopted	a	range	of	
constitutional	and	legal	democratization	reforms	connected	with	the	EU	accession	process	
covering	issues	such	as	freedom	of	thought,	faith,	expression	and	assembly;	the	legal	and	
practical	improvements	regarding	the	Kurdish	issue;	opening	process	on	the	Alawite	
question;	a	new	libertarian	stress	and	vision	on	minority	rights;	and	diminishing,	even	
eliminating	the	prerogatives	of	the	military	which	historically	and	conventionally	dominated	
the	civil,	social	and	cultural	sphere	in	Turkish	politics.		

	

Within	the	context,	the	civil-military	relations	throughout	the	history	of	modern	republic,	
particularly	since	the	multi-party	regime	by	1950s	has	been	worth	to	discuss	more	deeply	as	
of	expressing	the	baseline	which	the	various	components	of	the	democratization	issue	
directly	and	prerequisitely	depend	on.				

	

As	modern	armies	become	professional,	they	have	achieved	an	important	and	sustained	
position	within	the	public	bureaucracy	and	society	as	well.	This	position	has	been	on	the	
agenda	of	many	countries,	regardless	of	the	developed-developing	distinction.	However,	
while	the	system	of	institutionalization	and	civil	society	is	in	a	better	situation	in	modern	
countries,	the	functioning	of	the	decision-making	and	implementation	mechanisms	is	found	
to	be	less	effective,	limited,	and	defined,	leaving	the	routine	out	of	exceptional	
circumstances;	the	effect	of	the	army	in	the	countries	that	are	in	the	process	of	
modernization	has	created	more	and	more	situations	that	can	go	beyond	the	borders.		

	

Thus,	Turkey	since	the	19th	century,	became	a	country	that	feel	the	effects	of	the	military	in	
all	the	spheres,	as	the	earliest	modernized	institution	in	the	country.	By	that,	the	army	has	
taken	the	leadership	of	direction	over	society	and	politics.	Rapid	radical	transformation	
requires	an	active	role	on	the	armed	forces.	Hence,	it	has	become	a	tradition	for	the	army	
forces	to	regard	the	project	of	modernization	and	the	republican	regime	as	collateral	not	
only	in	the	narrow	sense,	but	also	as	the	guardian	of	the	state.	In	this	context,	Duverger	
(1965:	49)	says	that	the	armies	permanently	have	a	potential	for	making	coup	because	of	
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their	well-equipped	and	disciplinary	structures.	The	size	and	boundaries	of	political	
influence	of	an	army	vary	according	to	the	political	culture,	socioeconomic	structure	and	
level	of	institutionalization	of	the	political	system	in	that	country.	However,	The	Turkish	
Parliamentary	(TBMM)	Research	Commission	Report	(2012)	codes	the	most	important	
motives	of	the	militarization	activity	as	the	presence	of	silent	or	visible	consent,	which	
operates	on	the	intellectual,	political,	economic	and	social	level	in	the	process	of	
militarization.		

	

The	civil-military	relations	established	in	Turkey	during	the	presidencies	of	Atatürk	and	
İnönü	are	related	to	the	totalitarian-penetrative	model	in	which	the	soldiers	are	in	the	
domain	of	the	ruling	party	(Hale,	1996:	261).	In	this	period,	Turkey	was	a	one-party	state	
and	the	military	was	a	supportive	factor.	Transition	to	multi-party	regime	has	revealed	so	
many	effects	in	different	institutions.	One	of	the	areas	where	these	effects	have	been	seen	
is	the	interaction	of	the	army	with	politics.	Thus,	during	the	multi-party	period,	Turkish	
politics	has	been	subjected	to	military	interventions	every	ten	years.		

	

The	definition	of	national	security,	which	has	already	been	widely	considered	in	the	1961	
Constitution,	has	been	described	as	the	creation	of	an	imaginary	enemy	by	virtue	of	the	
1982	Constitution,	which	protects	itself	against	internal	and	external	enemies,	whose	
existence	is	permanently	kept	on	the	agenda	and	threatens	the	so-called	threat	to	society.	
So,	the	army	has	become	more	autonomous	(İnal,	2017:	69).	

	

This	catastrophic	and	negative	environment	has	been	about	to	change	by	the	2000s	via	
some	domestic	and	international	dynamics.	This	is	due	to	the	changing	international	
environment	with	the	end	of	the	cold	war,	the	spread	of	globalization	and	democratization	
as	well	as	the	importance	of	civil	society	and	the	EU	membership	process,	while	having	a	
new	internal	dynamics	in	form	of	a	strong	party	rule	which	made	serious	improvements	on	
political,	economic	and	social	situation	of	the	country.	In	the	first	years	of	the	2000s,	there	is	
an	acceleration	in	Turkey’s	EU	accession	process.	Many	steps	have	been	taken	in	order	to	
regulate	military-civil	relations	by	reducing	the	political	position	of	the	army,	which	is	
contrary	to	the	democratic	standards	that	the	EU	insists	on	in	this	period,	within	the	
framework	of	constitutional	and	legal	reforms.	In	order	to	have	a	stable	and	
institutionalized	democracy	based	on	the	Copenhagen	criteria,	civilian	politics,	which	should	
be	adopted	in	the	EU	adjustment	process,	became	inevitable,	so	that	relations	between	
civilian	and	military	authorities	changed	in	favor	of	civilians.	

	

The	European	Union	assessed	Turkey’s	progress	in	civil-military	relations	from	1998	to	2000	
and	emphasized	that	civilian	control	over	the	army	was	insufficient.	In	all	subsequent	
progress	reports	after	2000,	the	influence	of	the	NSC	(MGK)	on	Turkish	political	life	was	
emphasized	and	stressed	that	the	NSC	is	the	main	actor	in	determining	national	security	
policy	and	plays	an	active	role	in	many	issues	that	concern	political	life	(Yıldız,	2010:	89;	
cited	by	İnal,	2017).	
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In	the	face	of	these	criticisms,	the	AK	Party	government	has	made	important	reforms	in	
order	to	make	civil-military	relations	more	democratic	and	to	balance	it	in	favor	of	civilians	
through	the	7th	Integration	Package.	With	these	reforms,	it	was	aimed	that	the	NSC	would	
perceive	the	army	as	an	establishment	and	to	terminate	some	functions	with	the	executive	
authorities	(Bayramoğlu,	2004:	109-110,	cited	by	İnal,	2017).	
	
In	this	context;	
1)	The	General	Secretary	of	the	NSC	was	elected	from	among	the	civilians	and	it	was	aimed	
at	removing	the	general	secretariat’s	administration	from	the	army.	In	addition,	the	
authority	of	appointment	of	the	NSC	General	Secretary	was	taken	from	the	Chief	of	General	
Staff	and	given	to	the	Prime	Minister	(NSC	General	Secretariat,	2003).	
2)	The	meeting	of	the	NSC	is	held	every	two	months	by	changing	the	meeting	frequency	
once	a	month.	Thus,	the	activity	of	the	Board,	which	did	not	specify	the	agenda,	was	tried	to	
be	deactivated.	
3)	Amendment	to	the	Law	on	the	National	Security	Council	and	the	Secretariat	General	of	
the	National	Security	Council	is	the	most	important	reform	carried	out	by	the	7th	
Integration	Package.	

	

With	this	amendment,	the	authorities	of	the	NSC	have	gained	only	a	recommendation	on	
the	issue	of	the	establishment,	determination	and	implementation	of	the	national	security	
policy,	and	a	clear	initiative	has	been	presented	to	the	Prime	Minister	and	the	Council	of	
Ministers	on	the	implementation	of	NSC	resolutions.	Thus,	the	NSC	has	become	just	a	legal	
advisory	body	(Yıldız,	2010:	92,	cited	by	İnal,	2017).	Parallel	to	the	changes	made	in	the	
powers	of	the	NSC,	the	duty	of	the	NSC	Secretary	General	is	limited	to	carrying	out	the	
secretariat	services	of	the	establishment	and	fulfilling	the	duties	given	by	the	board	and	the	
laws.	

	

The	package	also	contained	the	regulations	towards	auditing	of	the	military	budget	by	the	
Court	of	Accounts	thereafter	and	removal	of	jurisdiction	of	military	courts	on	the	crimes,	
specified	in	Article	58	of	the	Military	Criminal	Code,	committed	by	the	civilians	during	peace	
time.	These	two	changes	are	serious	democratic	steps	taken	in	the	field	of	civilianization	of	
the	state	process	(Secretariat	General	for	EU	Affairs,	2007:	38-39).	

	

Besides,	with	the	8th	Package,	which	was	accepted	on	May	2004,	the	NSC	representatives	
from	The	Radio	Television	Supreme	Council	(RTÜK)	and	the	Higher	Education	Council	(YÖK)	
were	removed,	trying	to	reduce	the	effectiveness	of	military	on	education	and	media.	In	
addition,	the	provision	“the	law	on	the	control	of	the	state	property	owned	by	the	armed	
forces	on	behalf	of	the	Grand	National	Assembly	is	regulated	by	law	in	accordance	with	the	
confidentiality	principle	required	by	national	defense	services”	has	been	removed	from	the	
article	regarding	the	Court	of	Accounts.	Finally,	Article	143	of	the	Constitution	was	abolished	
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and	the	legal	existence	of	the	State	Security	Courts	was	abolished	and	an	important	step	
was	taken	in	the	field	of	criminal	justice	(Turkish	Grand	National	Assembly,	2004:	11).	

	

Another	important	development	is	the	abolition	of	the	Protocol	on	the	Security,	Public	
Order	and	Assistance	Units	(EMASYA),	which	was	signed	between	the	army	and	the	security	
organization	in	1997,	gives	the	military	the	authority	to	intervene	in	social	events	when	it	is	
deemed	necessary;	which	indirectly	and	potentially	opens	the	way	for	the	coup.	In	this	
context,	in	2010,	the	EMASYA	protocol,	which	was	criticized	in	European	Union	reports,	was	
abolished	(CNN	Türk,	2010).	

	

However,	one	of	the	most	important	turning	points	in	civilianization	of	the	Turkish	politics	
has	been	the	September	12	referendum	of	2010.	With	this	constitutional	amendment	
package,	the	structure	of	the	Constitutional	Court	(AYM)	and	the	High	Council	of	Judges	and	
Prosecutors	(HSYK)	have	been	changed,	the	powers	of	the	military	courts	have	been	limited,	
the	civil	courts	have	been	allowed	to	appeal	against	the	decisions	of	the	Supreme	Military	
Council	(YAŞ),	the	trial	of	the	ones	who	carried	out	the	1980	coup	was	opened,	the	
jurisdiction	of	the	President	of	the	Grand	National	Assembly	and	the	senior	military	
bureaucrats	has	been	given	to	Constitutional	Court	and	the	right	to	individual	referral	to	the	
Constitutional	Court	was	granted	(Hakyemez,	2010).		

	

The	subsequent	Progress	Reports	by	the	EU	Commission	were	addressed	to	civilian-military	
relations,	stressing	the	increasingly	convergence	towards	Copenhagen	criteria	for	
democratization	of	political	relations.	In	this	context,	criticized	points	regarding	the	ongoing	
effects	of	the	military	on	the	civil	and	educative	sphere	tend	to	be	declined	via	legal	
regulations	taken	through	2012	to	2015.	As	one	of	the	legacies	of	the	coup	atmosphere	
around	1980s	to	control	the	society,	courses	on	National	Security	Information	given	at	all	
the	high	schools	throughout	the	country	was	abolished	by	the	AK	Party	government	on	25	
January	2012	(Al	Jazeera	Türk,	2012),	which	means	also	a	symbolic	change	of	pattern	for	the	
civil	democratization	perspective.			

	

What	is	more,	in	2013;	the	regulation	amending	article	35	of	the	Turkish	Armed	Forces	(TSK)	
Internal	Service	Law	was	accepted.	By	this	crucial	change,	the	definition	regarding	the	
mandate	of	the	Armed	Forces	has	been	shifted	from	“to	ensure	the	protection	of	the	
Turkish	homeland	and	Republic	of	Turkey”	to	“to	defend	the	Turkish	homeland	against	the	
threats	coming	from	abroad,	to	provide	deterrence	with	strengthening	of	the	military	
power,	to	do	missions	abroad	by	the	decision	of	the	Turkish	Grand	National	Assembly	and	to	
help	ensure	international	peace”.	

	
In	addition,	by	the	Homeland	Security	Package	accepted	in	March	2015,	the	Police	and	
Gendarmarie’s	Duty	and	Authority	has	been	reorganized	and	redefined,	pawing	the	way	for	
increase	of	the	civilian	control	over	gendarmerie.	With	this	package,	the	appointment,	
relocation	and	appointment	of	the	gendarmerie	personnel	in	the	provinces	was	tied	to	the	
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Minister	of	Interior,	and	the	appointment	of	gendarmerie	commanders	except	of	the	
general-level	was	to	be	made	by	the	Governor	(EU	Commission,	2015).	

	

As	a	general	view,	hence,	Hale	and	Özbudun	(2010:	141)	makes	the	relationship	between	
the	armed	forces	and	the	government,	with	the	beginning	of	the	AK	Party	government	in	
three	rounds:	i)	controlled	disagreement	period,	from	2002	to	the	end	of	2006;	when	the	
military	accepted	the	legitimacy	of	the	government	and	the	policy	maker’s	authority	in	the	
debate,	even	in	controversial	cases,	while	continuing	to	pressure	the	government	such	as	
secularism	and	the	protection	of	the	unitary	state;	ii)	challenge	and	crisis	period,	as	
appeared	clearest	in	the	2007;	April	27th	press	release	on	the	website	of	the	army	
commanders	were	opposed	to	the	government;	iii)	withdrawal	period,	after	2007;	even	if	
the	tension	between	the	army	and	the	AK	Party	government	persists,	the	commanders	
agreed	that	they	should	stay	behind.	

	

	

The	New	Political	Envisagement	and	Human	Rights	Issue	

By	the	new	political	envisagement,	civil	society	became	more	active,	apparent	and	effective	
in	shaping	and	affecting	the	socio-political	issues	through	reinforcement	of	accountability	
and	checking	mechanisms	within	the	democracy	frame.		

	

In	this	context,	numerous	legislative	measures	have	been	taken	to	ensure	compliance	with	
international	human	rights	legislation.	Unprecedented	practices	have	been	adopted	in	
terms	of	ensuring	civilian	control	of	the	military	bureaucracy.	At	the	same	time,	efforts	have	
been	made	to	build	a	political	structure	based	on	fundamental	rights	and	freedoms	in	order	
to	strengthen	the	rule	of	law	and	normalize	social	life.	On	the	other	hand,	legislative	
amendments	have	been	made	in	order	to	create	solutions	for	the	problem	of	multiple	
human	rights,	such	as	the	extension	of	the	freedom	of	ethnic	and	religious	minorities	and	
the	freedom	of	expression	in	the	context	of	international	norms.	

	

The	first	and	most	critical	step	taken	by	the	AK	Party,	sitting	on	the	seat	of	power	in	
November	2002,	has	been	ending	the	23-yearlong	state	of	emergency	on	November	30,	
2002.	Thus	the	eastern	and	southeastern	regions	have	been	liberated	from	the	pressure	of	
the	extraordinary	regime,	ensuring	start	of	normalization	of	the	social	and	cultural	life.	
Focusing	on	the	reforms	to	be	carried	out	in	the	European	Union	progress	process,	the	
government	decided	in	September	2003	to	support	the	implementation	of	human	rights	
reforms	via	Reform	Monitoring	Group.	The	Convention	on	the	Rights	of	the	Child	/	the	
Protocol	on	the	Optional	Protocol	to	Children's	Armed	Conflicts,	which	is	part	of	
international	legislation	on	the	protection	of	the	rights	of	the	child,	was	ratified	by	Turkey	in	
October	2003.	In	the	same	year,	the	Gendarmerie	Human	Rights	Violations	Investigation	
and	Evaluation	Center	(JIHIDEM),	working	under	the	Ministry	of	Interior,	was	established.	
This	institution	has	been	to	prevent	human	rights	violations	caused	by	staff	working	in	
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military	units	and	to	develop	law	enforcement	and	human	rights	awareness	within	the	
society	(EU	Commission,	2003).		

	

Procedures	for	military	courts	have	been	harmonized	with	the	civil	courts,	with	the	
amendment	made	in	January	2004,	the	Military	Penal	Code	and	the	Law	on	the	
Establishment	of	Military	Courts	and	the	Rules	of	Procedure186.	The	ratification	of	the	
Protocol	No.	13	of	the	European	Convention	on	Human	Rights,	which	lifted	the	death	
penalty	in	all	circumstances,	was	completed	(The	Official	Gazzette,	2004)	and	entered	into	
force	in	October	2005.	One	of	the	arrangements	that	extend	the	rights	of	detainees,	the	
Regulation	on	Arrest,	Detention	and	Questioning	has	been	amended	in	January	2004.	The	
registry	system	of	the	detained	persons	has	been	renewed	and	the	medical	examination	of	
the	detainees	has	been	opened	to	the	outside	of	the	police	forces’	surveillance.		

	

The	Law	on	Information,	which	is	prepared	for	securing	the	right	to	obtain	information,	is	
enacted.	Law	on	the	Compensation	of	Losses	Resulting	from	Terror	and	Terrorist	Struggle	
has	been	accepted	in	July	2004	and	the	way	to	search	for	the	victims	has	been	opened.	The	
Turkish	Criminal	Law	(TCK)	was	rewritten	in	accordance	with	the	basic	principles	of	the	
international	human	rights	law	and	adopted	in	September	2004	as	new.	The	Turkish	Penal	
Code	(TCK)	introduced	significant	penal	sanctions	for	crimes	committed	against	genocide	
and	humanity,	which	are	among	the	crimes	defined	in	international	criminal	law.	The	new	
TCK,	which	includes	measures	to	prevent	the	punishment	of	torture	and	ill-treatment,	is	
generally	being	considered	as	consistent	with	international	standards	(EU	Commission,	
2004).	

	

Legal	changes	have	been	made	in	order	to	broadcast	and	learn	languages	and	dialects	
outside	of	Turkish	in	newly	language	courses	to	be	opened	(The	Official	Gazzette,	2003);	and	
radio	and	television	broadcasting	in	languages	such	as	Kurdish,	Arabic,	Laz,	and	etc	(The	
Official	Gazzette,	2009).	The	new	Press	Law	has	been	passed,	the	practices	that	have	led	to	
the	closure	of	publishing	houses	and	the	confiscation	of	the	means	of	printing	have	been	
abolished	and	a	series	of	arrangements	have	been	made	in	order	to	strengthen	the	freedom	
of	the	press.	

	

The	so-called	twin	contracts;	The	United	Nations	“International	Convention	on	Personal	and	
Political	Rights”	and	the	“International	Convention	on	Economic,	Social	and	Cultural	Rights”	
have	been	ratified	and	transformed	into	domestic	law	text	within	the	scope	of	Article	90	of	
the	Constitution.	Turkey	has	ratified	the	European	Social	Charter	and	has	implemented	
regulations	to	ensure	gender	equality.	Work	has	continued	to	extend	the	freedom	of	belief	
and	worship	to	include	the	demands	of	religious	minority	groups.	In	order	to	prevent	
nonviolent	thinkers	from	being	condemned	in	the	context	of	freedom	of	expression,	it	was	
emphasized	in	September	2004	that	they	were	amended	in	Article	216	of	the	Turkish	Penal	
Code	and	that	punishment	should	be	implemented	solely	if	the	action	turned	into	an	open	

																																																													
186	See:	Ministry	for	EU	Affairs,	Political	Reforms-1.	http://www.abgs.gov.tr/files/rehber/04_rehber.pdf			
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and	close	danger	in	terms	of	provoking	hatred	and	enmity	(TGNA,	2004).	While	closing	of	
the	political	parties	have	been	made	difficult,	the	conditions	for	establishing	associations	
become	easier,	correspondingly.	Amendments	to	the	Law	on	Meetings	and	Demonstrations	
have	largely	abolished	the	provisions	preventing	freedom	of	peaceful	assembly.	Along	with	
the	new	Law	on	Associations,	which	came	into	force	in	November	2004,	the	public	authority	
over	the	associations	has	been	significantly	alleviated	(Gökalp,	2005).		

	

Turkey,	which	seeks	to	strengthen	its	domestic	legal	system	through	international	human	
rights	mechanisms,	signed	the	Optional	Protocol	to	the	UN	Convention	against	Torture	in	
September	2005.	In	July	2005,	the	Law	on	the	Handicapped	was	adopted	in	order	to	protect	
and	promote	the	rights	of	persons	with	disabilities.	In	this	context,	it	is	striking	that	this	kind	
of	discrimination	is	one	of	the	crime	categories	that	fall	under	the	scope	of	the	Turkish	Penal	
Code	(TCK)	at	the	same	time	as	securing	the	right	of	the	disabled	to	not	be	discriminated	in	
social	life.	

	

The	circular	issued	by	the	Ministry	of	Justice	in	January	2006	included	instructions	on	
prosecution	offices	to	consider	European	Convention	on	Human	Rights	(ECHR)	legislation	in	
the	context	of	press	freedom	and	freedom	of	expression	and	demanded	monthly	
monitoring	of	criminal	investigations	onto	the	visual	and	written	media.	In	September	2006	
another	amendment	to	the	Housing	Law	removed	discriminatory	provisions	against	the	
Romans	(Ministry	for	EU	Affairs,	2006).		

	
During	this	period,	special	courses	were	opened	and	broadcasts	were	opened	in	languages	
and	dialects	other	than	Turkish,	as	noted	above.	For	the	first	time	in	the	history	of	TRT,	two	
channels	of	broadcasting	in	Arabic	and	Kurdish	have	been	active	(Hürriyet,	2009).	Legislative	
amendments	have	been	put	into	effect	in	prisons,	allowing	for	meetings	in	languages	other	
than	Turkish.	In	this	context,	by	expanding	the	field	of	democratic	politics,	political	parties	
have	been	allowed	to	make	propaganda	in	languages	other	than	Turkish.	One	of	the	most	
critical	breaking	points	within	this	period	is;	as	a	result	of	the	2007	referendum,	the	
president	was	to	be	elected	by	the	society	directly	herein	after	which	would	bring	a	more	
democratic	and	open	process	regarding	the	democratic	participation	norms	(TGNA,	2007).	
	

An	important	step	was	taken	to	remove	the	headscarf	ban	in	the	educational	institutions,	
which	is	one	of	the	chronic	human	rights	problems	of	Turkey.	As	the	result	of	the	decision	of	
the	Parliament	in	February	2008,	the	amendments	of	the	Article	10	of	the	Constitution	
regulating	the	“equality	under	the	law”	and	Article	42	regulating	the	“right	for	education”	
have	been	made	in	guaranteeing	the	individual	and	public	liberty.	This	process	has	been	
nourished	by	the	regulation	within	the	Democratization	Package	in	2013,	removing	the	
headscarf	ban	in	public	sphere,	as	well	(Prime	Ministry	Undersecretariat	of	Public	Order	and	
Security,	2013).	Within	the	context	of	strengthening	the	legal	measures	for	the	protection	of	
freedom	of	expression	in	2008,	Article	301	of	the	Turkish	Penal	Code	has	been	amended	and	
it	has	been	subject	to	the	permission	of	the	Minister	of	Justice	to	initiate	criminal	
investigations	under	the	scope	of	the	article.	Thanks	to	the	amendment	made	in	Law	No.	



 181 

5737	on	the	Law	on	Foundations,	the	scope	of	freedom	of	association	has	been	enlarged	
and	new	provisions	have	been	introduced	such	as	the	acquisition	of	property	of	
foundations,	the	provision	of	income	from	abroad	and	the	facilitation	of	cooperation	with	
foreign	foundations.	

	

The	Alevi	Workshops,	launched	in	2009,	have	been	welcomed	with	interest	as	the	main	
problems	of	Alevis	come	on	the	agenda	and	produce	permanent	solutions.187	It	has	been	
expected	that	along	with	the	Alevis,	for	the	Assyrians,	Nusayris,	Yezidis	and	Chaldeans	also,	
new	steps	are	to	be	taken	towards	the	realization	of	legal	regulations	in	order	to	benefit	
from	worship,	education	and	organization	in	the	direction	of	their	religious	beliefs.	

	

As	one	of	the	most	large-scaled	regulative	frame	within	the	latest	period,	the	
Democratization	Package	in	2013	has	created	various	fields	for	the	democratic	civil	societal	
norms,	including	legal	and	administrative	regulations.	The	core	critical	improvements	
regarding	civil	rights,	other	than	the	mentioned	subjects	above	are	as	follows;	facilitation	of	
organization	of	political	parties,	removing	barriers	to	membership	in	political	parties,	
increase	of	penalty	in	case	of	crimes	with	hatred	in	Turkish	Penal	Code,	expanding	the	scope	
of	discrimination	offenses	and	increasing	deterrence,	formation	of	anti-discrimination	and	
equality	board,	taking	opinions	of	political	parties,	professional	organizations	and	trade	
unions	furthermore	when	meeting	place	and	route	are	determined,	extending	the	duration	
of	meetings	and	demonstrations,	removal	of	Government	Commissar	on	meetings	and	
demonstrations,	creation	of	opportunity	to	teach	different	languages	and	dialects	at	private	
schools,	giving	legal	assurance	to	personal	data,	establishing	a	Law	Enforcement	
Surveillance	Commission	on	police	force,	return	of	Mor	Gabriel	Monastery	(Deyrulumur)	
property	to	the	Monastery	Foundation,	establishment	of	the	Institute	of	Romance	Language	
and	Culture	(Prime	Ministry	Undersecretariat	of	Public	Order	and	Security,	2013).	
	

	

Future	Projections	

Indeed,	these	are	all	showing	that	democratization	first	needs	change	of	minds	in	which	
Turkish	political	culture	has	reached	at	a	certain	level	in	terms	of	neither	imposing	an	
identity	nor	identifying	a	definition	on	desirable	citizen.	The	attained	level	no	longer	could	
accept	an	understanding	of	the	state	that	denies	needs	and	demands	of	the	citizens,	
accusing	them,	rejecting	their	demands	and	needs,	authoritizing	the	public	sphere	and	
making	this	field	a	hell	for	those	who	are	not	akin	to	the	self-defined	desirable	and	
acceptable	citizen	profile	which	it	defines.	Thus;	new	reforms,	new	rights	and	freedoms	
would	inevitably	take	its	place	in	Turkey’s	agenda,	as	politics	gains	more	power	as	a	way	of	
solving	problems	as	a	method	of	seeking	a	right.		

	

																																																													
187	For	the	Alevi	Workshop	(2009)	full	notes,	see:	http://www.farukcelik.com.tr/images/editor/1.pdf	
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The	most	important	issue	that	is	problematic	in	this	regard	is	the	question	whether	fully	
reflected	of	all	these	legal	proceedings	into	the	practice.	In	addition	to	structural	problems,	
it	seems	that	the	military	and	civil	bureaucracies	still	do	not	give	up	their	traditional	
attitudes	and	habits	that	will	make	it	difficult	for	the	human	rights	reforms	to	be	
implemented	in	its	proper	and	spiritual	manner.		

	

Completion	of	the	new	constitutional	process	apart	from	the	political	controversies,	the	
peaceful	settlement	of	the	Kurdish	problem,	which	constitutes	the	most	important	human	
rights	issue	of	the	country,	must	be	achieved	and	the	civilian	control	of	the	state	must	be	
fully	realized.	

	

Neverthless,	there	has	recently	been	a	confusion	on	the	future	projections	of	AK	Party’s	
next	policy	implications	concerning	expansion	of	basic	civil	rights	and	realm	of	freedom	
including	also	the	following	path	of	Kurdish	issue	and	other	various	identity-based	
prospects,	which	figures	and	comprises	an	open-ended	potential	tension	line,	even	
unacceptable	waves	of	violence	as	lastly	seen	in	Taksim	Gezi	Park	incidents	or	recent	ditch	
efforts	like	other	terrorist	attacks	performed	by	the	PKK,	which	in	the	last	analysis	were	
illegitimate	assaults	to	the	democratic	norms	and	institutions.		

	

Hence	it	should	be	noted	that	the	most	efficient	projection	to	avoid	and	eliminate	the	
mentioned	violent	attempts	is	creating	a	human-oriented	formulation	to	security-freedom	
balance	which	will	serve	as	marginalization	of	all	the	terror-backed	entities	or	political	
stands.		

In	this	regard,	the	development	of	peaceful	means	based	on	human	rights	law	to	include	
political,	cultural	and	economic	freedoms	should	be	accelerated.	The	right	to	education	in	
the	mother	tongue	should	be	implemented	in	such	a	way	as	to	encompass	all	educational	
institutions	and	to	be	sufficiently	expanded.	Recognition	of	the	right	of	defense	and	right	of	
usufruct	in	public	services	in	mother	tongue	via	legislation	process	made	in	2013	is	a	
positive	development	in	this	regard	(Al	Jazeera	Türk,	2013).		

	

Herewith,	the	necessary	improvements	should	be	made	in	order	to	protect	cultural	diversity	
and	to	develop	the	fundamental	rights	and	freedoms	of	minority	groups	within	the	
framework	of	international	standards.	Judicial	reforms	must	continue	uninterruptedly,	and	
the	legal	gaps	between	domestic	law	norms	and	international	human	rights	law	must	be	
closed	quickly.	The	legal	provisions	restricting	freedom	of	expression	should	be	cleaned	out	
entirely	in	accordance	with	international	standards	and	a	permanent	legal	framework	
should	be	developed.	

	

All	legal	instruments	to	strengthen	civilian	control	of	the	armed	forces	and	to	abolish	
military	intervention	tools	and	bases	to	civilian	political	sphere	should	be	used	effectively.	
In	this	context,	it	has	been	widely	expected	that	the	September	12	and	February	28	coup	
investigations	should	be	completed	in	line	with	the	rule	of	law	and	fair	trial	criteria,	hence	
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vitally	punishment	of	coup	crimes	as	a	sine	qua	non	condition	for	settlement	and	
institutionalization	of	democracy	within	the	country.	Therefore,	the	ascertainment	of	
alleged	crimes	by	an	independent	and	impartial	trial	will	strengthen	the	confidence	in	the	
rule	of	law.	

To	make	these	process	comprehensive	for	all	the	components	of	the	society,	it	is	imperative	
that	the	public-civil	society	dialogue,	which	has	been	successfully	carried	out	in	the	
preparation	of	various	legal	regulations	that	directly	concern	human	rights,	should	be	
advanced	in	the	coming	period	and	that	the	opinions	and	proposals	of	civil	society	
organizations	should	be	taken	into	consideration	adequately	by	the	public	administrative	
units.	

	

In	this	respect,	without	excepting	a	grand	vision	towards	regaining	the	social	cohesion,	
albeit	ideological	differentiations	among	different	social	and	political	bases,	one	should	
reconsider	the	way	and	depth	of	reformist	mould	including,	even	starting	by	adoption	of	an	
entirely	new	constitution	to	regenerate	a	social	belonging	sense	for	all	the	components	of	
the	society.	The	human	rights	values,	which	are	the	most	important	references	of	this	new,	
civil,	participatory	constitution,	must	be	guaranteed	for	all	and	the	reform	process	must	
continue	uninterruptedly,	accordingly.	
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Abstract	
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Hamas	is	one	of	the	largest	Palestinian	political	movements	in	Palestine	although	it	is	
considered	to	be	a	fairly	new	political	and	military	movement	being	established	in	1988.	In	
2006	Hamas	participated	in	the	Parliamentary	elections	and	gained	the	overall	majority.	This	
was	considered	to	be	a	turning	point	for	Hamas,	as	well	as	the	history	of	Palestinian	politics.	
Many	argued	that	this	event	meant	that	Hamas,	as	an	Islamic	movement,	has	acknowledged	
the	democratic	mechanism	as	a	legitimate	vehicle	to	rise	to	power	and	be	part	of	the	ruling	
political	force	in	Palestine.	Some	also	argued	that	Hamas’	participation	in	the	elections	as	a	
political	Islamic	movement	is	a	strong	signal	that	they	were	witnessing	an	ideological	
transformation.		

	

Allegedly,	Hamas	has	been	part	of	the	ruling	authority	for	the	past	eleven	years,	but	its	
democratic	practices	and	commitments	have	always	been	questionable.	This	paper	intends	
to	examine	whether	Hamas’	stance	on	democracy	has	remained	the	same	since	winning	the	
2006	elections.	The	paper	will	also	assess	whether	Hamas	has	undertaken	a	democratic	
transformation	and	the	effect	of	this	Phenomenon	on	Palestinian	politics?	The	paper	will	
also	critically	investigate	whether	Hamas	is	going	through	an	ideological	and	structural	
process	regarding	democracy	and	how	this	can	impact	on	the	Palestinian	political	
development.		

	

Introduction	

Hamas	is	classified	as	an	Islamist	party,	more	accurately,	Islamic	movement	(Harakah)	
according	to	Hamas’	political	and	ideological	literature.	Historically,	Hamas	and	its	co-
founders,	proudly	and	publically	affiliated	themselves	to	the	global	Society	of	the	Muslim	
Brothers	(Al-Ikhwan	al-Muslimun).	With	the	exception	of	the	new	constitutional	charter	
which	has	been	issued	recently	and	the	electoral	manifesto	of	2006,	it	is	difficult	to	spot	any	
indication	or	serious	tendency	in	which	the	organisation	introduced	itself	in	one	of	its	
programs,	policies,	and	teachings	as	believing	in	democratic	values	or	even	an	inclination	
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towards	democracy.	Hamas,	with	some	exceptions,	did	not	seem	as	though	there	were	any	
serious	attempts	to	give	an	impression	or	proof	that	the	movement	is	pursuing	democracy	
as	part	of	its	culture.	Historically,	democracy	was	not	something	Hamas	would	promote	or	
even	mention	when	it	comes	to	its	involvement	in	politics	as	if	not	part	of	their	interests.	
Furthermore,	it	would	seem	that	Hamas	would	not	even	use	any	language	or	statements	to	
praise	democracy	or	democratic	methods	or	values.	On	that	note,	(Malka,	2005)	argued	that	
Hamas’s	decision	to	participate	in	the	national	parliamentary	election	in	2006	“is	evidence	
of	the	organization’s	adaptability	and	durability	within	Palestinian	society	and	politics”.	

	

Some	have	argued	that	Hamas	proved	on	many	occasions	that	the	movement	is	considering	
democracy	to	be	part	of	its	political	culture	which	was	practically	materialised	in	
participating	in	the	local	and	parliamentarian	elections	of	2004	and	2006	respectively.	This	
has	not	convinced	many	observers	and	political	players,	both	externally	and	internally.	The	
contradicting	messages,	both	theoretical	and	actual,	coming	from	Hamas	and	its	leaders	
regarding	democracy	and	its	values	have	always	sent	a	confusing	message	even	amongst	
Hamas’	supporters	and	sympathisers.		

	

In	this	paper	there	will	be	an	examination	as	to	what	extent	can	Hamas	be	entrusted	on	
democratic	values,	in	addition	to	an	assessment	as	to	whether	Hamas	is	witnessing	a	
democratic	transformation	in	the	first	instance.	The	contributing	factors	towards	Hamas’	
democratic	inclination	or	alienation	will	also	be	examined.					

	

Hamas	is	not	a	stranger	to	Democracy		

Despite	being	accused	to	be	nondemocratic	or	antidemocratic	and	not	adopting	democratic	
approaches	(Fogg,	Salam,	Shikaki	(2009).	Hamas,	arguably,	“have	more	than	a	nominal	
acceptance	of	democratic	norms,	and	have	an	empirically	verifiable	electoral	record”,	and	
as	such,	Hamas	showed	some	signs	of	adapting	itself	“to	the	reality	of	democratic	
contestation”	(Sadiki,	2010).	The	Islamic	Block,	Hamas’	students	arm	has	regularly	and	
actively	participated	in	most	of	the	students’	unions	elections	year	after	year	in	most	of	the	
Palestine	universities	and	colleges	(Breitsman	&	Thahir,	2015).	In	addition,	this	can	be	said	
about	Hamas’	active	electoral	participation	in	trade	unions,	municipal	and	other	civil	
societies	and	organisations	(Heil,	2006).	It	is	worth	noting	that	Hamas	would	participate	in	
both,	by	nominating	its	own	candidates	or	indirectly	by	supporting	some	of	the	sympathetic	
independents	who	are	usually	coming	from	an	Islamic	background.	Hamas	enthusiastically	
participated	in	domestic	elections	(students’	unions	and	professional	bodies)	as	long	as	
“entirely	domestically	initiated	and	not	associated	with	the	peace	process”	(PACE,	2012).	

	

Therefore,	it	can	be	concluded	at	this	stage	that	Hamas	has	a	strong	record	of	accepting	and	
dealing	with	democratic	tool	to	reach,	or	perhaps	share	power	as	a	result	of	democratic	
process.	However,	some	argue	that	Hamas’	decision	to	participate	in	the	parliamentarian	
elections	of	2006	would	serve	its	interests	rather	than	boycotting,	as	was	the	case	in	1996	
(Dunne,	2010).	Supporting	this	trend	of	analysis	(Provencher,	2011)	added	that	participating	
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in	the	election,	according	to	Hamas,	is	very	crucial	in	order	to	keep	the	public	support	alive.	
The	election	was	not	reflecting	a	change	of	Hamas’	mentality	towards	democracy,	it	was	
rather	a	reflection	of	fears	that	the	movement	would	lose	its	popularity	among	Palestinians	
if	it	lost	the	electoral	platform	which	might	have	resulted	in	marginalising	its	role	as	a	
significant	political	player	in	Palestine	politics.	“It	represents	a	fundamental	shift	in	strategy;	
Hamas	would	seek	to	achieve	its	agenda	through	political	participation”.	However,	we	have	
to	draw	the	line	between	the	political	participation	and	the	political	partnership	where	the	
latter	entails	the	practical	sense	of	democracy	and	accepting	it	to	be	part	of	the	political	
culture	of	a	party	or	organisation.	Political	partnership	is	also	about	accepting	others	who	
don’t	necessarily	agree	with	the	elected	party	views	and	in	that	sense,	give	every	citizen	a	
chance,	in	a	way	or	another,	to	be	part	of	the	decision	making	process.	That	is	to	say,	every	
“one	is	a	free	and	equal	partner,	with	a	shared	responsibility	for	collective	action”	(Dworkin,	
1998).		

	

One	would	argue	that	participating	in	the	election	is	an	indication	of	accepting	the	
democracy	as	a	concept.	In	principle,	this	may	be	true	but	in	practical	political	terms	it	may	
be	the	opposite.	It	can	be	argued	that	participating	in	an	election	does	not	reflect	a	
democratic	culture	and	it	may	be	a	mere	method	to	use	democracy	simply	to	gain	
legitimacy	and	power	(Brown,	2012).	Nonetheless,	on	the	one	hand,	it	is	difficult	to	
recognise	whether	participation	in	an	election	is	a	sign	of	accepting	democracy	or	its	rules	
(Eeckelaert,	2014).	On	the	other	hand,	it	would	be	unfair	to	say	that	the	participation	does	
not	prove	and	pave	the	way	to	democracy.	Furthermore,	it	could	be	a	strong	signal	of	
Hamas’	readiness	for	democracy,	or	at	least	to	be	part	of	it	at	some	point.	It	must	be	
admitted	that	there	is	a	clear	difficulty	to	identify	whether	the	participation	in	the	election	
can	lead	or	be	part	of	a	democratic	transformation	or	a	commitment	towards	the	
democracy	at	all	(Schmitter	&	Karl,	1991).	Hamas’s	participation	after	long	and	firm	boycott	
of	the	election	left	many	observers	buzzed	about	the	real	reasons	that	stood	behind	Hamas	
decision	(Løvlie,	2013).	

	

Nevertheless,	in	principle	Hamas	has	accepted	the	theoretical	terms	of	democracy	by	being	
an	important	part	of	the	democratic	and	political	process	although	it	has	not	shown	yet,	a	
real	utilisation	or	reflection	of	the	democratic	values	after	winning	the	election	and	
becoming	a	ruling	power.	This,	again,	may	lead	to	a	harsher	conclusion	that	Hamas,	as	
claimed	numerously,	participated	in	the	election	to	take	over	power	and	not	to	adhere	to	
the	democratic	values	and	demands.	In	this	context,	it	is	evident	that	whereas	Hamas	
approves	democracy,	there	is	a	serious	argument	that	suggests,	Hamas’	fundamental	
participation	in	democratic	elections	of	the	legislative	council	in	2006,	represented	a	tactical	
step	rather	than	a	reflection	of	their	commitments	to	democratic	values.	It	is	a	case	where	
Hamas	found	itself	being	forced	to	accept	in	order	to	protect	its	supporters	and	members	
who	were	persecuted	by	the	security	Fatah	led	forces	of	the	Palestinian	Authority.	
Participating	in	the	election	and	becoming	part	of	the	government	departments,	Hamas	
would	have	a	lot	to	gain	(Tuastad,	2013).	
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Can	participation	in	political	elections	mean	a	democratic	transformation?	

(Brown,	2006)	argued	that	Hamas’	participation	in	the	parliamentarian	election	of	2006	
could	have	been	a	serious	opportunity	to	create	a	viable	two-party	system.	This	could	have	
contributed	to	a	long-term	process	of	democratic	transformation.	On	the	same	note,	and	
based	on	a	statement	of	the	former	head	of	Hamas’	of	political	bureau,	Gerges	(2009)	
indicated	that	the	participation	in	this	parliamentary	election	may	signal	some	democratic	
changes	within	Hamas.		

	

For	Hamas,	participating	in	major	elections	on	the	parliamentary	level	is	a	significant	step	
towards	an	active	involvement	in	the	democratic	process	and	partnership	with	other	
political	opponents	in	Palestine	(Youngs,	2006).	The	significance	has	two	dimensions,	in	
addition	to	its	political/democratic	one,	the	other	is	on	religious	ideological	front	as	one	of	
the	prominent	Hamas	leaders	issued	a	Fatwa	(religious	opinion)	prohibiting	the	participation	
in	the	first	election	on	1996	(Haloli,	2009).	Also,	Late	Nizar	Rayan,	one	of	Hamas’	senior	
leaders	who	was	a	professor	of	Sharia	in	Gaza	Strip,	the	strongest	academic	hold	of	Hamas,	
the	Islamic	University.	He	strictly	refused	the	idea	of	democracy	initiating	his	view	on	
religious	and	ideological	justifications,	and	as	a	result	he	was	strongly	against	Hamas’	
participation	in	the	election	(Sayigh,	2011).	He	was	even	quoted	to	have	said,	using	firm	and	
definite	terms,	that	Hamas	is	fighting	its	opponent	secular	party	of	Fatah	to	“uproot	
secularism	in	Gaza.”	(Ghattas,	2007).	

	

Therefore,	the	participation	created	a	discrepancy	within	Hamas,	where,	Nizar	Rayan	as	
mentioned	earlier,	showed	a	strong	opposition	to	the	involvement	in	the	democratic	
transformation	believing	that	the	election	gives	a	negative	impression	on	the	movement’s	
religious	principles.	Whereas,	other	senior	officials	within	Hamas	did	not	believe	that	
pursuing	democratic	methods	would	enhance	the	legitimacy	of	the	movement.	(Eklind	&	
Angenfelt,	2015).	In	spite	of	the	religious	opinions	that	objected	to	Hamas’	participation,	
Hamas	decided	to	be	part	of	the	political	democratic	game.	Therefore,	this	participation	in	
2006	could	be,	precariously	speaking,	an	important	sign	on	the	possibility	of	ideological	
change	in	Hamas’	culture	and	mentality.	This	comes	in	light	of	knowing	that	the	same	
prominent	leader	issued	the	same	Fatwa	on	the	2006	election,	but	did	not	find	listening	ears	
among	Hamas	leadership.	It	is	evident	that	Hamas	faced	a	greater	challenge	on	its	
ideological	and	religious	front	which	means	that	participation	encompassed	a	serious	
hesitation	towards	participation.							

It	is	worth	mentioning	that	Hamas	would	encounter	a	serious	challenge	to	how	it	is	going	to	
combine	Islamic	ideologies	and	democratic	requirements.	According	to	(Hossain	&	Shobaki,	
2014)	this	is	a	mere	theoretical	challenge	and	can	be	practically	and	realistically	met	by	
Hamas	as	its	road	to	political	power	has	been	established	through	democratic	means.	
(Hossain	&	Shobaki,	ibid)	also	argued	that	this	did	not	contradict	Hamas’s	ideological	
background	with	a	strong	support	coming	from	many	Islamist	thinkers	who	did	not	think	
that	Hamas’	adoption	of	democracy	opposed	Islamic	methods	or	principles.		
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I	would	argue	that	we	have	to	draw	a	clear	line	between	the	political	transformation	and	
the	democratic	one.	In	my	view,	there	is	a	clear	failure	in	highlighting	the	differences	
between	both	of	them	within	Hamas	and	its	pragmatic	approach	towards	the	changing	in	
politics	internally	and	externally.	Generally,	despite	agreeing	with	the	fact	that	taking	part	in	
the	parliamentarian	elections	could	be	a	sign	of	accepting	democracy	and	its	values,	yet	this	
may	not	necessarily	be	the	case	with	Hamas	as	such,	we	have	to	look	into	Hamas’	structure	
with	its	practices	on	the	ground.		

	

It	is	about	examining	Hamas	based	on	a	logical	supposition	that	is	built	on	the	fact	that	the	
democratic	transformation	necessarily	needs	cultural,	social,	and	economic	changes,	not	
just	changes	in	the	structure	of	the	political	institutions.	(Ottaway,	2008).	(Malka,	2005)	
suggested	that	Hamas	has	to	comply	with	democratic	demands	once	enters	the	political	
arena,	such	as	practically	proving	that	the	movement	is	willing	to	adhere	to	the	rule	of	law	
and	to	respect	the	existed	governing	institutions	of	the	PA.	Hamas’	interaction	and	
involvement	in	Palestinian	politics	has	to	introduce	and	encourage	a	wider	political	
involvement	that	is	based	on	democratic	values,	instead	of	being	a	bridge	for	imposing	an	
authoritarian	theocracy	rule.		

	

In	contradiction	to	that	after	participation	in	the	democratic	election,	Hamas,	established	its	
own	security	bodies	and	entities	out	of	the	existing	Palestinian	law	with	a	complete	
abandonment	of	the	legally	formed	forces.	Furthermore,	it	showed	no	interest,	whatsoever,	
to	be	part	of	any	political	partnership	with	other	Palestinian	factions,	let	alone	Fatah	
movement.	(Shikaki,	2015).	Hamas	rushed	to	form	the	Executive	Force	that	was	declared	
illegitimate	by	PA	president	Abbas.	This	force	was	instrumental	in	taking	retaliatory	actions	
against	many	of	Fateh	security	officials.	These	actions	were	fully	justified	by	Al-Qassam	
Brigades	of	Hamas	military	arm	as	legitimate	considering	this	as	a	response	to	the	actions	
and	tortures	practiced	in	the	past	against	Hamas	members	by	PA	security	forces	(Nasrallah,	
2007).	These	practices	never	been	condemned	by	any	of	Hamas	political	leaders,	or	its	
government	officials.	Revenge	and	retaliatory	actions	do	not	comply	with	democratic	values	
and	indicate	a	disrespectful	culture	to	the	rules	of	law,	the	main	pillar	of	democracy.						

	

Based	on	my	own	personal	observation,	Hamas	does	not	have	a	clear	policy	in	encouraging	
its	members	and	followers	to	adopt	democratic	value.	Hamas,	while	recognizing	the	
existence	of	other	political	parties	and	movements,	it	restricts	their	activities	with	tough	
procedures	usually	taken	against	them	when	carrying	out	political	or	social	activities.	This	
indicates	that	Hamas	accepts	political	pluralism	in	theory,	but	it	does	not	respect	the	
practical	implications	of	this	concept.	Knowing	about	the	political	situations,	Hamas	would	
not	be	in	a	position	to	hold	any	election	that	implies	political	meaning	or	indication.	Having	
this	fact	in	mind,	Hamas	imposed	a	strict	prohibition	of	elections	on	other	levels	as	there	
were	almost	no	elections	being	conducted	within	Gaza	strip	in	any	of	the	trade	unions	or	
universities.	It	is	as	though	we	are	witnessing	a	clear	practical	reflection	of	denying	the	right	
of	the	public	in	participating	in	political	life	or	decision	making.	There	is	no	indication,	
whatsoever,	that	this	could	change	in	near	future.	Nothing	appears	from	the	situation	in	
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Gaza	Strip	that	Hamas	is	willing	to	compromise	its	individual	style	of	political	rulings	over	
Gaza	and	its	institutions.	This	raises	very	serious	questions	on	Hamas’	willingness	for	
starting	the	process	of	democratic	transformation.		

	

Democratic	transformation	does	not	happen	overnight.	Hamas,	in	order	to	show	some	signs	
of	going	through	the	democratic	transformation,	needs	to	start	the	process	within	its	
movement	and	institutions,	beginning	from	the	grass	roots.	If	this	does	not	happen,	it	would	
be	very	deceiving	to	take	seriously	any	announcements	or	declarations	from	Hamas	
promoting	democracy	or	the	tendency	towards	it.	In	that	respect,	it	has	been	noted	that	
Hamas	encouraged,	for	example,	one	of	its	affiliated	grass	roots	organizations	known	as	
“Dawa	branch”	to	strictly	promote	the	Sharia	traditional	perspectives	especially	those	
related	to	dress	code	of	women	“and	gender	mixing”.	This	would	be	applied	by	Hamas’	
ministries	and	other	affiliated	groups.	(Shikaki,	2015).	Equally,	it	has	been	observed	that	
Hamas’	government,	unofficially,	seemed	to	show	tolerance	towards	a	coexistence	of	the	
liberal	and	conservative	perspectives.	(Shikaki,	Ibid).	However,	(Byman	&	Goldstein,	2011)	
argued	that	the	situation	was	more	extreme,	where	Hamas	even	imposed	a	certain	dress	
code	on	women	rather	than	providing	any	room	for	the	community	to	decide.	This	was	
implemented	in	the	courts	and	for	the	TV	presenters	with	emphasis	on	“gender	
segregation”	in	specific	public	spaces.	Following	the	same	practice,	the	strict	position	on	
gender	mixing	was	reflected	in	form	of	a	strong	condemnation	against	(UNRWA)	because	
they	organized	a	mixed	youth	summer	camp	in	Gaza.	The	condemnation	came	from	Da’wa	
arm	of	Hamas.	(Sayigh,	2010).	

	

It	may	be	suggested	that,	the	situation	in	occupied	Palestinian	territory	needs	“real	stability”	
according	(Pace,	2009),	where	Israel,	as	an	occupation	force,	does	not	allow	this	to	happen	
and	plays	a	crucial	role	in	destabilizing	the	Palestinian	situation.	Under	such	situation,	
talking	about	democracy	promotion	under	occupation,	“did	not	make	any	logical	sense”.	
The	American	position	was	not	an	exception	from	the	Israeli	one,	where	Americans	
demotivated	Hamas	to	be	part	of	a	democratic	process	through	participating	in	the	election,	
therefore,	threatened	not	to	recognize	its	results	if	Hamas	had	won.	(Eklind	&	Angenfelt,	
ibid)	

	

Examining	the	democratic	culture	within	Hamas		

It	is	fair	to	say	that	democracy	should	be	judged	based	on	practical	commitment	to	the	
democratic	values.	Words,	statements,	and	slogans	do	not	form	democracy,	no	matter	how	
beautiful	they	are.	Although	there	are	no	specific	standards	on	which	we	can	measure	
democracy,	yet	certainly	a	set	of	thoughts	and	practices	can	provide	an	overview	on	
whether	a	party	or	a	society	is	committed	to	the	democratic	values.	One	can	argue	that	the	
social	and	political	commitment	towards	democracy	may	vary	depending	on	long	standing	
traditions	within	a	specific	social	group.	Certain	practices	can	give	an	idea	to	what	extent	
democracy	is	pursued	in	the	community’s	structure	such	as	the	rule	of	law,	power	
separation	and	independency	of	the	judiciary.		
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It	is	believed	that	elections,	practically	approved,	surely	can	and	in	many	cases	do	motivate	
communities	to	build	up	a	democratic	system.	Though,	it	has	been	proven	that	elections,	
occasionally,	do	the	extreme	opposite	by	ending	up	with	anti-democratic	systems,	
“especially	through	the	manipulation	of	the	franchise”	(Bisharat,	2013).	It	would	be	firmly	
argued	that	to	achieve	democracy	it	needs	something	much	more	than	participating	in	
elections,	it	requires	a	clear	respect	and	commitment	towards	“rights	and	the	rule	of	law”.	
Democracy	means	not	just	“electoral	majoritarianism”,	it	means	that	“individuals	and	
minorities	have	their	equal	rights	respected”.	(Ibrahim,	2007).	On	that	matter	Hamas,	at	
least	officially	and	theoretically,	recognized	the	equal	rights	“for	all	citizens”	regardless	of	
their	religion,	both	Muslims	and	Christians.	In	contradiction	to	this,	however,	it	does	not	
accept	that	a	Christian	for	example,	can	become	a	president	or	the	army	chief.	Despite	this	
attitude,	it	seems	that	Hamas	is	very	pragmatic	when	it	comes	to	ordinary	politics,	where	it	
accepts	having	a	political	partnership	with	Christians	(Shikaki,	Ibid).		

	

It	can	be	simply	concluded	that	Hamas	acts	pragmatically	when	it	comes	to	its	position	in	
relation	to	democracy	and	democratic	requirements.	It	also	appears	as	if	there	are	two	
faced	discourses,	one	directed	for	outsiders	and	the	other	is	meant	to	be	for	internal	or	
domestic	audiences.		The	pragmatic	political	discourse	that	Hamas	adopts,	is	promoting	a	
moderate	democratic	face	to	the	West	and	international	community,	while	the	other	is	
completely	the	opposite	when	it	comes	to	practices	within	the	Palestinian	community.	

	

It	may	be	normal	to	ask;	to	what	extent	is	Hamas	pluralistic	and	what	is	its	position	in	
relation	to	political	pluralism,	especially	on	the	grass	roots	level.	Remarkably,	the	answer	
can	be	referred	to	Hamas’	late	co-founder	and	spiritual	father	Ahmad	Yasin	who	was	quoted	
stating	that	he	wants	a	democratic	state	with	political	parties	and	political	power	should	be	
peacefully	passed	to	whoever	wins	the	election.	He	added,	that	even	he	would	accept	to	be	
ruled	by	the	communist	party	if	it	wins	the	election	(Ayoub,	2006).		

	

Ahmad	Yousef,	insisted	on	the	previous	view	by	emphasizing	that	Hamas,	is	a	movement	of	
peace,	welcoming	partnership	with	the	West	based	on	“dialogue,	equality	and	mutual	
respect”.	Remarkably,	opposing	the	typical	portrait	of	Hamas,	Yousef	stated	that	the	party	is	
not	a	religious	or	fundamentalist	movement,	it	is	rather	a	civil	organization	using	the	
consultative	method	and	follow	democratic	procedures	to	elect	its	leaders.	He	added	that	
“Hamas	believes	in	the	peaceful	transfer	of	power	in	Palestine,	partnership	on	the	basis	of	
its	citizens,	cultural	diversity,	political	pluralism	and	respect	for	human	rights	and	
international	conventions	relevant	to	the	teachings	of	Islam,	with	honouring	one	another	as	
the	greatest	human	goal”	(Yousef,	nd).	It	is	important	to	mention	that	the	previous	
statements	of	Hamas	leaders,	never	found	its	way	to	Hamas	social	and	political	literature	
that	are	commonly	circulated	with	the	grass	roots	bases.		
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Nonetheless,	it	may	be	evident	that	Hamas	is	not	a	democratic	party,	and	there	is	no	such	
claim	whether	from	Hamas	or	its	supporters.	Observing	Hamas’	practical	approach	on	ruling	
or	governing	Gaza	strip	from	2007	being	the	de	facto	ruling	power,	practically	speaking,	
Hamas	has	not	shown	any	indication	or	enthusiasm	to	implement	democracy	or	to	use	
democratic	instruments	during	this	period.	In	other	words,	there	were	no	elections	in	Gaza	
strip	in	any	of	the	institutions	or	organisations	including	the	universities	and	trade	unions.	It	
is	a	simple	conclusion	to	say	that	democracy	is	not	incorporated	in	Hamas’	structure	or	
practices.	This	can	also	be	said	about	the	governing	methods	followed	by	Hamas	in	running	
Gaza,	where	serious	abuses	of	democratic	values	are	regularly	committed	by	Hamas’	
governing	bodies	and	institutions.		

	

Democracy	as	it	is	known	in	the	modern	time,	has	no	place	in	Hamas’	political	and	social	
literature.	Despite	the	fact	that	Hamas,	as	a	political	party,	came	to	power	through	
democratic	means	by	participating	in	a	democratic	process,	yet	has	not	followed	the	
democratic	rules	or	values	when	controlled	Gaza	since	2007.	The	case	was	not	different	
when	Hamas	formed	the	Palestinian	government	and	its	minister	of	education	instructed	his	
team	to	confiscate	all	copies	of	a	folk	tales’	book	that	contains	a	collection	of	45	Palestinian	
folk	tales	from	schools’	libraries.	The	reason	behind	this,	as	has	been	justified,	that	the	book	
included	some	of	tales	against	the	religious	beliefs.	This	was	one	of	the	strongest	signals	of	
what	can	be	expected	from	Hamas,	in	addition	to	its	position	towards	the	democracy	as	a	
ruling	party	(Patience,	2007).	Concerns	expanded	beyond	this,	as	suspicions	were	raised	
that	Hamas	intended	to	carry	out	Islamization	of	the	textbooks.	This	was	triggered	as	Hamas	
expressed	its	intention	to	allocate	more	times	for	religious	classes	and	employ	more	
teachers	to	focus	on	religious	education	(Shikaki,	2015).	The	further	concerns	would	be	the	
Ideologyzation	of	faith	by	employing	it	in	political	context,	whilst	deviated	from	its	real	
context.					

	

Adding	salt	to	wound,	Hamas	was	accused	of	taking	over	Gaza	by	“conducting	a	military	
coup”,	then	started	a	new	phase	of	struggle	in	order	to	prove	its	legitimacy,	with	an	
argument	of	being	democratically	elected	by	comfortable	majority	of	Palestinian	people	in	
the	West	Bank	and	Gaza	Strip.	It	is	needless	to	point	out	that	the	way	that	Hams	took	over	
Gaza	and	imposed	its	rule	and	governance	would	be	described	as	undemocratic	implying	an	
aim	of	anti-democratic	methods	of	governance.	Nevertheless,	Hamas	pledged	that	it	would	
adhere	to	“Palestinian	law	in	its	conduct	of	governance”	(Hovdenak,	2010).		

	

It	has	been	confirmed	that	Hamas	acted	extremely	the	opposite.	Many	violations	of	the	
Palestinian	basic	law	(the	constitutional	deed)	were	documented	where	Hamas	ignored	the	
separation	of	the	powers	and	established	its	own	judicial	system	that	is	controlled	by	the	
executive	authorities.	It	also	has	given	the	presidential	power	to	its	prime	minister	after	
creating	new	public	institutions	that	is	not	constitutionally	compliant.	(Shikaki,	ibid).	These	
elements	combined,	prove	the	legitimacy	of	fears	and	concerns	at	early	stage	before	the	
participation	in	the	parliamentary	election	2006.	It	can	be	summarised	in	reading	Hamas’	
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intention	to	exploit	“the	democratic	process	for	absolutist	goals	rather	than	strengthening	
Palestinian	democracy”	(Malka,	ibid).		

	

Mushir	Al	Masri188	has	confirmed	Hamas	intention	in	using	the	democracy	as	a	vehicle	to	
power	by	stating	that	Islamists	can	accept	the	opposition	on	one	hand	and	refuse	it	in	
another.	Accepting	the	opposition	and	building	partnership	with	them	is	something	
religiously	justified	based	on	the	Shariah	politics	that	is	established	on	the	balance	between	
interests.	He	added	that,	this	is	not	a	strict	rule	to	be	followed	under	all	circumstances,	it	all	
relies	on	achieving	interest.	But	when	the	Islamists	are	steadily	stable	in	power,	it	would	
become	a	necessity	and	part	of	Sharia	implementation	to	prevent	the	seculars	or	
communists	from	spreading	their	parties’	thoughts	and	ideologies.	This	is	in	order	to	
prevent	the	deviation	from	Shariah	and	divine	methods	and	instead	believing	in	manmade	
law	that	may	lead	to	apostasy.	He	concluded	that	an	Islamic	State	must	not	be	in	a	position	
that	encourages	this	kind	of	deviation	as	it	is	against	Islam	and	logic	(Masri,	2008).	It	is	
remarkable	to	find	that	Ismail	Haniyeh	(Hamas	prime	minister,	now	Hamas	newly	elected	
leader)	writing	the	book	preface,	which	means,	theoretically	at	least,	that	he	admired	and	
agreed	with	this	book	content.	Masri’s	statement	carries	an	obvious	indication	as	to	what	
extent	Hamas	can	democratically	transform	or	to	what	extent	it	can	digest	the	democratic	
change.	From	this	book,	Hamas’	position	does	not	look	promising	with	regards	to	pluralistic	
approach,	political	partnership,	freedom	of	speech,	rule	of	law	and	other	democratic	values.	
It	is	worth	noting	that	this	book	was	a	master	thesis	written	by	the	author	in	2003,	then	
published	as	a	book	in	2006,	and	again	republished	with	another	publisher	in	2008.	It	is	an	
explicit	and	firm	refusal	of	democracy	when	knowing	that	the	writer	is	One	of	Hamas’	
leaders	and	the	introducer	is	Hamas’	prime	minister.	

	

It	is	needful	to	say	that	Hamas	did	not	adopt	Masri’s	view	on	democracy	in	public	especially	
after	winning	the	parliamentarian	election	2006.	In	the	political	manifesto	of	the	Tenth	
Palestinian	government	which	was	formed	by	Hamas,	there	was	a	clear	message	that	
Hamas’	discourse	on	democracy	is	very	mature	and	focused	on	main	trends.	That	is	to	say,	
Hamas’	government	concentrated	on	equality,	justice,	partnership,	political	pluralism,	rule	
of	law,	separation	of	power,	protecting	the	judiciary	and	enhancing	its	independence,	
respecting	and	protecting	basic	human	rights	and	freedom.	It	has	also	emphasized	on	the	
peaceful	alternation	of	power	in	order	to	protect	democracy	(Shadid,	2010).	

	

Hamas	between	two	charters,	tendency	towards	democratic	interaction!		

Reading	carefully	through	the	first	charter	(constitutional	document)	of	Hamas	in	1988	
proves	that	the	movement	has	not	considered	the	democracy	or	democratic	means	to	be	
part	of	its	political	culture	and	did	not	show	any	interest	of	doing	so.	In	addition	to	the	fact	
that	there	exists	no	single	mention	to	democracy	in	this	charter,	also	there	were	no	implicit	
indication	whatsoever	that	the	movement	would	even	use	any	similar	mechanism	to	

																																																													
188	One	of	the	young	leaders	of	Hamas.	He	acted	as	Hamas’	spokesman	for	many	years	and	was	elected	as	one	of	Hamas	representatives	at	
the	Palestinian	Legislative	Council	(PLC).		
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democracy.	The	charter	has	not	mentioned	how	the	movement	would	elect,	select,	or	
appoint	its	leaders	and	seniors	who	run	the	movement.	Logically,	in	common	terms,	this	
would	be	counted	as	undemocratic	or	even	anti-democratic.	One	might	argue	that	Hamas	
has	a	special	circumstance	where	its	formation	or	existence	is	not	natural	compared	to	
normal	political	or	ideological	parties	who	are	living	under	well	established	and	stable	
systems.	

	

(Swiney,	2007)	argued	that	in	its	founding	Charter	of	1988,	Hamas	has	not	mentioned	the	
terms	“freedom”	and	“right”	unless	in	reference	to	the	Israeli	occupation.	(Swiney,	ibid)	Also	
suggested	that	after	winning	the	parliamentarian	election	in	2006	there	was	an	emergence	
of	“new	Hamas”	that	has	“developed	a	sophisticated	understanding	of,	and	seemingly	
sincere	commitment	to,	the	democratic	ideology”.	This	conclusion	came	according	to	
Swiney,	based	on	the	fact	that	Hamas	“presented	democracy	as	a	stand-alone	objective	
important	in	its	own	right”.	That	is	to	say,	democracy	is	a	very	important	colour	of	the	new	
picture	of	Hamas	and	it	has	to	be	seen	in	light	of	potential	democratic	entity.	In	2007,	
theoretically,	this	may	have	been	proven	right	yet	after	a	few	years	of	sole	control	over	Gaza	
Strip	and	the	way	Hamas	took	over,	practically	contradict	the	democratic	argument.		

	

Despite	the	previous	argument	on	the	founding	charter	of	1988,	Hamas	in	its	new	charter	
2017	has	clearly	adopted	an	evident	approach	of	democratic	direction	and	a	tendency	
towards	using	democratic	and	pluralistic	language.	In	doing	so,	in	a	formal	constitutional	
document,	Hamas	is	moving	forward,	in	its	theoretical	framework	at	least,	towards	more	
fixable	and	liberal	democratic	trends.	Article	26	of	the	new	charter	of	2017	stated	that	
Hamas	conducts	its	relations	with	other	Palestinian	elements	based	on	pluralism,	
democratic	choice,	national	partnership,	accepting	the	other,	and	dialogue.	This	is	in	order	
to	enhance	the	unity	and	joint	national	efforts	to	achieve	the	national	aspirations	of	the	
Palestinian	people.	Practically	speaking,	Hamas	has	improved	its	discourse	on	a	theoretical	
level,	but	it	needs	to	prove	this	discourse	practically.	

	

Taking	the	language	used	in	the	charter	into	consideration,	yet,	the	human	rights	record	of	
Hamas	is	not	a	bright	one,	neither	its	record	on	the	freedom	of	speech	(Robinson,	2015).	
Hamas	de	facto	government	that	governs	Gaza	Strip	is	reported	to	have	been	imprisoning	
and	torturing	people	for	political	reasons	or	because	they	are	loyal	to	its	political	rivals,	
namely	Fatah.	This	is	a	continuation	of	trampling	press	freedom	with	a	clear	tendency	to	act	
like	“petty	tyrants”	as	has	been	described	before	the	issuance	of	the	new	charter	(Bisharat,	
2013).	Breaking	the	law	becomes	a	norm	rather	an	exception	due	to	Hamas’	security	forces	
practices	which	are	all	covered	by	the	new	formed	bodies	against	the	existed	Palestinian	
law.	Regular	cases	continued	to	be	documented	such	as	arresting	people	without	warrants,	
committing	torture,	ill	and	inhumane	treatment	of	the	prisoners,	violating	the	right	to	
defense	for	the	detainees.	A	notable	increase	of	the	number	of	civil	cases	presented	before	
the	military	courts	with	arrest	warrants	issued	against	civilians.	Therefore,	there	is	a	serious	
claim	that	the	criminal	justice	system	is	failing	as	a	whole	under	Hamas’	government	in	Gaza	
Strip	(Human	Rights	Watch,	2012).	Thus,	when	there	is	a	ruling	authority	breaking	the	rule	
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of	law	through	a	consistent	practice,	and	using	its	power,	regardless	of	the	way	it’s	been	
obtained,	in	undermining	its	political	opponents	is	a	glaring	reflection	of	a	deep	and	
structural	animosity	against	democracy	and	its	values.											

	

Can	Hamas’	leadership	structure	serves	democratic	transformation		

It	is	worth	noticing	that	Hamas	succeeded	to	renew	its	leadership	structure	peacefully	and	
efficiently	by	appointing	the	young	generation	to	take	senior	positions	within	the	movement	
structure.	This	proves	that	Hamas	does	not	rely	on	the	charismatic	credit	and	influence	of	its	
historic	leaders.	It	is	rather	a	proof	that	Hamas	enjoys	a	certain	level	of	democratic	exercise	
within	its	internal	leadership	structure.	To	some,	this	indicates	the	democratic	active	
mechanism	within	Hamas,	and	also	clear	evidence	that	Hamas	has	the	capability	to	adopt	a	
democratic	approach,	at	least,	from	within.	(Mhamad,	2007).	Some	argued	otherwise,	they	
see	the	picture	in	a	different	way,	there	is	a	suggestion	that	keeping	the	internal	election	or	
leadership	appointments	away	from	the	public	eyes	would	reflect	a	“lack	of	transparency	
and	accountability”,	and	as	a	result,	it	negatively	affects	the	sufficiency	and	sensitivity	of	
Hamas’	institutions	and	leaders	in	responding	to	“public	concerns	and	demands”	(Shikaki,	
Ibid).		

	

Security	reasons	are	the	explanations	used	by	Hamas	to	justify	the	lack	of	transparency.	
Theoretically	this	could	be	true,	yet	technically	it	is	not	clear	to	us,	as	observers,	what	is	the	
exact	form	of	mechanism	or	process	that	Hamas	follows	when	it	selects	its	leaders	or	
appoint	them.	This,	of	course,	is	due	to	the	fact	that	Hamas	does	announce	the	result	of,	
what	is	supposedly	called	elections,	after	being	secretly	carried	out	by	unknown	committees	
and/or	secretly	formed	bodies.		

	

There	is	no	way	that	anyone,	Hamas	members	included,	would	be	in	a	position	to	confirm	
the	integrity	or	transparency	of	this	kind	of	claimed	election.	In	addition,	there	is	no	
information	from	Hamas	or	its	literature	identifying	who	is	the	head	of	the	movement	or	
what	kind	of	leadership	ranking	that	could	be	relied	on	to	know	what	are	the	criteria	of	
candidacy	or	qualification.	The	scrutiny	is	missing	throughout	the	process	as	it	would	be	the	
case	under	a	democratic	election.	Despite	of	this,	some	would	argue	that	evidence	shows	
that	Hamas,	relies	on	democratic	and	organised	mechanism	when	dealing	with	its	internal	
affairs,	and	even	far	more	than	other	“secular	nationalist	Palestinian	organizations”	
(Bisharat,	ibid).	

	

Some	of	Hamas’	leaders	claim	that	the	movement	is	democratic	and	it	adheres	to	
democratic	procedures	when	selecting	their	leaders.	Hamas’	legislator	Salah	Bardawil	has	
been	referred	to	saying	that	Hamas	is	a	democratic	movement,	and	it	takes	its	decisions	
through	a	certain	decision	making	process	based	on	clear	mechanism	where	no	one	or	level	
can	solely	take	decisions	or	produce	policies	on	behalf	of	the	movement	(Swiney,	2007).	
This	is	described	to	be	“democratic	centralism	with	an	Islamist	twist.”	(Crisis	Group	
interview	with	Salah	Bardawil,	November	21,	2006,	as	quoted	in	ibid).	It	is	very	difficult	to	
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digest	that	a	democracy	with	“hidden	procedures”	can	be	considered	as	a	real	democracy	
when	lacking	transparency	and	carried	out	behind	closing	doors.	Integrity	would	be	missing	
or,	at	least,	would	be	impossible	to	know	whether	integrity	was	there	in	the	first	place.	
Based	on	Bardawils’s	argument	it	can	be	argued	that	Hamas’	structure	is	“neither	a	
democracy,	nor	a	theocracy,	but	a	combination	of	both”	(Bader,	2013).		

	

Conclusion	and	findings	on	obstacles	and	political	impacts		

Popular	vote	has	been	overwhelmingly	given	to	Hamas	and	its	electoral	manifesto.	Hamas	is	
a	mass	political	movement	and	always	accused,	usually	by	the	West,	of	being	in	an	
ambivalent	relationship	with	democracy	on	the	one	hand.	Yet	on	the	other	hand,	when	
Hamas,	as	an	Islamic	movement,	won	the	parliamentarian	elections	in	2006,	the	West	and	
Europe	strictly	opposed	this	victory	to	a	shocking	level	of	condemnation.	Under	this	
situation,	it	would	be	logical	to	predict	that	Hamas	found	itself	in	a	critical	position,	and	its	
declared	commitment	towards	democracy	is	strongly	questioned,	and	has	no	further	apatite	
and	desire	to	pursue	the	democratic	process.		

	

The	fact	the	EU	insisted	not	to	recognise	the	significant	democratic	victory	of	Hamas	in	the	
elections	has	created	a	serious	disappointment	within	its	moderate	leaders	and	led	to	loss	
of	faith	in	the	credibility	of	the	EU	discourse	on	democratisation	amongst	Hamas	bases	and	
supporters.	This	feeling	deepened	when	the	EU	went	further	and	stopped	the	aid	to	the	
Palestinian	people,	which	seemed	as	a	punishment	against	the	democratic	votes	of	
Palestinians	that	resulted	in	a	formation	of	a	Hamas	led	government.	To	Hamas,	this	would	
have	been	considered	as	if	the	EU	was	manufacturing	obstacles	before	Hamas’	tendency	
towards	democratic	transformation.	The	situation	became	worse	when	Europe	and	USA	
continued	to	treat	Hamas	as	a	terrorist	organisation	and	deprived	them	from	the	
opportunity	to	govern	and	providing	the	chance	for	appropriate	integration	in	the	
democratic	process.	

	

In	spite	of	reaching	power	through	a	fairly	transparent,	free	and	democratic	elections,	
Hamas	has	faced	a	very	difficult	situation	when	Europe	and	USA	aggressively,	in	addition	to	
opposing	the	results,	tried	to	bring	Hamas’	government	down	and	to	block	it	politically	and	
economically	within	the	international	arena.	This	supported	some	of	Hamas’	leaders	to	
claim	that	EU	and	USA	have	no	intention	to	respect	the	free	will	of	Palestinian	voters.	
Namely,	EU	and	USA	are	theoretically	promoting	something	and	doing	the	opposite.	It	was	
widely	believed	that	EU	and	USA	wanted	a	democratic	process	according	to	their	taste	and	
measures	rather	the	one	that	realistically	reflect	the	free	will	of	the	people.							

	

The	way	the	international	community	reacted	to	Hamas’	victory	in	the	democratic	elections	
might	have	discouraged	Hamas	from	continuing	in	the	democratic	path,	and	caused	a	
miscarriage	to	the	democratisation	within	Hamas’	structure	and	policies.	These	reactions	
from	the	international	community	towards	Hamas’	victory	with	the	instable	political	and	
social	situation	makes	it	very	difficult	to	realise	what	Hamas’	position	is	on	the	democratic	
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transformation,	bearing	in	mind	the	pressurised	situation,	in	addition	to	being	in	a	mixed	
nature	at	the	same	time	by	carrying	the	status	of	a	political	party	and	a	semi	militant	
organisation.	In	this	authors’	view,	the	international	community’s	attitude,	mainly	EU	and	
USA,	pushed	a	wide	spectrum	of	Hamas’	supporters,	members	and	leaders	to	take	steps	
back	from	democratic	process	or	the	transformation.	Being	part	of	a	democratic	
transformation	was	not	rewarding	to	Hamas	as	it	may	have	been	promoted	by	the	West.		

It	is	crucial	to	mention	that	Israel	has	played	a	crucial	role	in	bringing	down	the	Hamas	
democratically	elected	government	through	withholding	the	Palestinian	tax	payment	that	
are	to	be	collected	by	Israeli	authorities	according	to	the	Oslo	accords.	In	addition,	Israel	
regularly	arrested	Hamas	minsters	and	its	Parliamentarian	representatives	in	the	West	Bank,	
this	was	happening	side	by	side	with	other	daily	Israeli	abuses	against	the	Palestinians.	It	is	
also	worth	mentioning	that	Hamas’	elected	government	suffered	an	internal	sanction	and	
boycott	by	other	Palestinian	factions	and	NGOs.	This	happened	while	Hamas	was	trying	to	
recover	from	the	side	effects	within	Hamas	itself	for	its	participation	in	the	election,	which	
may	have	badly	affected	its	tendency	to	go	further	through	the	democratic	transformation.	

	

In	my	view,	in	order	for	any	movement	or	political	organisation	to	be	part	of	a	democratic	
system,	it	needs	a	gradual	process	of	inclusion.	The	opposite	has	happened	with	Hamas,	the	
party	has	to	some	extent	been	alienated,	which	meant	pushing	Hamas	to	the	hostile	
narrative	against	democracy.	Although	inclusion	could	have	taken	time,	but	it	could	have	
sparked	the	starting	point	and	initiated	the	democratic	transformation,	or	at	least,	thinking	
about	it	and	its	advantages.	One	can	argue	that	pressurising	Hamas	with	too	many	
conditions	has	pushed	Hamas	to	think	differently	about	the	democratic	values	and	the	
benefits	to	pursue	them.	Meanwhile,	EU	should	have	reassessed	its	attitude	that	appeared	
to	carry	inconsistent	positions	(double	faced	policy)	regarding	democracy	when	it	comes	to	
Hamas	and	its	elected	government.	As	such,	for	Hamas,	which	may	have	been	in	a	
transforming	mode	towards	democracy	or	the	democracy	in	waiting,	felt	that	the	taste	of	
fruits	of	the	promoted	democracy	were	bitter.	

	

Hamas	does	not	seem	to	have	started	a	structural	ideological	transformation	towards	
democracy.	It	looks	as	if	it	participated	in	the	elections	out	of	necessity	rather	than	a	serious	
change	of	mentality.	However,	Hamas	should	be	credited	for	participating	in	the	electoral	
game	and	breaking	the	ideological	ice.		Instead,	Hamas	was	punished	instead	of	being	
awarded	an	incentive	for	its	positive	steps	towards	democracy.	Hamas’	involvement	in	the	
elections	impacted	rather	positively	on	Palestinian	politics	and	established,	in	a	way	or	
another,	a	pluralistic	political	system.	After	Hamas	became	part	of	the	democratic	
arrangement	in	the	Palestinian	territories,	despite	the	current	stagnation,	a	real	democratic	
competition	will	take	place	whenever	election	is	to	be	held.	This	may	also	be	reflected	
positively	on	democratic	culture	of	the	political	parties’.	Having	said	that,	it	is	important	to	
note	that	the	ambiguity	of	Hamas’	position	on	democracy	prior	and	post	elections	of	2006	
formed	a	shaking	image	of	Hamas.	As	a	result,	external	and	internal	players	have	lost	faith	in	
Hamas’	commitments	towards	democracy	as	the	party	has	sent	confusing	messages	
regarding	its	adherence	to	the	democratic	values.		
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It	has	to	be	said	that	the	suspicions	about	Hamas	commitments	towards	democracy	were	
legitimate	and	proven	to	be	fully	justified.	After	the	election	of	2006,	while	many	believed	
that	a	democratic	political	system	was	in	formation	process,	and	as	such,	Hamas	was	going	
into	democratization	operation.	Yet	all	this	has	come	to	a	shocking	end	when	Hamas,	
practically,	failed	to	keep	its	commitments	as	in	2007	Hamas’	armed	wing	took	over	and	
forced	Fatah	out	of	Gaza.	To	many	observers,	this	impacted	deeply	and	negatively	on	the	
whole	Palestinian	politics	as	it	assured	all	players	that	Hamas	cannot	be	considered	part	of	
democratic	Palestinian	circles,	and	consequently,	the	hope	of	building	an	integrated	
Palestinian	political	system	collapsed.	The	confusion	and	uncertainty	on	Hamas’	stand	
towards	democracy	and	democratisation	pushed	Hamas	and	Fatah	towards	more	exclusivity	
and	more	polaristic	movements,	in	addition	to	considering	their	opposing	player	as	a	
foremost	obstacle	to	their	own	national	political	aspirations.	It	has	to	be	well	remembered	
that	Hamas	participation,	as	a	sign	of	democratic	transformation,	brought	Hamas	to	be	part	
of	an	institutionalised	politics	in	Palestinian	political	system.	This	will	make	it	much	easier	to	
Hamas,	and	other	political	players,	to	encourage	and	accept	the	fact	that	Hamas	become,	
democratically,	a	legitimate	element	of	the	democratisation	of	the	Palestinian	political	
system.			
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JAKARTA	LOCAL	ELECTION	2017:	REVIVAL	OF	RADICAL	
ISLAMISM	AND	ISLAMIST	AGENDA?	
	
Muhamad	Iksan	
	

Abstract	

Jakarta	election	2017	came	after	political	dispute	of	Presidential	election	2014	is	still	far	
from	resolve.	The	contest	was	high	tension,	tumultuous	and	full	of	religious	speech	to	vote	
for	candidate-backed	up.	The	election	result	is	surprising	after	Anies	Baswedan	was	able	to	
outperform	Basuki	Tjahaya	Purnama	with	lengthy	margin.	This	paper	aim	to	answer	two	
critical	questions:	(1).	Revival	of	radical	Islamism	and	political	Islam.	(2).	Public	policies	and	
rule	of	law	served	necessary	condition	to	be	strengthen	in	order	to	promote	and	establish	
peace	and	tolerance	after	election	race	finished.	Using	religious	cleavage	analysis	of	Liddle	
(2003),	normalization	of	Islamist	political	party	from	Bubalo,	Fealy	and	Mason	(2008)	and	
stealth	Islamization	from	Pepinsky,	Liddle	and	Mujani	(2010).		

	

I	argue	that	formation	of	Al	Maidah	51	case	as	tipping	point	was	dependent	on	the	dynamic	
interplay	between	initiator	and	trigger	device,	outcome	issue	creation	–	the	Ahok’s	
blasphemy.	On	the	Revival	of	radical	Islamism	(FPI)	and	political	Islam	(PKS)	post	Jakarta	
election	after	winning	the	most	competitive	political	contest	was	perceived	positive	news	
and	also	negative	news.	Positive	news	came	from	emerging	of	normalization	of	Islamist	
political	parties	together	with	incident	diverse	agenda	between	PKS	and	FPI	really	yield	
cautious	optimism	for	future	of	Islamist	political	development.	But,	current	status	of	
“Shari’a	by	stealth”	or	“Stealth	Islamization:	along	with	on-line	persecution	result	on	the	
negativity.	Blasphemy	law	inherently	violated	Indonesian	constitution.	Because	the	
constitution	stated	it	will	protect	all	religion.	Abolishing	condition	is	both	necessary	and	
sufficient	condition	to	embrace	tolerant	behavior	and	peace.	

	

Keywords:	blasphemy,	radical	Islamism,	Islamist,	Jakarta	local	election.		
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Introduction	

Indonesia	is	always	a	country	of	surprise.	Not	only	its	historical	economic	development,	“a	
chronic	drop	out”	and	“number	one	economic	failure	among	the	major	underdeveloped	
countries”	was	real	history	in	1968.	Yet,	three	decades	down	the	road,	Indonesia	has	
transformed	very	well	(Patunru,	2016).	Recent	local	election	of	2017	was	indeed	a	surprise.	
It	was	surprised	scholars,	pollsters	and	foreign	observers.	Indonesia	has	been	a	polarized	
country	since	direct	general	election	in	2004.	But,	I	has	never	seen	acute	polarization,	
because	it	has	left	deep	wound	for	the	losers.	Political	wound	has	not	healed	yet	the	
provincial	election	soon	to	come	up.	Last	election	was	remarked	3rd	direct	election	after	the	
first	2004	election	(the	winner	was	Susilo	Bambang	Yudhoyono/SBY	and	Jusuf	Kalla/JK),	
second	election	of	2009	(the	winner	was	SBY	and	Boediono)	and	the	2014	general	election	
was	2	candidates	took	part:	Joko	Widodo	and	JK	vis-à-vis	Prabowo	Subianto	and	Hatta	
Rajasa.	Joko	Widodo	outperformed	Prabowo	by	more	than	8	million	popular	votes189.		

	

	 For	many	political	commentators	and	political	scientists,	Jakarta	is	still	the	
microcosm	of	Indonesia.	Bahtiar	Effendy	(2017)	argued	closed	to	eighty	percent	of	the	
social,	economic,	and	political	opportunities	that	have	national	as	well	as	international	
impacts	are	well-rooted	in	Jakarta.	He	continued	that	all	these	opportunities	have	made	
Jakarta	center	of	gravity	of	this	archipelagic	nation	social,	economic	and	political	activities.	
From	strategic	election	point	of	view,	7.2	million	registered	voters	were	numerous	number	
to	be	won.	Therefore,	winning	the	gubernatorial	race	in	Jakarta	would	be	seen	as	a	symbol	
of	party	dominance.	The	election	result	might	be	a	point	of	departure	to	evaluate	party’s	
preparedness	in	the	upcoming	2019	general	election	in	the	light	history	of	2012	Jakarta	
election	has	showed	us.	Bahtiar	Effendy,	a	prominent	political	scientist	from	State	Islamic	
University	(UIN)	Jakarta,	used	term	“a	clash	of	the	titans”	expressing	the	2012	gubernatorial	
race.	The	election	had	brought	the	popular	mayor	of	Surakata	to	be	bright	political	
newcomer	Joko	Widodo	with	his	running	mate	Basuki	Tjahaya	Purnaka	(a.k.a	Ahok,	
hereafter	Ahok)	

	

After	experienced	of	two	year	governing	most	developed	city	took	over	of	the	
Governor	Joko	Widodo,	Ahok	was	the	strongest	candidate	for	gubernatorial	race.	Whole	
nations	has	already	witnessed	incumbent	Basuki	Tjahaya	Purnama	(Ahok)	was	defeated	by	
challenger	Anies	Rasyid	Baswedan	(hereafter	Anies).	Governor	Ahok’s	popularity	as	well	as	
approval	rating	of	his	administration	based	on	his	performance	should	made	him	easy	to	be	
re-elected,	but	this	year	election	seemed	gave	an	anomaly.	Fatah	(2017)	elaborated	
anomaly	used	pollster	data	that	many	Jakarta	residents	were	satisfied	with	Ahok’s	
performance	almost	seventy	percent,	Ahok	was	also	popular	more	than	ninety	percent	
citizens	known	him	and	also	liked	by	more	than	sixty	percent.	However,	only	slightly	above	
forty	percent	Jakarta	citizen	wanted	him	to	be	reelected.	Nevertheless,	Ahok	with	running	
mate	Djarot	Saiful	Hidayat	(current	Governor	who	replaced	Ahok)	won	the	first	round	of	

																																																													
189	https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indonesian_presidential_election,_2014#Official_results	
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Jakarta	election	around	43	percent	of	votes190.	Anies	–	Sandi	were	second	place	advanced	to	
the	second	round.	Agus	Yudhoyono	and	Silvia	Murni	as	the	third	candidate	were	eliminated	
from	contest.		

	

Burhanuddin	Muhtadi	in	an	Op-Ed	mainstream	newspaper	argued	that	2017	Jakarta	
election	is	an	electoral	anomaly	because	there	was	dispute	between	“head”	and	“heart”	of	
Jakarta’s	voters.	Those	voters	acknowledged	that	Ahok	as	the	incumbent	had	positive	
performance	addressing	and	tackling	for	example:	flooding	and	other	public	service	
delivery.	However,	their	heart	seem	to	be	reluctant	to	choose	him	at	the	ballot.	Muhtadi’s	
article	questioned	rationality	of	the	voters	in	evaluation	of	first	round	election	and	what	
next	for	the	candidate	in	second	round,	of	course	today	his	analysis	seemed	useless.	Yet,	the	
2017	Jakarta	election	deserved	rigorous	discussion	for	several	reasons.	

	

First,	Jakarta	election	this	year	could	be	consider	one	of	the	most	tumultuous	
campaign	in	the	modern	Indonesian	electoral	history.	Emerging	candidate	that	came	from	
minority	status	–	a	Chinese	Christian-	had	made	this	race	was	full	filled	racial	issues	as	well	
as	faith	in	determining	final	result	(Fealy,	2017).	This	campaign	also	had	made	worse	
political	divided	among	citizens.	I	mention	earlier	past	political	wounded	of	2014	was	not	
healed	yet.	Then,	gubernatorial	election	could	not	be	postponed.	In	sum,	there	is	an	urgent	
imperative	on	what	changes	in	public	policy	and	rules	constitutions	are	necessary	to	
strengthen	peace	and	tolerance,	after	the	political	divided	so	severe.	

	
Second,	the	challenger	Anies	was	backed	up	by	two	organizations	related	closely	

with	Islam.	First	is	Prosperous	Justice	Party	(a.k.a	Partai	Keadilan	Sejahtera	hereafter	PKS)	
who	supported	Anies	candidacy	from	the	beginning.	Second	is	Islamic	Defender	Forum	
(a.k.a	Forum	Pembela	Islam	hereafter	FPI)	whom	Anies	was	appealed	along	with	their	
charismatic	leader	–	M	Rizieq	Shihab	(a.k.a.	Habib	Rizieq).	In	short,	I	will	address	question	of	
what	is	the	influence	of	political	Islam	on	competitive	politics	in	terms	of	political	discourse?	
Political	discourse	in	this	campaign	centered	against	blasphemy	law	whom	was	accused	to	
Ahok	after	he	asserted	in	the	late	September	2016.	

	
Two	analysis	rising	post	Al	Maidah	51	issue	and	Ahok’s	defeated.	Race	was	

determined	by	Faith.	Greg	Fealy	(2017)	depicted	Ahok	defeat	due	to	the	faith	based	
reasons.	Since	majority	of	Jakarta’s	residents	are	muslims	communities	(85%),	In	Fealy’s	
analysis:	“Religion	only	became	a	powerful	issue	when	Ahok	asserted	in	late	September	
2016	that	the	Quran	didn’t	forbid	Muslims	from	voting	for	non-Muslims.	Ahok	remarks	were	
seized	on	by	Islamists	and	anti-Ahok	politicians	to	mobilise	massive	demonstrations	against	
him	which	effectively	forced	the	government	to	charge	him	with	blasphemy.“Another	
explanation	of	the	election’s	anomaly	result	came	from	Ian	Wilson	(2017).	Wilson’s	prior	
fieldwork	and	during	Jakarta’s	race	was	found	out	that	Governor	Ahok’s	policyon	
development	and	housing	for	poor	citizen	backed	fire	his	achievement.	Slumps	evictions	and	
relocation	river-side	inhabitants	for	development	were	his	strongest	action	to	many	middle	
																																																													
190	http://time.com/4672921/ahok-jakarta-election-indonesia-islam-pluralism/		
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incomes	families.	But	not	for	the	poor	families.	They	were	protesting	his	power	by	choosing	
his	competitor.	Put	simply,	Wilson’s	approach	is	based	on	class-division;	on	the	other	side,	
Fealy’s	method	rely	on	classical	thought	of	relationship	between	religion	(Islam)	and	
democracy	including	state.		

	
This	paper	aim	is	to	reconsider	again	problem	of	political	Islam	and	democracy	by	

utilizing	direct	general	election	as	focus	of	analysis.	Since	direct	general	election	is	a	regular	
phenomenon	in	current	Indonesian	procedural	democracy.	On	top	of	that,	profound	
question	one	should	ask:	Can	Islam	as	a	religion	be	separate	from	politics?	Yayla	and	Sahin	
(2016)	confronted	two	views:	the	Islamist	versus	the	liberal.	Another	scholars	i.e.	Bubalo,	
Fealy	and	Mason	(hereafter	BFM	2008),	Pepinsky,	Liddle	and	Mujani	(hereafter	PLM	2010)	
asked	how	to	understand	political	Islam	and	democracy.	PLM	argued	there	are	few	
examples	of	Muslim-majority	democracies	when	Islam	and	democracy	interaction	could	be	
observe.	They	strongly	proposed	Indonesia	as	an	exception	in	context	of	political	Islam	and	
democracy.	For	PLM,	contemporary	Indonesia	is	the	place	one	must	look	to	understand	
political	Islam	and	democracy.		

	
I	arrange	the	paper	as	follow:	Part	I	is	introduction,	Part	II	depicts	literature	review	of	

political	Islam	and	Democracy	with	also	additional	of	civil	society	literature	to	portrait	FPI.	
Part	III	discuss	mobilizing	Islam	as	the	Jakarta	Election	has	provided	interesting	case.	It	begin	
with	story	of	how	PKS	and	FPI	emerge	and	current	position	of	two	organization	toward	
democratic	transition.	Part	III	elaborate	revival	of	Islamist	agenda	as	core	of	this	paper	
discuss	further	on	basic	question:	is	revival	of	Islamist	agenda	an	alarm	to	tolerance	and	
peace	among	society	and	citizens.	This	part	also	share	personal	thought	on	why	religion	is	
still	count	in	election.	Part	IV	discuss	on	theme	of	blasphemy	law	and	how	process	
reforming	rule	of	the	game	–	election	Law-	to	strengthen	peace	and	tolerance.	In	last	part	V	
I	will	provide	conclusion.		

Reconsidering	Religion,	Political	Islam	and	Democracy	

Literatures	discussed	relation	between	religion	and	politics	had	been	abundant	and	vary,	I	
coincide	with	the	late	Nurcholish	Madjid	–	Indonesian	modernist	Muslim	scholars	–	in	his	
classic	writings	on	religion	and	politics	in	Islam	stated	that	subject	of	possible	alignment	
between	religion	and	politics,	this	topic	is	still	relevant	and	needed	to	discuss	further.	
Madjid	(1998:	48-49)	argued	the	topics	has	never	stopped	to	the	end	because	complexity	of	
its	core	problems,	also	connected	within	vast	sects	as	well	as	Islamic	ideology	among	
Muslim	society.	Most	of	Muslim	seemed	to	aware	and	may	be	have	faith	that	association	
between	religion	and	politics	obvious	which	both	of	them	could	not	be	separate.	We	
witness	nowadays	modernization	has	occurred	in	many	places	including	Muslim	world.	Yet,	
religion	is	still	decisive	factor	in	determining	how	politics	played	and	policy	enacted.	

	

	 In	addition	to	Madjid,	I	begin	literature	review	by	asking	centuries	inquiry	“can	Islam	
as	a	religion	be	separate	from	politics?”	Past	literature	discussed	basic	tenet	that	religion	
(Islam	in	this	context)	should	place	as	for	ethical	or	political	system	in	public	sphere.	They	
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began	their	essay	on	two	concept	of	liberty	from	Isiah	Berlin	–	positive	and	negative	liberty.	
Negative	conception	of	freedom	means	one	are	free	to	the	extent	to	which	they	are	not	
interfered	with	others,	hence	the	absence	of	coercion	so	that	people	can	conduct	their	lives	
in	their	own	way	(Yayla	and	Sahin,	2016:12).	Meanwhile,	positive	conception	of	liberty	
means	it’s	not	enough	that	a	person	be	free	from	external	coercion.	Free	persons	must	also	
have	the	means	to	realize	their	plans.	Positive	freedom	has	corollary	a	person	is	free	only	
when	free	from	both	external/physical	constraints	and	inner/psychological	constraint	(Yayla	
and	Sahin,	2016:13).	Simply	put,	negative	freedom	is	condition	without	coercion	and	
positive	freedom	is	self-mastery	based	on	inner	will	or	rule/law	implied.	Then,	subject	of	
religion	in	public	sphere,	we	should	agree	at	least	whether	religion	is	an	ethical	or	political	
system.	Religion	could	not	play	in	both	side.	When	religion	play	both	ethical	and	political	as	
well,	Yayla	and	Sahin	argued	free	world	based	on	negative	liberty	cannot	accommodate	
such	aspiration	(Yayla	and	Sahin,	2016:15).		

	

They	continued	that	there	were	two	answer	to	the	question	of	Islam	as	political	and	
ethical:	Islamist	answer	and	liberal	Muslim.	Islamists	are	those	who	believe	Islam	as	way	of	
life	as	well	as	political	system,	they	believe	ethical	guidance	would	give	happiness	in	the	
world	also	afterlife.	In	order	to	achieve	those	noble	vision,	there	is	no	division	between	
private	and	public	domains	in	Islam	(Yayla	and	Sahin,	2016).	Human	as	caliph	in	the	earth	
and	sovereignty	belongs	to	God	only.	Islamist	envisions	someday	world	will	be	once	again	
ruled	and	governed	by	caliph	like	glorious	day	from	Al	Khulafah	Ar	Rasyid	the	Four	Khalifah	
continue	Prophet’s	mission.	Contrary,	Liberal	rejects	Islamist’s	utopian	envisage.	By	using	
Blinder	analysis	(Binder	1988),	Yayla	and	Sahin	elaborated	two	distinctive	sorts:	Islamic	
liberalism	or	liberal	Islam,	to	give	alternate	answering	role	religion	in	public	sphere.	Liberal	
Muslim	unlike	Islamist	believe	“there	can	be	no	compulsion	in	religion”	and	emphasize	Islam	
as	moral	virtue	including	liberty	(hurriya),	justice/fair	(adl),	consultation	(shura)	and	rational	
interpretation	(ijtihad)	(Masmoudi	2003).	Unfortunately,	two	scholars	express	sobering	fact	
dominant	view	spread	among	Muslim	world	is	Islamist	rather	than	liberal	democratic.		

	

Although	Islamist	and	Liberal	Muslim	are	polarize	in	two	poles.	For	me,	using	
dichotomy	per	se	to	find	complex	question	such	role	of	religion	in	a	democratic	context	
might	be	inadequate	and	simplified.	Indonesian	Muslim	–	as	in	many	countries-	are	
inherently	divided	in	heterogeneous	faces	(moderate,	syncretic,	pluralist,	orthodox,	
traditionalist,	ect).	Interestingly,	William	Liddle	(2003)	positioned	liberal	and	islamist	under	
same	religious	cleavage,	the	modernist.	To	him,	“Indonesia	religious	cleavage	are	complex	
and	multi-layered”	and	“modern	Indonesian	are	divided,	sometimes	deeply,	by	religion,	by	
ethnicity	or	religionalism,	and	social	class”.	As	an	Indonesian,	I	must	agree	Liddle’s	
observation	profoundly	true	and	more	meaningful	to	get	understanding	on	role	of	Islam	in	
democratic	setting.	Figure	below	illustrate	religious	cleavage	in	modern	Indonesian	
politics191:	
																																																													
191	Indonesian	independence	was	in	1945,	first	election	was	in	1955.	In	1966-1969,	the	country	experience	great	transition	from	Old	Orde	
of	Soekarno	to	New	Order	of	Soeharto	with	Communist	and	communist	as	victims.	Indonesia	almost	experienced	civil	war	during	those	
times.	Fortunately	Soekarno	step	down.	Soeharto	era,	five	elections	were	held	without	competitive	contest.	Post-Soeharto’s	regime,	4	
democratic	elections	were	held:	1999,	2004,	2009	and	2014.		
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Figure	Religious	Cleavage	in	Indonesia	Politics	

	

	

	

	

	

			 	

	

	

	

	

	

Even	though,	Islamist	and	liberal	(moderate)	lies	in	same	cleavage	the	modernist.	
Both	are	differ	in	interpreting	religious	text	i.e.	the	Qur’an,	Hadith,	and	other	source	of	
Islamic	jurisprudence.	Islamist	declared	the	Qur’an	and	religious	text	are	obvious	and	only	
need	a	little	new	interpretation.	But,	liberal	or	moderate	has	aspiration	to	make	possible	
reinterpretation	of	religious	text	with	current	conditions	and	problems.	For	Islamist,	vote	of	
Non-Muslim	candidate	is	impossible,	but	for	liberal	Muslim	voting	for	Christian	or	Hindu	
candidate	do	not	harm	your	faith	and	consider	a	guilty.	I	used	Madjid’s	jargon:	Islam	Yes,	
Political	Islam	No.	For	Madjid,	history	of	prophet	in	Madinah	really	an	par-excellent	
exemplary.	It	is	rule	of	law	and	justice	as	foremost	pillar	when	pluralism	and	self-governance	
within	tribes	during	the	Prophet’s	time	in	Madinah.	All	people	could	practice	religious	life	
according	to	their	belief	and	faith.	Obligation	to	respect	and	obey	covenant	between	man	
and	God	are	the	Islamic	teaching	(QS	An	Nahl/16:91).	In	addition	to	the	noble	idea,	we	has	
already	witnessed	that	modern	political	vision	institutionalized	idea	and	praxis	of	
constitutional	limited	government	rather	than	absolute	government.		

	

For	political	scientists	specializing	Indonesian,	there	were	two	general	approaches	on	
understanding	political	Islam	and	democracy	in	the	cases	of	Indonesia	(Pepinsky,	Liddle,	
Mujani,	2010).	PLM	mentioned	that	first	places	analytical	focus	on	the	characteristics	of	
Indonesian	Islam	itself.	These	arguments	hold	that	Indonesian	Muslims	are	inherently	
moderate,	or	syncretic,	or	pluralist,	or	heterogeneous,	or	some	other	quality	that	makes	
Indonesian	Islam	uniquely	compatible	with	democracy.	Several	study	as	example	first	
approach	including:	Benda	(1965),	Greertz	(1971),	Ramage	(1995).	Key	question	to	find	out	
“does	the	nature	of	Islam	in	Indonesia	mitigate	tensions	between	political	Islam	and	
democracy”.	Second	approach	shifts	focus,	from	the	particular	characteristics	of	Islam	as	
practiced	in	Indonesia	and	their	consequences	for	political	behavior,	to	the	essential	
characteristics	of	Islam	as	a	religion.	Using	religious	texts	and	opinions	by	prominent	
Indonesian	Muslim	politicians,	scholars	attempt	to	uncover	authoritative	statements	about	
what	Islam	“really”	says	about	democracy,	for	example:	study	of	Barton	(1997)	on	Islamic	
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liberals	in	Indonesia.	Key	question	to	find	out	from	second	approach	is	“are	there	tensions	
between	Islam	as	a	religion	and	democracy	as	form	of	government	in	Indonesia?”		

	

Nevertheless,	PLM	proposed	their	alternative	approach	differ	from	past	study	based	
on	central	questions	are	“how	has	democracy	affected	political	Islam	in	Indonesia?”	and	
“how	has	political	Islam	affected	Indonesian	democracy?”	Then,	they	argued	that	Indonesia	
has	witnessed	a	dual	transformation	of	democracy	and	of	political	Islam,	which	PLM’s	
envision	as	having	a	dynamic	and	mutually-constitutive	relationship	with	one	another.	The	
transformation	of	political	Islam	has	been	one	of	normalization	of	Islamist	party	politics.	
There	were	ample	evidence	supporting	normalization	of	Islamist	that	formed	a	political	
party,	e.g.	Bubalo,	Fealy	and	Mason’s	comparative	study	on	Islamism	ad	democracy	in	
Egypt,	Indonesia,	and	Turkey.	BFM	studied	rigorously	3	organizations	(2	of	3	are	political	
parties):	Muslim	Brotherhood	in	Egypt,	Prosperous	Justice	Party	in	Indonesia,	and	Justice	
and	Development	Party	in	Turkey.	Based	on	three	case	studies,	BFM’s	discussed	consistent	
shift	in	Islamist	ideology	and	activism	which	emerged	to	become	more	real	as	moves	from	
non-democratic	to	democratic	context.	Instead	of	asking	what	the	Islamist	do	toward	
democracy,	BFM’s	studied	other	way	around:	what	democracy	do	toward	the	Islamis.	They	
presented	evidence	that	Islamist	altered	from	Shari’a	state	to	Shari’a	values.	Democratic	
normalization	is	important	factor	shifting	pursuit	of	e.g.	establishing	Islamic	state	to	focus	
on	Islamic	values	for	example:	clean	government,	quality	of	public	services,	share	welfare	
policies	among	others.	Will	this	shift	a	positive	trajectory	post-Islamist	participate	in	political	
competition?	

	
Answering	last	question,	I	am	presenting	again	Pepinsky,	Liddle	and	Mujani		article	

they	observed	the	transformation	of	Indonesian	democracy	through	what	they	introduced	
term	“stealth	Islamization”192	through	which	Islamists	mobilized	political	support	for	
individual	Islamist	policies	on	a	case-by-case	basis	with	the	goal	of	influencing	the	
substantive	outcomes	of	the	policymaking	process.	Another	fact	of	Islamization	should	also	
address	here	when	discussing	of	adaptation	religious	principle	in	local	context	using	local	
regulation.	Michael	Buehler	(2011)	found	out	that	initiative	to	implement	Shari’a	law	was	
not	came	from	Islamic	political	parties	per	se.	However,	the	secular	parties	who	backed	up	
nomination	from	former	bureaucrats,	ex-military	or	ex-police	officer,	and	their	own	cadre	
were	real	actors	behind	preparation,	adaptation	as	well	implementation	of	Shari’a	law	in	
local	regulations.	Between	1999	and	2009,	7	of	33	provinces	and	51	of	approximately	510	
districts/regencies	adopted	one	Shari’a	local	law193.	Although,	after	the	democratic	and	
moderate	Islamist	elected	is	still	needed	to	proof	their	commitment	to	procedural	
democracy	so	that	allegation	“one	man,	one	vote,	one	time”	is	just	a	myth.	

	
		In	addition	to	political	Islam	and	democracy	literature,	I	also	highlight	concept	of	

civil	society	which	is	an	analytical	tool	to	examine	FPI	due	to	their	existence	and	behavior	
differ	with	PKS.	Larry	Diamond	(1994)	provided	notion	of	civil	society	as	“citizens	that	
perform	a	collective	behavior	in	basis	of	voluntary,	autonomous	from	the	state	and	bound	
with	common	rules”.	What	is	not	a	civil	society	according	to	Diamond,	those	who	oppose	
toward	pluralism	e.g.	the	fundamentalist	since	they	are	trying	to	monopolize	functional	or	
public	sphere	and	proclaim	fundamentalist	way	is	the	only	path.	However,	dark	side	of	
reformation	in	Indonesia	following	Sidney	Jones’	thesis	is	emerging	intolerance	civil	society	

																																																													
192	Term	Stealth	Islamization	still	improper	even	among	3	writers.	
193	For	further	study	of	Shari’a	Law	see	Elizabeth	Pisani	&	Michael	Buehler	(2016)	
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(Jones,	2013).	According	to	Jones,	FPI	was	positioned	as	vigilant	organization	together	with	
national	and	local	organizations	(GARIS	in	Cianjur-West	Java;	Hizbut	Tahrir	Indonesia;	
others).	What	urgent	to	point	out	is	Anies	move	met	up	with	Habib	Rizieq	in	FPI’s	
headquarter	during	the	rally194.	To	pollsters	and	political	commentators,	Anies	decision	is	
backfire	for	his	electoral	support.	On	the	contrary,	first	round	Jakarta	election	showed	
different.	I	will	later	discuss	this	backdrop	story	in	Part	II	and	part	III.	

Mobilizing	Islam	in	Jakarta	Local	Election	2017	

I	begin	part	III	with	origin	of	PKS,	their	experiences	with	national	politics	and	local	politics	
include	PKS’s	behavior	institution.	Also,	I	provide	summary	on	their	change	and	continuity	in	
mobilizing	Islam	based	on	PKS’s	strategic	objective.	Besides	that,	I	also	present	out	backdrop	
story	of	FPI,	their	spiritual	and	organizational	leader	experiences	with	political	praxis	issue	
especially	local	context	including	change	and	continuity	of	FPI	based	on	my	own	
observation.	Similarity	and	differences	between	PKS	and	FPI	also	present	here.	On	top	of	
that,	I	mention	glimpse	profile	of	Anies	Baswedan	and	Basuki	“Ahok	Tjahaya	Purnama	to	
give	context	to	larger	audiences	on	the	candidate	gubernatorial	race.	Beside	profile,	I	
present	the	Al	Maidah’s	case	involved	Governor	Ahok	was	highlighted	in	this	part	in	order	to	
provide	discussion	backdrop	for	explaining	and	understanding	revival	of	Islamist	agenda	
after	local	election	resumed.	

	

Prosperous	Justice	Party	(PKS)	

PKS	is	the	continuation	of	Justice	Party	(a.k.a	Partai	Keadilan/PK)	who	had	won	1,4	percent	
votes	equal	to	seven	seats	in	parliament	as	national	election	of	1999.	Prior	to	perform	in	
publicly	as	a	political	party,	this	movement	has	rooted	in	social	network	that	established	at	
the	university	mosque	across	Indonesia	in	the	late	1970s	(Damanik,	2002;	Buehler	2012;	
BFM	2008).	PKS	has	intellectual	family	tree	directly	to	Al	Ikhwan	Al-Muslimum	(IM)	that	IM	
was	their	model	to	adapt	and	to	apply	in	the	context	of	democracy.	The	core	doctrine	of	PKS	
was	to	build	a	pure	Islamic	society	in	an	evolutionary	manner,	mainly	through	Islamic	
education.	Inward	looking	community	(usrah)	became	back-bone	as	well	as	routine	cadre	
training	prior	to	engage	in	Islamic	outreach	activity	(dakwah).	It	is	necessary	stated	here	
movement	Tarbiyah	(Islamic	teaching)	was	indeed	IM	opened	“branch”in	Indonesia	(BFM	
2008;	Buehler	2012).	

	

	 	Early	proponent	of	the	Tarbiyah	movement	eventually	became	PKS	followers	and	
cadre.	PKS	was	supported	by	young	people	with	an	above-average	educational	background	
that	occurred	not	only	in	central	organizations	but	also	local	party	branches	(Damanik	2002;	
Buehler	2012).	Up	to	2009	election	especially	during	PKS	formative	era	of	Justice	Party:	this	
Islamist	appears	solid,	with	no	internal	rifts	(Nurwahid	and	Zulkieflimansyah,	2003).	In	their	
argument:	

We	understand	that	PK	(now	PKS)	is	only	one	tiny	element	within	the	many	
component	of	Indonesian	society.	So	we	must	offer	special	values.	If	we	don’t	

																																																													
194	See	news	on	this	e.g:	http://www.thejakartapost.com/news/2017/01/17/meeting-with-fpi-harmed-anies-survey.html		
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have	unity	and	integrity	within	our	party,	how	can	we	offer	it	to	the	people	of	
Indonesia?	

Beside	internal	solidity,	PKS	also	intended	to	campaign	on	platform	of	combating	
corruption,	violence	and	injustice,	work	hand	in	hand	with	all	Indonesian	to	prevent	country	
from	breaking	apart,	and	from	descending	into	chaos	and	insecurity	(Nurwahid	and	
Zulkieflimansyah,	2003).	Last	but	not	least,	Buehler	(2012:	225)	analyzed	how	moderation	
happened	with	in	PKS	for	time	to	tie	due	to	“the	lack	of	spiritual	and	political	alternatives	for	
many	PKS	followers	work	to	the	advantage	of	the	party	leadership,	increasing	its	freedom	to	
impose	its	political	course	on	the	party	and	gradually	steer	the	party	in	more	moderate	
directions”.	

	

	 Later	on	PKS	internal	reform	in	order	to	moderate	its	political	stance	since	first	
election	after	new	era	emerge	in	1999	seemed	worked	well.	PKS	has	success	reach	middle	
size	party.	In	2004,	they	obtained	more	than	7	percent	popular	votes	equal	to	45	seats	at	
the	Indonesian	national	parliament.	In	2009,	PKS	get	more	than	7.5	percent	popular	votes	
that	translated	into	57	seats	in	parliaments.	Then	last	election	of	2014,	they	received	more	
than	6	percent	popular	votes	(lower)	equal	to	40	seats.	During	administration	of	SBY	1st	and	
2nd,	PKS	was	governing	as	ruling	party	together	with	Democrat	Party	of	SBY.	However,	after	
Prabowo	was	defeated	in	2014	PKS	choose	to	be	opposition	toward	President	Jokowi	
administration.	Since	PKS’s	early	day,	core	issue	PKS	were	anti	corruption,	continuing	
gradual	change	through	reformation,	justice	in	economic	as	well	as	politics.	Top	leadership	
of	PKS	was	avoiding	using	Islamic	State	or	Islamizing	Indonesia	by	implementing	strict	
Shari’a	during	campaign	trial	(Nurwahid	and	Zulkieflimansyah,	2003).		

	

This	stance	of	more	substantive	Islam	campaign	also	occurred	in	Jakarta	
gubernatorial	election,	using	Mardani	Ali	Sela195:	“PKS	begun	searching	for	potential	
candidate	governor	based	on	island	of	integrity	and	anti-corruption	effort	is	top	priority	for	
us”.	Based	on	Buehler	(2012)	observation:	PKS	was	part	of	winning	coalition	in	7	of	3	
gubernatorial	election	between	2005	and	2008.	Not	a	single	shari’a	regulation	was	adopted	
in	any	of	these	seven	provinces	after	election.	At	district	level,	Buehler	continued	“only	
Mahmudi	Ismail	(Mayor	Depok’s	city)	adopted	two	Shari’a	regulation,	namely	regulation	on	
stopping	prostitution	in	2006	and	regulation	on	banning	Ahmadiyah	an	Islamic	sect	in	his	
district	in	2011”.	PKS	has	shown	more	moderate	behavior	over	time	in	both	national	and	
local	politics	(Buehler,	2012;	Permata	2010).	

	
Islamic	Defender	Forum	(FPI)	

FPI	origin	shared	analogous	history	alike	PKS.	FPI	also	established	during	democratization	
after	new	order	regime	step-down.	FPI	birth	was	on	Indonesian	Independence	day	of	August	
17,	1998.	Main	mission	of	this	grass-root	movement	is	Amar	Makruf	Nahi	Munkar	(to	
command	the	good	and	forbid	the	bad).	There	were	three	events	as	backdrop	of	FPI	birth:	

																																																													
195	Dr	Mardani	Ali	Sela	is	senior	cadre	of	PKS	who	was	chairman	of	Anies-Sandi	or	the	PKS	and	Gerindra	campaign	manager.	Interview	was	
on	August	4,	2017	at	PKS	Head	Office.		
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first,	Ketapang’s	event	of	local	social	unrest	where	ethnic	riots	occurred	in	one	of	district	
central	Jakarta.	Second,	special	assembly	of	People	Consultative	Assembly.	Back-to	–the	day	
President	Soeharto	was	replaced	by	Vice	President	BJ	Habibie	who	was	high	profile	symbol	
of	Islamist	establishing	Indonesian	Association	of	Muslim	Intellectuals	in	1990.	Third,	
establishment	of	paramilitary	institution	called	Pam	Swakarsa	sponsored	by	the	military	and	
police.	FPI	made	its	first	public	appearance	as	part	of	pro-Habibie	Pam	Swakarsa	established	
by	General	Wiranto	–Head	of	Indonesian	Armed	Forces	at	that	time-	with	a	critical	mission	
to	curtail	pro-reform	student	movement	(Wilson,	2008).		

	

	 Ian	Wilson	a	political	scientist	from	Murdoch	University	who	has	carried	out	
intensive	field	research	on	FPI,	he	has	recorded	statement	from	member	of	Islamic	
Defender	Forum:	“obtained	accessed	to	resource	and	economic	benefit	were	most	
important	than	commitment	to	ideology	(Islam	in	this	context)”.	Wilson	continue	his	
narrative	in	2005	FPI’s	member	said	to	him:	“nationalism	and	idea	of	“defending	nation”	
were	obsolete	concept	and	now	in	this	reformation	era,	activity	of	anti-religious	
disobedience	on	the	name	of	Islam	is	more	sexy”	(Jones	2013;	Wilson	2008).	Besides	that,	
explaining	FPI	could	not	separate	from	Habib	Rizieq	who	claimed	to	descend	from	the	
Quraishi	tribe	in	Yemen,	the	same	tribe	as	the	Prophet	Muhammad	(Wilson	2008).	Rizieq	
was	born	in	1965	to	parent	of	mix	ethnics:	Betawi	and	Yemeni	descent,	he	was	educated	in	
Saudi-funded	Institute	of	Islamic	and	Arabic	Studies	(LIPIA)	in	Jakarta.	He	also	completed	a	
degree	in	Islamic	Law	from	King	Saud	University	in	Saudi	Arabia.	Due	to	his	radical	approach	
in	Islamic	dakwah,	Rizieq	also	leaved	mark	imprison	twice:	First,	he	was	sentenced	seven	
months	after	commanding	militia	to	overrun	a	discotheque	in	2003.	Second,	he	was	again	
sentence	one	year	and	six	months	because	consider	in	charge	of	riots	in	National	Museum	
in	2008.	The	riot	itself	was	occurred	between	FPI	and	a	liberal	coalition	for	religious	and	
believe	freedom	(Aliansi	Kebangsaan	untuk	Kebebasan	Beragama	dan	
Berkeyakinan/AKKBB)	coordinated	by	Guntur	Romli196.		

	

	 FPI	has	considered	one	of	the	radical	Islamic	organization	ends	up	as	vigilant	group	
most	citied	(Jones	2013).	They	surely	can	not	consider	as	the	civil	society	organization	in	
sense	of	Diamond’s	conceptualization	over	civil	society.	On	the	early	phase,	FPI	was	backed	
up	by	police	as	recorded	by	Wilson	(2008)	after	interview	Head	Jakarta	Region	Indonesian	
National	Police	General	Noegroho	Djajoesman	in	2006.	First	plan	countering	extremes	of	
leftist	student-based	reform	movement	soon	backfired.	Because	“in	the	new	democratized	
and	decentralized	political	environment	such	backing	arrangements	were	no	longer	
binding,	and	over	time	FPI	grew	increasingly	independent	of	its	state	benefactors”	(Wilson,	
2008).	On	FPI	and	Rizieq	Shihab	stance	toward	democracy	also	important	to	mention	here.	
Rizieq	was	embraced	Musyawarah	instead	of	democracy.	For	him,	“democracy	is	more	
dangerous	than	pig’s	meat”197	and	continue	“if	we	consume	pig	we	are	polluted,	but	can	
still	be	returned	to	a	state	of	purity	if	we	cleanse	ourselves	seven	times.	If	we	eat	it	we	
																																																													
196	See	this	link	for	news	of	riots:	https://news.okezone.com/read/2010/01/27/337/298167/perangi-akkbb-fpi-serbu-kantor-
mk?utm_source=news&utm_medium=news_box&utm_campaign=breaking1		
197	See	link	of	his	opinion	on	democracy:	http://www.voa-islam.com/read/hidayatullah/2013/04/01/23846/habib-rizieqdemokrasi-lebih-
bahaya-dari-babi/#sthash.lcuSTNNs.dpbs		
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have	sinned,	however	we	have	not	become	an	infidel”.	Then	he	summed	up:	“if	democracy	
is	fully	embraced	by	Muslims,	and	the	laws	of	Allah	in	turn	ignored,	then	they	become	
apostates	(Murtad).	Democracy	can	transform	us	into	infidels”	(Wilson,	2008:2).	

	

	 FPI	involvement	in	national	politics	was	significant	although	they	are	not	political	
party.	The	most	significant	achievement	for	them	was	perhaps	the	2005	fatwa	declaring	
liberalism,	secularism	and	pluralism	as	sinful	or	forbidden	(Haram).	The	fatwa	was	came	
from	Majelis	Ulama	Indonesia	–	a	state-backed	Ulama	organization	in	Indonesia.	The	
conservative	fatwa	was	a	reaction	to	growing	popularity	of	liberal	streams	within	
prominent	Islamic	organization	e.g.	Nahdatul	Ulama	and	Muhammadiyah.	However,	FPI	
has	took	anti-liberalism	directive	further,	not	just	as	a	rejection	of	spread	of	liberal	ideas,	
but	as	a	holesale	critique	of	existing	democratic	system	(Wilson,	2008).	On	the	local	
politics,	FPI	also	participate	to	support	a	candidate	that	has	inline	agenda	for	example:	FPI	
agreed	with	Governor	Ahmad	Heryawan	–	a	PKS-politician	currently	Governor	of	West	Java	
provinces-	in	order	to	enact	regulation	that	forbid	Ahmadiyah	(Jones	2013).	West	Java	is	
consider	the	most	intolerance	province	in	Indonesia	due	to	many	social	conflicts	occurred	
there	from	time	to	time	after	decentralization	era.	

	

	 I	have	argue	that	PKS	and	FPI	as	representation	of	the	Islamist	organization	involve	
actively	in	national	as	well	as	local	politics.	However,	PKS	and	FPI	is	differ	in	many	aspects	
of	politics.	PKS	as	political	party	has	altered	his	positioned	for	the	Shari’a	promoted	and	
other	Islamist	agendas.	There	is	electoral	benefit	that	PKS	already	received	when	choosing	
to	normalize	its	stance	based	on	national	election	of	2004	and	2009.	Changes	seems	to	me	
after	joining	electoral	democratic	system,	they	practiced	what	normalization	of	Islamist	
party	politics	theorist	postulate	(PLM	2010;	BFM	2008).	On	the	other	hand,	FPI	is	still	
hardliner	of	Shari’a	and	many	other	Islamist	agendas	up	to	present.	They	even	showed	
their	original	faces	through	undemocratic	ends,	although	FPI	was	surely	forget	because	
democratic	means	they	were	able	to	participate	freely	in	democratic	political	contestation.	
Moreover,	while	we	elaborate	similarity	and	difference	between	PKS	and	FPI,	interestingly	
they	both	capitalize	strategic	presence	and	actively	utilize	Mosque198	to	promote	and	reach	
their	political	objective	defeating	Ahok.	Although,	FPI’s	aspiration	of	embracing	Shari’a	
differ	a	lot	than	PKS’s	goal	to	reach	strategic	objectives:	serve	their	constituency	in	the	light	
of	more	substantive	Islamic	agenda.		

	

Candidate	Profile	

I	begin	profiling	Jakarta	Gubernatorial	candidate	with	Anies	Baswedan	and	later	Basuki	
Purnama.	Profiling	here	serves	to	provide	backdrop	of	Jakarta	election	complete	with	key	
issue	during	race	especially	the	allegation	blasphemy	law	to	Basuki	and	identity	politics.	This	
profile	also	write	to	provide	“bridge”	prior	to	elaborate	further	revival	of	Islamist	agenda	
post-election.	Anies	Baswedan	was	once	the	archetype	of	a	moderate	Muslim.	He	wrote	his	

																																																													
198	See	e.g	this	news	link:	https://magz.tempo.co/konten/2017/04/18/LU/33037/Mosque-Alliances-in-the-West-and-North/35/17	in	
addition	to	This	English	Tempo	Magazine,	Anies	and	Sandi	was	interviewed	and	later	Sandi	mentioned	that	both	of	them	not	only	
approaching	Muslim	community	during	the	race.	Sandi	visited	protestant	church	time	times	but	no	news	outlet	covered.		
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PhD	thesis	at	the	University	of	Northern	Illinois	on	the	subject	of	democracy	and	
decentralization	under	the	renowned	political	scientist	Dwight	King.	He	spent	seven	years	as	
Rector	of	Universitas	Paramadina,	trying	to	fill	the	shoes	of	the	pioneering	democratic	
theorist	Nurcholish	Madjid.	There	is	cause	for	alarm199	when	a	pedigreed	intellectual	like	
Baswedan	deploy	a	craven	election	strategy	(Menchik,	2017).		

	

	 Anies	running	mate	is	Sandiaga	Uno	(a.k.a	Sandi)	young	son-of-soil	(bumiputera)	
entrepreneur	who	devoted	his	time	and	effort	to	enter	national	politics	through	Great	
Indonesian	Movement	Party	(Partai	Gerindrai).	Like	Anies,	Sandi	also	educated	in	the	United	
States.	He	was	graduated	MBA	from	George	Washington	University	and	Wichita	State	
University	for	Bachelor	in	Business	Administration.	As	young	businessman	prior	entering	
politics,	he	has	already	sold	out	most	of	his	shares	in	several	investment	company	e.g	
Recapital	and	Saratoga	Investama	Sedaya.	Running	for	Vice	Governor	for	Sandi	may	be	his	
first	triumph	in	politics,	although	first	he	envisioned	for	Governor	of	Jakarta,	but	at	the	last	
minute	Sandi	was	step	down	to	give	Anies	chances	as	Governor	based	on	electability	of	
pollsters.	Last	but	not	least,	Anies	also	has	closed	relation	with	Liberal	organization	in	
Indonesia	e.g.	Freedom	Institute	and	German	political	foundation	FNF.	During	2005,	both	
institution	organized	program	of	radio	talk	show	“Forum	Freedom”	Baswedan	was	
delivering	4	sessions	on	covenant	civil	and	political	rights,	terrorism	and	human	rights,	
impact	of		decentralization	and	decentralization	of	corruption.	His	campaign	focused	on	4	
themes200:	(1).	Employment	opportunity	(OKE	OCE),	housing	provision	(Down	Payment	Nol	
Rupiah),	education	expansion	(Kartu	Jakarta	Pintar	Plus)	and	reclamation	of	Jakarta	Bay.			

Ahok	was	Jokowi’s	running	mate	during	Jakarta	election	2012.	Prior	to	serve	as	Vice	
Governor	and	later	Governor,	Ahok	was	parliament	member	from	Gerindra	Party	2009-
2014,	but	then	he	resigned	and	became	Vice	Governor	candidate.	Ahok	is	a	Chinese	descend	
from	Manggar,	East	Belitung.	His	interest	to	politics	and	running	for	public	office	is	quite	
unique	for	one	reason:	there	is	only	a	few	Chinese	politicians	in	Indonesian	political	sphere.	
Stereotype	works	here:	Chinese	descends	tend	to	choose	business	entrepreneur	as	their	
career	choice.	But	not	with	Ahok.	In	a	sense	of	race	related	(majority	vs	minority),	Ahok	
surely	a	minority	in	Indonesian	political	competition:	a	Christian,	Chinese	and	non-Javanese	
actors.	Yet,	to	his	many	supporters	Ahok	represents	future	Indonesian	young	politicians:	
clean,	willing	to	fight	against	popular	stance	and	anti-corruption.	Ahok	was	graduate	from	
Trisakti	University	and	IPMI	Business	School.	

	

Ahok	running	mate	is	Djarot	Saiful	Hidayat	(a.k.a)	Djarot	a	renowned	politicians	from	
Indonesian	Democratic	Party	of	Struggle	(PDI-P).	Djarot	was	graduate	from	Brawijaya	
University,	Malang	and	Gajah	Mada	University,	Yogyakarta.	He	has	long	tenured	as	Mayor	of	
Blitar-East	Java	for	ten	years	(2000-2010).	After	Ahok	was	replacing	Jokowi	as	Governor	of	
Jakarta,	Djarot	was	suggested	by	PDI-P	to	fill	in	vacant	position	of	Vice	Governor.	Because	
his	long	services	as	public	official,	Djarot	was	becoming	Anies	key	informant	during	writing	
thesis	for	his	dissertation.	Interestingly,	many	years	ahead	Djarot	and	Anies	met	up	again	in	
																																																													
199	Further	analysis	from	Jeremy	Menchik	can	be	read	here:	http://www.newmandala.org/ahok-not-jokowi/		
200	Interview	with	Mardani	Ali	Sela	on	August	4,	2017	at	PKS	Head	Office	
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a	tumultuous	local	election	history.	What	make	this	regular	election	more	tumultuous	
because	strategic	position	of	Jakarta,	big	names	involve	as	candidate	and	also	back-up	name	
of	prominent	high	profile	politicians	in	Indonesia.	Anies	supports	from	Prabowo	Subianto	
and	political	party	supporter	(PKS	and	Gerindra);	Ahok	get	support	from	Joko	Widodo,	
Megawati	Sukarno	Putri	and	political	party	(PDI-P,	Nasdem,	Golkar,	PKB	and	PPP).	
Moreover,	there	was	accidental	cases	of	Al	Maidah	51	(Al	Maidah	case).		

	

	 	The	case	started	when	Governor	Ahok	during	his	routine	service	visit	to	Thousand	
Islan	on	September	27,	2016.	In	the	speech,	Ahok	mentioned	that	Qur’an	did	not	forbid	
Muslims	from	voting	for	non-Muslims.	Later,	people	memorized	turning	point	event	as	Al	
Maidah	51	that	was	referred	to	one	of	the	Surah	in	Qur’an.	It	was	not	special	occasion,	only	
after	it	was	made	viral	by	Buni	Yani	–	a	former	faculty	member	of	one	private	University	in	
Jakarta	–	and	capitalized	by	the	Islamist	and	Anti-Ahok	politicians	to	mobilize	massive	
demonstration	against	Ahok	(started	in	Nov	4,	2016	and	biggest	rally	in	December	2,	216)	
which	resulted	charge	of	blasphemy	for	Ahok.	Big	demonstration	and	rally	that	occurred	
views	times	after	Jum’ah	prayer	not	only	usual	protest	from	many	Muslims.	But,	this	
momentum	was	being	used	maximum	for	an	electoral	advantages	for	Anies	victory.	This	
tendency	seems	true	because	negative	sentiment	for	Ahok	as	religious	blasphemy	has	
decreased	his	electability	rating	several	credible	pollsters	stated	(LSI	2016;	Charta	Politika	
2017).	I	follow	argument	from	Cobb	and	Elder	(1972)	on	dynamics	of	agenda	building	using	
figure	below:	

		

	

The	formation	of	Al	Maidah	51	as	tipping	point	issue	during	Jakarta	election	was	
dependent	on	the	dynamic	interplay	between	initiator	and	trigger	device.	Initiator	of	case	
was	Buni	Yani,	a	former	faculty	member	of	one	private	University	in	Jakarta.	Basically,	Buni	
Yani	was	not	campaign	for	Anies	or	Agus,	he	only	exercised	freedom	of	speech	and	
circulated	this	information	to	larger	public	audiences.	Trigger	device	happen	when	Ahok	
give	speech	even	not	related	to	his	tasks	during	Governor	official	visit	to	Thousand	Island	–	
northern	regency	of	Jakarta.	After	Ahok’s	Al	Maidah	case	was	viral	then	Islamist	e.g	FPI	saw	

Ini�ator:	
Buni	Yani	
viral	the	
video	

Trigger	
Device:	Ahok	
Speech	in	
Thousand	
Island	

Issue	Crea�on:	
Ahok	is	a	
blasphemy	
and	must	be	
convicted	
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momentum	to	create	issue	of	Ahok’s	as	blasphemy	must	be	convicted	to	jail	by	formal	
process	of	hearing	using	the	“old”	Blasphemy	Law201.		But	bared	in	mind,	Al	Maidah	case	is	
one	of	issue	creation	related	to	Ahok.	Raja	Juliantoni202	–	Secretary	General	of	new	
Indonesian	Solidarity	Party-	was	convinced	when	Al	Maidah	case	never	exist,	Ahok’s	
competitor	would	looking	for	other	issue	that	possible	to	downgrade	his	electability.	On	the	
other	hand,	Anies	and	Agus	were	both	owned	weaknesses	could	be	capitalized	for	Ahok’s	
triumph.	However,	Ahok’s	Al	Maidah	Case	is	unique	one	because	there	is	possibility	for	his	
competitor	to	push	into	criminal	justice	mechanism.	Part	IV	and	Part	V	will	discuss	revival	
Islamist	agenda	and	abolishing	Blasphemy	as	necessary	condition	to	create	peace	and	
tolerance	after	deeply	polarized	Jakarta	local	election.			

	

Toward	Revival	of	Islamist	Agenda	Post	Election	

While	discussing	revival	of	Islamist	agenda	post-election,	let	us	once	again	revisit	several	
literatures	in	order	to	provide	basis	of	analysis	e.g.	comparative	study	of	Bubalo,	Fealy	and	
Mason	(2008)	on	zealous	democrats,	alternative	approach	from	Pepinsky,	Liddle	and	Mujani	
(2010)	on	transformation	of	political	Islam	and	Liddle	(2003)	on	new	patterns	of	Islamic	
politics	in	democratic	Indonesia.	Apart	from	Menchik’s	worries	that	Anies	strategy	visiting	
and	seeking	support	from	FPI	top	leader	Habib	Rizieq	Shihab	indeed	an	alarm	for	many	
Muslim	liberal	and	Anies’s	move	was	the	craven	strategy	of	winning	political	contestation	
could	be	bad	precedent	in	other	local	election.	Identity	politics	may	be	decisive	factor	to	win	
election.	I	do	also	understand	Anies	decision	to	work	hand-in-hand	with	Habib	Rizieq.	That	
surely	hurt	many	“liberal-friends”	whom	they	used	to	be	like	and	agree	with	Anies.	
However,	“winning	election	is	top	priority	for	Anies-Sandi”	Mardani	confirm	and	“Habib	
Rizieq	has	his	own	followers	and	supporters	to	be	won”.	

	

	 Positive	insights	to	be	considered	here	that	radical	Islamism	and	Islamist	agenda	
somehow	very	diverse	in	nature	and	also	in	praxis.	Beside	diverse	agenda,	Liddle’s	analysis	
of	pattern	Islamic	politics	provides	more	understanding	that	Islamic	political	party	need	to	
work	with	other	parties.	Religious	cleavage	in	Indonesian	politics	seems	would	not	break	
out.	It	means	Islamist	should	always	performs	coalition	with	other	political	parties.	
Normalization	of	Islamist	now	is	“a	new”	normal	in	politics.	Let’s	consider	tabel	below	to	
depict	Indonesian	democratic	election	in	2004,	2009	and	2014	in	relation	with	normalization	
of	Islamist	notion:	

2004	 %	 2009	 %	 2014	 %	
Golkar	(Universalist)	 22	 Demokrat	

(Universalist)	
21	 PDIP	(Nationalist)	 19	

PDIP	(Nationalist)	 19	 Golkar	(Universalist)	 15	 Golkar	(Universalist)	 15	
PKB	(Universalist	and	
Traditionalist)	

11	 PDIP	(Nationalist)	 14	 Gerindra	(Nationalist)	 12	

																																																													
201	I	use	term	old	because	Indonesia	Blasphemy	Law	enacted	during	the	height	of	Soekarno	Old	Regime.		
202	Dr	Raja	Juliantoni	is	Secretary	General	of	newly	establish	Indonesian	Solidarity	Party	and	in	Jakarta	race,	Raja	Juliantoni	was	spoke-
person	to	Ahok-Djarot	teams.	Interview	was	on	August	23,	2017	at	PSI	Head	Office.		
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PPP	(Traditionalist)	 		8	 PKS	(Islamist)	 		8	 Demokrat	
(Universalist)	

10	

Demokrat	
(Universalist)	

		7	 PAN	(Modernist	and	
Islamist)	

		6	 PAN	(Modernist	and	
Islamist)	

		8	

PKS	(Islamist)	 		7	 PPP	(Traditionalist)	 		5	 PKB	(Universalist	and	
Traditionalist)	

		9	

PAN	(Modernist	and	
Islamist)	

		6	 PKB	(Universalist	and	
Traditionalist)	

		5	 PKS	(Islamist)	 		7	

PBB	(Islamist)	 		3	 Gerindra	(Nationalist)	 		5	 PPP	(Traditionalist)	 		7	
All	other	parties		 17	 Hanura	 		4	 Nasdem	(Universalist)	 		7	
	 	 All	other	parties	 17	 All	other	parties	 		6	
Total	 100	 Total	 100	 Total	 100	
Source:	Indonesian	Legislative	Election	Commission	

We	learn	from	tabel	above,	PKS	election	outcome	was	up	and	down.	They	already	
experienced	not	qualified	under	Partai	Keadilan	name.	2004	election	was	turning	point	that	
catapult	Tarbiyah	movement	within	mid-size	political	parties.	In	two	administration	of	SBY,	
PKS	also	gained	governing	experiences	since	their	cadre	was	appointed	as	the	minister	
under	President	SBY’s	administration.	BFM’s	argued	that	their	choice	to	participate	although	
has	unintended	consequences	reflect	to	mainstream	voters:	PKS	is	not	a	fanatic	Islamist	
unable	to	work	effectively	with	other	political	parties.	Nevertheless,	their	presence	in	SBY’s	
administration	resulted	with	many	political	compromises.	The	debate	culminated	tension	
between	purification	of	Islamist	as	ideology	and	short-term	political	compromise.		

	

	 Moreover,	PLM	also	argued	Indonesia’s	Islamist	political	parties	clearly	believe	that	
campaigns,	platforms,	and	other	political	messages	matter.	This	trend	has	already	taken	
shape	post-2004	first	presidential	election.	Because	the	science	of	polling	complete	with	its	
methodology	has	emerged	during	that	time.	Based	on	literature	review	of	Nurwahid	and	
Zulkieflimansyah	(2003)	and	my	interview	with	Dr.Mardani,	Anies-Sandi	four	campaign	
themes	were	repeated	every	time	they	met	with	constituency.	Using	Charta	Politika	survey	
found	that	32.4	percent	respondents	like	OKE	OCE	program,	together	with	LSI	survey	also	
found	that	53	percent	respondents	confident	KJP	Plus	program	will	be	delivered	after	Anies-
Sandi	elected.	But,	only	40	percent	respondents	confident	Anies-Sandi	could	stop	Jakarta	
Bay	reclamation.	What	perhaps	create	anxiety	through	out	Jakarta	election	is	increasing	
religious	fanatics	reflected	in	prohibition	to	denounce	Muslim’s	voters	who	voted	for	Ahok.	
Put	simply,	religious	fanatics	is	now	beginning	effectively	used	for	political	purpose	in	local	
election.	Religious	Muslim	scholars	(ulama)	took	one	side	in	order	to	win	one	candidate	he	
supported.		

	

	 Wilson	(2008)	introduced	Shari’a	by	stealth	in	the	case	of	anti-pornography	
movement	and	Playboy	magazine	case	from	Islamic	front	in	September	2006.	The	Islamist	as	
if	shared	roles	among	them:	FPI	would	provide	concrete	legal	grounding	for	anti-
pornography	campaign	and	hit	the	streets	as	the	most	vocal	advocates.	PKS’s	role	is	political	
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“muscle”	of	this	religious	movement	in	order	to	influence	policy	process.		Later	on,	
Pepinsky,	Liddle	and	Mujani	illustrated	3	steps	of	what	they	called	“Stealth	Islamization”	was	
indeed	inline	with	idea	“shari’a	by	stealth”articulated	by	Ia	Wilson.	Step	1	begin	when	the	
Islamist	accept	democratic	procedure,	step	2	start	as	a	respond	to	electoral	incentive	
happen	Islamist	has	option	whether	they	want	to	establish	political	party	or	stay	outside	
political	arena.	and	last	step	3	start	when	they	are	influencing	policy	process	(PLM	2010:16).		

		

Other	narrative	associate	with	Islamist	revival	post-election	was	on-line	persecution	
emerged	after	Ahok	was	jailed.	It	is	still	not	clear	whether	or	not	persecution	was	
mastermind	by	activist	of	Islamic	Defender	Forum.	SAFENET	–	Southeast	Asia	Freedom	of	
Expression	Network-	recorded	47	cases	against	social	media	account	that	was	being	accused	
insulting	religious	scholar	(Ulama)	or	religion	in	social	media.	Newest	case	involved	Fiera	
Lovita203	a	doctor	in	Solok	regency	who	feels	threaten,	being	persecuted	and	intimidated	by	
local	power	brokers,	fingers	directly	appointed	to	FPI.		Revival	of	radical	Islamism	(FPI)	and	
political	Islam	(PKS)	post	Jakarta	election	after	winning	the	most	competitive	political	
contest	was	perceived	positive	news	and	also	negative	news.		When	looking	at	two	
phenomena:	first,	emerge	of	normalization	of	Islamist	political	parties	together	with	second	
incident	diverse	agenda	between	PKS	and	FPI	really	yield	cautious	optimism	for	future	of	
Islamist.	I	am	an	optimist	person,	but	caution	also	need	here.	However,	Shari’a	by	stealth	or	
Stealth	Islamization	with	current	update	on-line	persecution,	although	I	still	cannot	proof	
has	relation	with	PKS	and	FPI,	result	on	the	negativity.	Nevertheless,	there	is	urgency	to	
abolish	blasphemy	law	and	discuss	this	latent	problem	to	give	peace	and	more	tolerance.		

	

Abolishing	Blasphemy	Law	and	Reforming	Election	Law	

This	part	begins	elaborating	blasphemy	law	from	historical	context,	civil	society	effort	to	
repeal	blasphemy	law,	narrative	on	blasphemy	victims	and	put	issue	of	blasphemy	alleged	
to	Ahok	on	the	context.	The	blasphemy	law	in	Indonesia	rooted	many	years	ago	in	the	
height	of	President	Soekarno’s	power.	On	January	27	1965,	Soekarno	signed	Number	
1/PNPS	Year	1965	on	Prevention,	Abuse	and	Blasphemy	that	only	consisted	of	five	article.	
Shortness	of	the	law	indicated	that	the	Law	was	only	for	emergency.	When	circumstance	
and	political	condition	already	conducive,	there	should	be	revision	to	the	Law.	On	the	
contrary,	even	New	Order	regime	of	President	Soeharto	has	never	success	replacing	it.	Only	
in	reformation,	the	government	released	Joint	Ministry	Decree	between	Ministry	of	
Religious	and	Ministry	of	Domestic	Affairs	Year	2006	and	joint	decree	Ahmadiyah	(Basuki,	
2015).	

	

	 For	the	time	of	President	SBY	administration	effort	to	deliberate	new	law	–	draft	bill	
on	protecting	religious	communities-	had	already	taken	place.	Many	civil	society	and	civil	
liberty	activist	hopeful	new	law	may	replace	three	ineffective	regulation.	Because	those	

																																																													
203	See	link	news:		
http://nasional.kompas.com/read/2017/06/01/15535791/kisah.fiera.lovita.korban.persekusi.yang.dituduh.menghina.tokoh.ormas		
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three	regulation	–	PNPS	1965,	Joint	Ministry	Decree	and	joint	decree	Ahmadiyah-	had	being	
judge	ineffective	not	only	resolving	conflict	and	friction,	even	so	sometimes	those	
regulations	were	triggering	religious	conflict.	Especially	the	last	two	regulation	on	
Ahmadiyah.	But,	the	government	seems	skipped	important	question:	should	the	state	
introduce	official	religion	registered	by	the	government	specially	for	a	plural	and	
heterogeneous	society	like	Indonesia?	Without	any	hesitation,	the	answer	is	clear	
government	again	and	again	made	basic	mistake	and	created	a	vicious	circle	of	fault.	

	

	 Coalition	of	civil	society	and	civil	liberty	promotes	has	appeal	in	Constitutional	Court	
to	abolished	the	blasphemy	law	of	Number	1/PNPS	1965.	Because	blasphemy	law	created	
injustice	and	discriminative	in	nature	and	would	potentially	make	social	tension	within	the	
society.	Therefore,	the	law	should	be	reconsidered	to	repeal.	Interestingly,	to	write	down	
this	part	I	did	an	interview	with	election-watch	activist,	Usep	Hasan	Sadikin204	from	
Indonesia	association	for	election	and	democracy	(Perludem),	I	asked	him	on	the	blasphemy	
law:	“the	answer	is	crystal	clear	need	to	repeal.	But	the	problems	not	stopped	there”.	Then,	
he	added	his	remarks	“Indonesian	election	sadly	accommodate	the	use	of	different	religion-
race-ethnicity-relation”.	The	new	law	of	election	has	just	introduce	prohibition	using	
mosque,	church,	temple	as	well	as	monastery	to	campaign	and	promote	a	candidate.	
However,	in	Jakarta	election	2017	this	new	law	has	not	been	passed.	Contrary	to	the	
activist,	politicians	from	PKS	has	different	thought	on	blasphemy	law.	According	to	him,	
Indonesian	is	still	needed	blasphemy	law	based	on	several	considerations:	First,	low	
education	attainment	of	citizens;	Second,	the	most	urgent	users	of	law	were	public	
themselves.	Instead	of	anarchy	and	chaos	(because	the	law	is	abolished),	he	preferred	an	
autarchy.	Unfortunately,	I	do	not	believe	this	claim	for	me	this	law	of	PNPS	1965	was	the	
source	of	conflict	in	religion.	The	case	of	Ahmadiyah	was	concrete	example	of	violation	of	
freedom	to	believe	or	not	believe	a	religion.		

	

	 Therefore,	blasphemy	law	inherently	violated	Indonesian	constitution.	Because	the	
constitution	stated	it	will	protect	all	of	religious	background	despite	of	its	religion	origin,	
number	of	adherents	–	local	religion	(Hindu,	Buddha,	Sunda	Wiwitan,	Kaharingan	among	
others)	or	newcomer	religion	(e.g.	Islam,	Christian,	Catholics	among	others).	Setara	Institute	
(2017)	recorded	Ahok’s	case	was	the	97th	victims	of	blasphemy	law	from	1965	up	to	present.	
For	Setara,	Ahok’s	case	was	excellent	example	of	trial	by	mob	or	trial	by	demonstration,	
danger	to	rule	of	law	and	foundation	of	democracy	in	Indonesia.	They	also	urged	to	stop	
criminalization	against	citizen	related	to	blasphemy	allegation.	Although	in	the	case	of	
Ahok’s	allegation	blasphemy,	he	already	apologized	but	survey	of	LSI	indicated	around	25	
percent	respondents	have	different	opinion	(LSI,	2016).	Survey	also	indicated	President	Joko	
Widodo	would	not	interfere	due	process	of	law	in	court	although	Ahok	might	needed	badly.	

	

	 Finally,	I	sum	up	this	part	abolishing	blasphemy	law	is	long	struggle	to	create	
peaceful	and	tolerance	society.	Abolishing	condition	is	both	necessary	and	sufficient	

																																																													
204	Usep	Hasan	Sadikin	is	researcher	at	Perludem.	Interview	was	on	August	8,	2017.		
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condition	to	embrace	tolerant	behavior	and	peace.	Without	it,	religion	and	ethnicity	would	
always	being	use	as	arsenal	of	hatred	and	political	dispute.	I	echo	Liddle’s	observation	on	
our	own	history:	“modern	Indonesian	are	divided,	sometimes	deeply,	by	religion,	ethnicity	
or	regionalism,	and	social	class”.	In	order	to	overcome	past	challenges,	concrete	action	
should	be	done	begin	with	abolishing	blasphemy	law.	A	journey	of	thousand	miles	begin	
with	a	single	step:	foster	freedom	and	practicing	liberty	for	all.		

	

	

Conclusion	

Jakarta	gubernatorial	election	2017	already	ended.	Anies	Baswedan	and	Sandiaga	Uno	is	the	
Governor-elect	and	Vice	Governor-elect.	This	tumultuous	race	provided	two	conclusions:	
First,	Revival	of	radical	Islamism	(FPI)	and	political	Islam	(PKS)	post	Jakarta	election	after	
winning	the	most	competitive	political	contest	was	perceived	positive	news	and	also	
negative	news.	Positive	news	came	from	emerging	of	normalization	of	Islamist	political	
parties	together	with	incident	diverse	agenda	between	PKS	and	FPI	really	yield	cautious	
optimism	for	future	of	Islamist	political	development.	But,	current	status	of	“Shari’a	by	
stealth”	or	“Stealth	Islamization:	along	with	on-line	persecution	result	on	the	negativity.	In	
context	of	Jakarta	election,	formation	of	Al	Maidah	51	case	as	tipping	point	was	dependent	
on	the	dynamic	interplay	between	initiator	and	trigger	device.	Initiator	of	case	is	video	viral	
from	Buni	Yani	and	trigger	device	is	Ahok’s	speech	at	Thousand	Island.	Issue	creation	put	
Ahok’s	position	as	subject	of	blasphemy	and	should	convicted	to	the	court	using	blasphemy	
Law	of	Number	1	PNPS	1965.	

	

Blasphemy	law	inherently	violated	Indonesian	constitution.	Because	the	constitution	
stated	it	will	protect	all	religion.	Abolishing	blasphemy	law	is	long	struggle	to	create	peaceful	
and	tolerance	society.	Abolishing	condition	is	both	necessary	and	sufficient	condition	to	
embrace	tolerant	behavior	and	peace.	Without	tireless	effort	to	abolish	the	law,	religion	
would	always	being	use	as	arsenal	of	disputed	political	competition.		
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Abstract	

The	face	of	democracy	is	in	the	first	hand	combination	of	attractive	slogan	of	representation	
by	the	people,	independence	of	judiciary	and	so	on.	In	contrast,	it	is	simultaneously	
abandoning	the	diverse	opinion	through	manipulation	of	judiciary.	However,	the	scenario	of	
Bangladesh	is	not	an	exception	with	the	coherence	of	such	democratic	paradigm.	This	
article	will	first	of	all	focus	on	constitutional	position	of	State	principles	and	religious	debate	
on	secularism	and	democracy.	Secondly,	the	aim	of	this	research	will	explore	a	short	
democratic	journey	of	Bangladesh.	Thirdly,	the	study	will	observe	how	current	regime	is	
handling	legislative	and	judicial	mechanism	for	devouring	the	opposition	politics.	Finally,	it	
will	investigate	the	exploitation	of	judiciary	under	the	International	War	Crimes	Tribunal	Act,	
1973	of	Bangladesh	and	its	implication	in	society.	However,	possible	outcome	of	this	article	
is	that	the	above	mentioned	law	playing	an	adverse	role	to	the	opponent	political	voice	and	
caused	a	clear	segregation	among	the	citizens.	In	order	to	carry	out	this	research,	author	
consults	with	the	relevant	national	and	international	laws	and	their	application	in	several	
international	war	crime	tribunals.	Researcher	further	furnishes	the	information	from	
scholarly	books	and	latest	articles.	However,	field	observation	also	to	be	considered	as	the	
significance	source	of	the	study.	

	

Key	words:	Democracy,	Constitution,	Crimes	Tribunal,	Suppression,	Elimination,	Election,	
Abuse	of	Judiciary.	

	

Introduction	

Bangladesh	is	a	democratic	country	with	approximately	200	million	populations	of	which	
majority	are	Muslims.	Beside	the	fact,	some	other	religious	minority	are	also	living	together	
with	dignity,	harmony,	and	cooperation	and	enjoy	the	same	democratic	rights.	Democracy	
of	Bangladesh	is	date	back	to	its	origin	in	1974	when	Pakistan	become	partitioned	from	
India	as	a	result	of	Lahore	Resolution	(LR)	based	on	two	nation	theory.	It	was	started	with	
the	name	of	Islamic	Republic	of	Pakistan	where	east	part	of	the	territory	was	known	as	East	
Pakistan	present	day	Bangladesh.	Establishing	Muslim	homeland	rather	than	Islamic	state	
was	the	objective	of	LR	even	though	Muslim	League	used	Islam	as	a	basis	for	political	
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mobilization	for	the	1946	provincial	elections	through	democratic	framework.	Nevertheless,	
the	aspiration	and	will	of	the	people	was	not	reflected	in	the	Pakistani	political	system.	
Thereafter,	democracy	was	moving	forward	by	crossing	a	transitional	momentous	until	1971	
when	Bangladesh	got	its	independence	from	Pakistan.	Thus,	Bangladesh	achieves	its	right	to	
self-determination	and	continue	the	legacy	of	democratic	framework	of	former	Pakistan.	
However,	the	scenario	of	abusing	democratic	power	as	a	political	weapon	continues.	The	
new	government	banned	multiparty	democratic	system	and	declared	one	party	leadership	
through	4th	amendment	of	the	constitution	which	was	the	first	suppression	of	democratic	
beauty	in	Bangladesh.	From	then	to	the	date	democratic	ups	and	downs	are	there.	
However,	in	this	research	we	would	like	to	concentrate	on	unipolar	repressive	democratic	
policy	of	the	ruling	government.	Especially	how	government	stopped	and	removed	
democratic	rights	from	the	opposition	parties	through	legislation	and	exploitation	of	judicial	
administration.	More	specifically	by	the	International	War	Crimes	Tribunal	Act,	1973	as	
amended	in	2009.		

	

Constitutional	Position	and	Religious	Debate	on	Secularism		
Bangladesh	adopted	its	constitution	in	1972	contained	four	basic	principles	of	the	state	such	
as	the	nationalism,	socialism,	democracy	and	secularism.	These	principles	had	been	
subjected	to	repeal,	modify	and	explain	by	the	constitutional	amendments	specifically,	5th	
amendment	of	the	constitution	in	1979	and	again	restored	through	15th	amendment	by	the	
current	regime	in	2011.	Before	exploring	the	debate	on	secularism	and	democracy	we	need	
to	evaluate	the	constitutional	principles	throughout	the	time	till	date.		The	very	first	
constitution	explained	the	principle	of	secularism	as:		

	
“The	principle	of	secularism	shall	be	realized	by	the	elimination	of	communalism	in	
all	its	forms,	the	granting	by	the	State	of	political	status	in	favour	of	any	religion,	the	
abuse	of	religion	for	political	purposes	and	any	discrimination	against,	or	persecution	
of,	persons	practicing	a	particular	religion”	(Art-12).		

	
Thereafter,	principle	of	secularism	was	repealed	through	its	5th	amendment	and	substituted	
by	the	new	significant	principle	“of	absolute	trust	and	faith	in	the	Almighty	Allah”	(Art-8).	
The	Amendment	was	also	incorporated	religious	expression	“Bismillahir	Rahmanir	Rahim”	
at	the	beginning	of	the	constitution	which	is	remain	unchanged	to	the	date.	In	line	of	these	
responses	to	secularism,	8th	amendment	of	the	constitution	was	moved	a	step	ahead	to	
incorporate	Islam	as	State	religion	in	1988.	Although,	their	purpose	was	not	for	the	cause	of	
Islam	as	the	then	prime	minister’s	statement	was	“we	made	Islam	as	the	State	religion	not	
to	establish	Islam.		We	have	done	it	to	tackle	fundamentalist	forces	(Ahmed,	2014).”	The	
current	government	reassumed	the	constitution	of	1972	by	the	Constitution	(fifteen	
amendment)	Act	2011.			
	
It	is	presumed	by	the	above	discussion	that	the	first	and	present	government	of	Bangladesh	
wanted	to	establish	purely	a	secular	nonreligious	democratic	country	while	containing	90%	
Muslim	without	a	fair	justification.	In	further,	Article	12	signified	that	there	should	be	no	
state	religion	or	state	should	not	favour	any	religion.	Thus	it	is	quite	ridiculous	that	where	
majority	population	are	Muslim,	by	virtue	of	the	article,	they	must	put	in	the	equal	level	
with	other	Minority	like	Hindu,	Christian	and	Buddhist	belonging	less	than	10%.	
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Furthermore,	Article	stated	that	the	abuse	of	religion	for	political	purposes	shall	be	
eliminated	meaning	that	no	politics	is	allowed	based	on	religion.	In	addition,	Article	12	
should	be	read	with	Article	38	where	freedom	of	association	has	been	restricted	in	such	a	
way	that	no	person	shall	have	the	right	to	form	or	be	a	member	of	any	association	purposes	
of	which	destroy	the	religious,	social	and	communal	harmony	among	the	citizens,	organizing	
terrorist	acts	or	militant	activities	against	the	State	or	the	citizens	or	any	other	country.	
Nevertheless,	the	expression	of	‘communal	harmony’,	‘terrorist	acts’,	‘militant	activities’	are	
vague,	ambiguous	and	remain	unexplained.	Therefore,	government	interprets	these	terms	
according	their	own	purposes.	As	a	result	political	demonstration,	which	is	so	common	in	
Bangladeshi	politics,	has	been	treated	as	terrorist	activities	especially	when	it	was	done	by	
Jamat-e-Islami.		
	
However,	in	two	ways	Article	12	is	inconsistent	with	Article	11	which	talked	about	
democracy	and	human	rights.	First	of	all	it	is	against	the	norms	of	democracy	because	
diversity	and	majority	shall	be	prevail	are	two	inherent	characters	of	democracy	hence,	
state	shall	have	state	religion	base	on	majority	and	people	shall	have	the	right	to	form	
association	based	on	their	respective	faith.	Participation	in	the	voting	for	electing	
representative	is	also	another	basic	feature	of	democracy.	Nevertheless,	basis	of	all	these	
activities	shall	be	in	terms	of	human	rights,	freedom,	dignity	and	worth	of	human	person.	As	
Article	11	stated	that:	

	
“The	Republic	shall	be	a	democracy	in	which	fundamental	human	rights	and	
freedoms	and	respect	for	the	dignity	and	worth	of	the	human	person	shall	be	
guaranteed	and	in	which	effective	participation	by	the	people	through	their	elected	
representatives	in	administration	at	all	levels	shall	be	ensured”.	
	

Secondly,	it	is	itself	a	discriminatory	on	the	ground	of	religion	because	it	is	intended	to	
eliminate	all	forms	of	communality.	The	term	‘communality’	has	not	defined	in	the	
constitution	and	remain	ambiguous.	Every	community	has	certain	faith	and	culture	and	they	
grow	up	with	those,	therefore,	is	it	possible	to	eliminate	those	norm	and	belief	or	does	state	
has	the	right	to	suspend	communality	and	make	them	all	equal	or	non-communal?	Again	
Article	12	goes	against	the	Article	28	(1)	stated	that	State	shall	not	discriminate	against	any	
citizen	on	grounds	of	religion,	therefore,	article	12	and	38	directly	discriminate	and	imposes	
restriction	on	freedom	of	association	on	the	basis	of	religion.	
	
The	main	theme	of	secularism	is	the	separation	of	State	affairs	from	religious	institution	
meaning	that	religion	is	a	personal	matters	and	should	be	maintained	in	personal	level	and	
not	come	or	influence	over	state	governance.	The	notion	is	somehow	fit	for	the	religions	
other	than	Islam	because	those	religion	does	not	cover	the	whole	life	of	a	human	being.	
Islam	on	the	other	hand	is	a	way	of	total	life,	therefore,	reject	the	concept	of	secularism.	In	
Bangladesh	debate	between	secularism	and	Islam	is	obvious	and	historical.	Historical	in	the	
sense	that	the	new	born	Pakistan	administration	was	secular	in	nature	they	put	Islam	as	
personal	matters	and	ran	the	government	by	secular	way.	Mawdudi,	founder	of	Jamat-e-
Islami	criticized	it	and	presented	the	idea	of	modern	Islamic	state.	Bangladesh	Jamat-e-
Islami	and	all	other	Islamic	political	parties	have	rejected	this	principle	of	secularism	and	
supported	the	principle	of	absolute	trust	and	faith	in	the	Almighty	Allah	incorporated	by	5th	
amendment.	Although,	this	principle	has	been	further	repealed	by	the	15th	amendment	Act	
2011.	After	the	long	discussion	it	is	clear	that	the	current	regime	will	not	tolerate	Islamic	
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politics	or	rightist’s	politics	in	Bangladesh.	One	of	the	main	reasons	is	that	they	considered	
revival	of	Islamic	politics	is	a	potential	threat	to	their	vested	interest	and	unfair	political	
gain.	In	fact	this	was	and	is	a	great	discrimination	by	the	state	itself	to	its	Islam	loving	
Muslim	citizen	on	account	of	religion	that	they	were	and	are	not	bearing	religious	politics	in	
the	country.	Therefore,	this	article	shows	that	how	they	eliminate	Islamic	politics	by	using	
law	and	judiciary.	
	
Democracy	and	Democratic	Journey	of	Bangladesh	in	Brief	
It	goes	without	saying	that	modern	democracy	is	perceptible	to	its	origin	of	fifth	century	B.C.	
in	the	Athenian	society	of	Greek	civilization.	The	notion	of	“democracy”	was	and	is	pregnant	
by	its	core	theme	of	“rule	by	the	people”.	In	other	words	participation	in	the	decision	
making	process	through	representation.	Innumerous	definitions	have	been	presented	by	
classical	as	well	as	modern	social	scientist	in	a	vast	number	of	literatures.	Beginning	of	the	
modern	era	of	democracy	Linclon’s	definition	was	widely	accepted	by	most	of	the	
stakeholders	of	democracy	around	the	world.	Nevertheless,	the	concept	conceives	variety	
of	principles	and	elements	which	are	pre-requisite	to	constitute	a	fruitful	democratic	
institution	for	a	society.	In	further	there	are	also	diverse	opinions	regarding	elements	of	
democracy,	however,	we	confined	ourselves	here	toward	the	resolution	adopted	by	the	
United	Nations	General	Assembly	on	‘essential	elements’	of	democracy.	The	seven	
prescriptions	of	UN	are	maintaining	rule	of	law,	separation	and	balance	of	power,	liberty	of	
judicial	functions,	multi-party	political	system,	accountability	and	transparency	in	all	
dealings	of	the	republic,	freedom	of	press	and	pluralistic	media,	and	respect	for	human	and	
political	rights	that	contains	holding	regular	free,	fair	and	impartial	general	election,	
unhindered	access	franchise	in	the	national	pool,	freedom	of	expression	and	diverse	opinion	
(UNGAR-2004).	In	this	article	we	will	highlight	the	misuse	of	judiciary	through	democratic	
power.												

	

Bangladesh	observed	its	46	years	democratic	journey	after	independence	out	of	which	
about	16	years	governed	by	military	dictatorship	and	others	where	democratic	rights	were	
ceased	by	those	authorities.	Although	30	years	is	not	enough	to	flourish	a	matured	
institutional	democracy,	therefore,	the	elements	mentioned	above	have	frustrated	and	
suppressed	in	many	cases	by	the	disease	of	corruption,	unexpected	interference	on	
judiciary,	suppression	of	political	rights	of	the	opposition	parties	through	massive	arrest,	
detention,	criminal	cases	and	extra-judicial	killing,	and	controlling	press	and	media.	
Bangladesh	holds	its	10	democratic	elections	after	its	independence	started	from	1973	
where	‘Awami	league’	won	landslide	victory;	nonetheless,	they	began	to	suppress	
democratic	power	and	banned	multiparty	system,	adopted	one	party	leadership	and	put	
embargo	over	all	printing	media	except	few.	After	the	assassination	of	Shekh	Mujib	in	1975	
democracy	was	fall	further	into	a	great	danger	and	crossing	a	political	turmoil	with	coups	
until	second	general	election	in	1978.	Zia	came	to	the	power	as	military	administrator	and	
later	democratic	leader	by	forming	Bangladesh	Nationalist	Party.	He	won	in	the	election	and	
continues	until	his	assassination	in	1981;	therefore,	democracy	stabbed	third	time	until	it	
was	restored	through	1991	general	election.	In	between	1981-1991	general	Ershad	came	
into	power	as	martial	law	administrator	and	destroyed	democracy	for	10	years.	Later	he	



 227 

become	pro-democratic	leader	forming	a	political	party	and	conducted	two	general	
incredible	an	unacceptable	elections	in	1986	and	1988.	Khaleda	formed	her	government	in	
1991	and	started	democratic	journey	again	until	1996	from	where	another	democratic	crisis	
has	arisen	as	to	the	interim	government	to	conduct	the	general	election	of	the	country.	A	
convenient	proposal	was	offered	by	Golam	Azam	was	a	chief	leader	of	Jamat-e-Islami	
known	as	non-party	caretaker	government	comprises	ten	non-political	and	impartial	
competent	person	to	hold	the	general	election.	Khaleda	regime	denied	the	proposal	and	
holds	a	general	poll	in	1996	which	was	boycotted	and	denounced	by	the	major	opposition	
parties.	However,	the	theory	of	“non-party	caretaker	government”	was	incorporated	in	the	
constitution	in	the	1996	parliament	to	overcome	the	crisis	and	arrange	another	election	in	
the	same	year.	However,	the	theory	was	emerged	on	the	ground	of	mistrust	among	the	
political	parties	as	major	parties	have	block	record	of	misuse	of	power	against	each	other.	
Thereafter,	two	democratic	polls	were	held	under	the	above	formula	in	1996,	2001.	In	2006	
Khaleda	government	formed	an	interim	government	headed	by	Fokhruddin	which	was	
grossly	denied	by	the	Awami	League.	They	demonstrated	massive	political	demonstration	
and	killed	at	least	forty	people	in	the	month	long	violence.	Fokhruddin	leaded	caretaker	
government	unexpectedly	denied	to	conduct	the	election	within	prescribe	period	by	the	
constitution	and	continue	until	2008	election	where	this	interim	authority	compromised	
with	Awami	League	and	escaped	from	the	field.	Under	the	favored	administration	and	
through	election	engineering	Shekh	Hasina	got	landslide	victory.	After	the	victory	they	
become	with	fascist	character,	abolished	caretaker	government	provisions	and	hold	general	
election	in	2014	under	the	direct	influence	of	the	government	and	won	again,	although	the	
election	was	boycotted	by	the	major	political	parties	of	the	country.	However,	the	poll	was	
not	accepted	by	the	international	observer	and	recorded	lowest	percentages	of	votes	cast.	
Hasina	regime	continues	and	the	democracy	thrown	into	the	prison,	curtailed	the	political	
rights	of	opposition,	closed	electronic	and	print	media	owned	by	the	opponents.	We	will	
discuss	in	the	forthcoming	points	about	specific	actions	of	the	government	to	eliminate	the	
other	through	legal	process.				

	

Elimination	of	Opponents	through	Misuse	of	Democracy	by	the	Current	Regime:	Brief	
Account		

After	the	victory	of	current	Hasina	regime	in	2008	it	started	to	destroy	the	strength	of	big	
opposition	parties	through	misuse	of	democratic	power.	It	has	been	observed	that	the	
government	adopted	some	policies	which	tantamount	of	suppression	of	democracy	
including	maltreatment	of	judiciary.	First	of	all	they	adopted	a	zero-tolerance	policy	for	
controlling	and	eliminating	opposition	demonstration	against	the	regime	through	
empowering	police	to	shot	activist	openly	(World	Report,	2011).	Although	the	law	
enforcement	authorities	are	sole	responsible	to	protect	life	and	property	of	the	citizen.	Here	
we	will	show	some	statistics	as	to	how	government	use	the	agencies	against	the	opposition.	
By	virtue	of	national	and	international	media	report	US	state	department	published	human	
rights	situation	report	in	2010	where	it	has	shown	that	in	2008	and	2009	there	were	251	
and	154	people	killed	respectively	by	the	police	and	Rapid	Action	Battalion	(RAB)	through	
torture	in	the	custody,	open	fire,	crossfire,	gunfire,	and	encounter,	where	most	of	them	
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were	politically	affiliated.	(Human	Rights	Report,	2009).	In	addition,	Human	Rights	Watch	
revealed	that	from	the	inception	of	RAB	in	2004	there	are	more	than	1600	people	have	
been	killed	extra	judicially	(World	Report,	2012)	out	of	which	1121	killed	in	between	2009-
2015	(Odhikar	Report,	2015;	Kamruzzaman,	Khan,	and		Shashi,	2016).	This	agency	is	now	
well	known	as	a	main	state	killer	in	Bangladesh	(Habib,	2015).	Current	regime	embraced	this	
atrocious	way	as	a	quick	and	indemnified	method	of	elimination	of	their	rivals	and	the	
number	of	victims	increased	day	by	day.			

	

The	Second	strategy	of	opponent’s	oppression	is	force	disappearance	which	was	escalated	
widely	during	the	time	where	state	security	forces	were	involved.	The	‘Odhikar’	further	
reported	that	during	8	years	of	the	regime	from	2009	there	are	325	people	were	enforced	
disappearance	and	killed	in	the	later	and	442	people	were	killed	in	jail	(Odhikar	Report,	
2015).	Thirdly,	they	have	done	massive	arrest	and	filed	criminal	cases	against	political	
opponents.	Hundreds	of	thousands	activists,	leaders	from	top	to	bottom	were	arrested	and	
arbitrarily	detained.	In	between	one	month	in	2014	approximately,	29,262	opposition	
activists	have	arrested	(Chowdhury,	2014).	In	addition,	there	are	73884	political	activists	
were	severely	injured	in	8656	events	in	between	2008-2013	(Suykens	and	Islam,	2015).		

	

Finally,	they	abuse	of	judiciary	by	reopen	the	International	Crimes	Tribunal	(amendment)	
Act,	2009	which	was	legislated	in	1973.	However,	the	purpose	of	the	Act	was	settled	down	
40	years	ago.	It	therefore,	shown	that	there	may	have	a	negative	motive	to	destroy	the	
opposition	politics	of	Bangladesh.	They	designed	the	tribunal,	filed	cases	against	the	top	
leaders	of	the	opposition	parties	for	war	crime	and	crime	against	humanity.	As	because	they	
had	a	political	disagreement	in	the	liberation	war	with	Pakistan.	Their	thought	were	if	they	
get	independence	from	Pakistan	they	will	fall	again	under	the	control	of	India.	However,	
freedom	of	expression	and	diverse	opinion	is	the	elements	of	democracy	but	the	current	
regime	has	shown	its	intolerance	to	it.	In	further,	independent	of	judiciary	is	another	vital	
principle	of	democracy,	nevertheless,	the	government	destroy	the	judiciary	by	naked	
interference	on	the	International	Crimes	Tribunal	and	high	court	of	Bangladesh.	In	addition,	
they	also	passed	an	Anti-Terrorism	Act,	2009	to	treat	the	opposition	demonstration	as	
terrorist	activities	that	make	them	easy	to	arrest	and	put	under	the	law.	

	

	

Context	of	the	War	Crimes	Tribunal	Act,	1973:	Past	and	Present	

In	order	to	understand	the	misuse	of	judicial	framework	we	need	to	address	the	context	of	
the	Act.	Soon	after	the	independence	of	Bangladesh	new	government	started	to	try	the	war	
criminals	and	there	collaborators	by	enacting	two	laws	such	as	for	collaborators	“The	
Bangladesh	Collaborators	(Special	Tribunal)	Order,	1972,	and	for	war	criminals	“The	
International	Crimes	(tribunal)	Act,	1973.	Government	identified	about	195	military	
personnel	as	war	criminal	but	no	one	tried	under	this	tribunal	and	Bangladesh	had	been	
send	back	them	to	Pakistan	for	getting	their	recognition	to	Bangladesh.	On	the	other	hand,	
collaborators	were	defined	as	those	who	assists	the	Pakistani	invaders	by	words,	signs	or	
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conduct.	Mujib	government	arrested	approximately	41,800	suspected	collaborators	through	
filing	37,471	cases	across	the	country.	Out	of	the	above	number	2848	cases	were	dismissed	
for	not	found	any	guilty	and	rest	of	the	cases	were	further	abandoned	for	non-availability	of	
the	relevant	evidences,	incompetency	and	corrupted	trial	process	and	fear	about	the	judges	
to	be	a	collaborators.	However,	only	752	accused	were	convicted	for	several	terms	of	
imprisonment	with	one	death	sentence	(Dowlah,	2016).	In	other	opinion	32,000	were	
arrested	and	prepared	20,000	prosecution	(Ahmed,	2010).	Eventually,	in	1973	government	
granted	full	forgiveness	to	all	convicted,	detained	collaborators.	Interestingly,	it	has	been	
found	that	there	was	no	criminal	allegation	filed	against	the	leaders	of	the	opponents	as	
collaborators	or	any	other	crime	like	crime	against	humanity	for	which	they	are	convicted	
and	executed	after	40	years	of	liberation	war.		

	

Therefore,	question	raise	why	government	has	chosen	this	law	as	method	of	elimination	
against	their	rivals?	One	of	the	reasons	is	invasion	of	Pakistani	Army	on	civilian	is	an	
emotional	and	sensitive	issue	that	plying	a	vital	role	in	the	politics	of	Bangladesh	and	
contesting	parties	are	using	this	emotion	by	promising	to	do	a	lot	for	the	contributors.	The	
issue	also	emotionally	motivate	the	people	to	understand	that	the	nation	has	two	division	in	
favor	and	against	the	liberation	and	the	enemies	are	opposition	political	block	in	the	
democracy	of	Bangladesh.	For	instance,	Bangladesh	Nationalist	Party,	Jamat-e-Islami,	and	
money	other	political	parties.	Since	they	had	different	political	opinion	about	the	liberation	
therefore,	ruling	government	took	this	advantage	to	secure	public	support	and	elimination	
of	a	strong	political	rivals.	Another	policy	regime	was	using	judicial	framework	to	save	them	
from	allegation	of	suppression	of	opponents.	By	the	amendment	of	the	tribunal	Act	and	
formation	of	tribunal	indicated	that	this	is	for	nothing	but	to	preclude	political	revivalism	of	
their	counterparts	specially	the	Jamat	and	BNP	in	the	democracy	of	Bangladesh.	As	because	
it	has	been	recognized	that	Jamat	is	the	most	organized	and	structured	political	party	in	
Bangladesh	and	they	made	strong	protest	for	a	long	time	against	the	current	regime	since	
2008.	Whereas	Bangladesh	Nationalist	party	has	near	about	40	percent	votes	and	Jamat	
secured	13	percent	of	total	votes.	However,	it	possessed	a	key	position	to	determine	which	
party	will	form	the	government	by	their	support	and	this	is	a	potential	threat	to	the	current	
regime.	Perhaps	this	is	one	of	the	main	reasons	for	their	persecution	and	influence	of	anti-
terrorism	campaign	by	the	US	globally	and	its	allies	India	in	the	region	is	the	other.	It	is	
further	assumed	that	the	ruling	party	is	allegedly	backed	by	regional	influence	to	eliminate	
the	opposite	political	block	specially	Jamat	for	securing	long	tenure	in	the	power.	

	

Credibility	of	International	Crimes	Tribunal	Act	

The	reliability	of	the	Act	has	been	subjected	to	enormous	criticism	by	the	national	and	
international	experts	on	war	crimes,	criminal	law	professionals,	civil	society	and	
international	human	rights	organizations.	It	destroyed	the	concept	of	independence	of	
judiciary	which	is	the	fundamental	elements	of	democracy.	We	would	like	to	focus	here	
some	key	issues	that	leaded	untrustworthiness	of	the	law	and	through	which	democratic	
rights	of	the	opponents	have	been	rescinded.	First	of	all,	the	title	of	the	Act	which	is	
misleading	as	to	whether	it	is	an	international	or	domestic	tribunal.	If	we	take	both	aspects	
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separately	we	found	conflicting	and	inconsistent	application	of	the	law.	For	instance,	if	we	
consider	as	it	is	an	international	law,	where	the	law	intended	to	try	certain	crimes	stated	in	
the	international	treaties,	therefore,	it	allowed	to	employ	foreign	expert	counsel	for	both	
party	by	virtue	of	rules	42	of	the	“International	Crimes	Tribunal	Rules	of	Procedure,	2010”	
subject	to	the	permission	of	Bangladesh	Bar	Council.	Nevertheless,	in	practice	it	was	
rejected	by	the	law	ministry	of	Bangladesh	for	defense	counsel	corresponding	their	
application.	In	addition	as	regard	the	appointment	of	judges	there	is	no	scope	to	be	
appointed	a	foreign	expert	or	a	judge	of	the	war	crimes	tribunal	as	judge	of	this	tribunal.	
These	are	the	clear	renunciation	of	internationality	of	the	Act.	In	contrast	if	we	take	it	as	
domestic	tribunal	then	above	mentioned	provisions	of	the	law	contained	nothing.		

	

Second	negative	aspect	of	the	Act,	is	question	of	jurisdiction	of	the	tribunal	in	terms	of	trial	
of	crimes	like	genocide	and	crime	against	humanity.	However,	the	fundamental	question	
was	avoided	as	to	the	relativity	of	the	crime	with	the	state	of	conflict	whether	it	was	an	
independent	war	between	two	states	or	international	armed	conflict	or	a	civil	war	within	
the	states.	In	further,	question	come	whether	the	crime	stated	was	fall	international	or	
internal	character	and	internal	crime	or	national	crime	cannot	be	elevated	into	international	
crime	unless	it	is	proved	by	the	prosecution	otherwise.	Nonetheless,	prosecution	excludes	
the	necessity	to	prove	“systematic	or	widespread”	attack	and	tried	the	accused	by	accepting	
this	which	created	a	deeper	legal	ambiguity	(Robertson,	2015).			

	

Third	destructive	issue	of	the	Act	is	that	it	has	denounced	the	applicability	of	the	existing	
evidence	Act	1872	of	Bangladesh	(ICT,	s.19).	It	completely	avoided	strict	rules	of	evidence	
rather	adopt	and	apply	a	wider	scope	of	non-technical	procedure	and	allow	anything	useful	
for	proving	the	allegation	as	evidence	such	as	reports	and	photograph	published	in	
newspaper,	pedicels	and	magazines,	films,	and	tape-recording	and	others.	These	are	not	
admitted	in	the	existing	evidence	Act	as	because	all	these	types	of	evidence	have	possibility	
to	be	manipulated	and	biased.	In	further,	it	allowed	hearsay	evidence	and	declared	
immunity	of	the	witnesses	therefore,	it	has	been	observed	that	prosecution	witnesses	come	
and	said	he	heard	the	accused	killed	some	people	and	raped	the	women.	Tribunal	in	this	
situation	admitted	the	statement	of	the	witness	as	evidence.	Denouncement	of	existing	
evidence	law	and	allow	any	this	as	evidence	is	the	complete	deviance	and	destruction	of	
judicial	independence,	its	credibility	and	acceptability.		Therefore,	it	is	assumed	by	the	
experts	that	the	trial	was	abandoned	due	to	lack	of	evidences	and	witnesses	soon	after	the	
independence	therefore,	how	it	is	possible	to	prove	the	offences	like	murder	and	rape	cases	
after	40	years?	Which	definitely	indicated	some	other	ill	motive	of	the	regime.		

	

Fourth	devastating	factor	of	the	ICT	Act	is	withdrawal	of	application	of	Code	of	Criminal	
Procedures,	1898.	Through	the	bar	in	application	of	the	code	the	accused	are	automatically	
lost	their	bail	rights.	Although	the	right	to	bail	has	been	recognized	by	several	provisions	of	
International	Covenant	on	Civil	and	Political	Rights	(ICCPR)	and	Rome	Statute	of	the	
International	Criminal	Court	(ICC).	Nevertheless,	tribunal	denied	the	disposing	the	bail	
application	while	no	investigating	report	has	been	submitted	or	any	formal	charge	has	been	
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made	against	them.	In	addition	it	followed	its	own	investigating	procedure	where	there	is	
also	scope	to	put	biased	information	in	the	report.	Another	basic	rule	that	has	been	denied	
by	this	ICT	Act	is	recognition	of	death	sentence	by	the	High	Court	Division,	therefore,	
possibility	if	injustice	remain	open	in	the	trial	proceedings	and	presumably	Appellate	
Division	has	no	alternative	but	to	confirm	the	judgment	of	the	tribunal	in	the	appellate	
stage.	Therefore,	it	seems	that	the	total	judiciary	suppressed	by	the	Act,	grasp	their	
independent	capacity	and	become	an	arbitrary	institution	to	serve	the	government.	

	

Fifth	most	dangerous	thing	is	that	the	law	has	been	alleged	by	the	principle	of	retrospective	
application	of	the	law.	Generally,	an	offence	has	been	committed	after	the	enactment	of	a	
law	will	come	under	the	law	to	be	tried	but	not	offences	before	passing	the	law.	This	is	a	
criminal	law	principles	accepted	all	over	the	world.	The	ICT	law	had	passed	almost	two	years	
after	the	independence	and	since	it	is	a	domestic	law	therefore,	cannot	apply	for	the	
offence	committed	before	the	enactment	of	the	law	which	is	violation	of	universal	criminal	
law	principles.	In	further,	the	trial	of	collaborators	was	over	and	abandoned	by	government	
order	and	identified	195	war	criminals	were	handed	over	through	tripartite	agreement	
hence,	expert	opined	that	the	first	amendment	of	the	constitution	was	unconstitutional	
through	which	government	further	empowered	to	revive	the	trial	for	the	criminals.	In	
addition,	the	amendment	had	taken	away	the	constitutional	power	of	the	judicial	review	of	
administrative	action	and	abstained	certain	rights	in	terms	of	protection	of	trial	and	
punishment	and	enforcement	of	fundamental	rights	guaranteed	under	article	31,	35,	and	44	
of	the	constitution	from	the	categories	of	person	mentioned	in	article	47	(3).	Moreover,	the	
law	applied	to	those	person,	as	we	mention	earlier,	to	whom	no	criminal	cases	were	found	
at	that	time.	This	is	different	from	other	international	tribunal	formed	around	the	world	as	
because	those	constituted	with	international	consensus	with	international	standard	and	
maintained	impartiality	in	the	proceedings.		

Finally,	by	the	amendment	of	the	Act	in	2013	which	incorporated	the	trial	of	organization	
and	empowered	the	tribunal	to	charge	accordingly	against	organization	for	their	activities	
during	liberation	war	in	971.	Trial	of	the	organization	often	clearly	expressed	the	intention	
of	the	ruling	party	and	the	consequences	of	trial	of	organization	is	not	hard	to	understand.	
This	also	shown	that	the	government	is	about	to	ban	the	Jamat	as	political	organization	and	
confiscate	its	wealth	which	may	be	hindered	the	democratic	beauty	in	Bangladesh.			

	

Standard	of	Proceedings	and	Merit	of	Judgments	

In	this	place	we	would	like	to	show	how	the	International	Crimes	Tribunal	misuse	the	law	
against	the	opposition.	As	regards	the	standard	of	the	proceedings	the	tribunal	has	been	
condemned	for	its	biasness	and	partialities.	First	of	all	it	formed	an	investigation	agency	by	
its	own	people.	However,	the	problem	is	during	the	proceedings	prosecution	or	
investigating	officer	can	use	the	Case	Diary	for	refreshing	memory	and	denied	the	defense	
to	see	it.	In	further	it	stated	that	all	information	collected	should	be	maintained	its	
confidentiality	which	is	undesirable	in	a	criminal	proceedings	because	the	defense	has	right	
to	know	about	the	information	collected	against	him	for	the	preparation	of	his	defense.	In	
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addition	the	defense	provided	insufficient	time	in	terms	of	preparation	of	the	case,	
submission	and	cross-examine	the	witnesses	(Robertson,	2015).						

	

	As	regards	the	competency	of	the	judges	it	was	massively	criticized	as	because	the	judges	
had	not	any	expertise	on	such	tribunal	and	government	ignored	to	appoint	foreign	expert	
judge.	As	a	result	in	2012	a	hacked	Skype	and	email	communication	brought	to	light	where	
it	was	revealed	that	the	ruling	judge	was	receiving	secret	assistance	in	the	form	of	advice	
from	an	expert	from	Brussels	even	in	the	issue	of	writing	judgment.	The	tribunal	is	
empowered	to	give	punishment	against	any	obstruct,	misuse	of	its	procedure,	or	disobey	of	
any	order	or	anything	prejudice	to	its	proceedings.	Thus	it	had	been	condemned	to	the	
Economist	newsmagazine,	for	publishing	Skype	scandal.	In	the	case	of	Sayeedi	case	no	judge	
had	heard	the	entire	case	or	a	part	of	the	evidence,	nevertheless,	he	was	convicted	for	eight	
charges	and	awarded	death	sentence	(Chopra,	2015).	Moreover,	the	trial	of	Azad	was	held	
totally	in	absentia	even	without	any	defense	and	judgment	delivered	with	death	sentence	
and	no	scope	for	appeal	in	further.	These	seems	that	how	extreme	and	undoubtedly	
intentional,	biased	and	unfair	trials	have	done	in	Bangladesh.		

	

As	far	as	credibility	of	witnesses	are	concern	there	were	no	eye	witness	come	to	the	trial	to	
give	testimony	rather	so	called	paid	witnesses	serve	the	purpose	of	the	government	and	
defense	had	little	scope	to	cross-examine	those	witnesses.	In	further	it	was	reported	that	
prosecution	submitted	insufficient	evidences	to	prove	the	allegations	which	was	asked	by	
the	Chief	Justice	of	Supreme	Court	by	saying	that	“What	prevented	the	investigation	agency	
to	produce	sufficient	witnesses	to	prove	the	charges?	…	The	prosecution	and	the	
Investigation	Agency	need	to	produce	sufficient	evidence	to	support	a	conviction…	We	feel	
really	ashamed	when	we	read	the	prosecution	evidence.”	(Human	Rights	Watch,	2016).	As	
regards	the	merits	of	the	judgment	it	was	found	that	the	judgments	were	preplanned	and	
claimed	most	of	the	allegations	were	proved	by	the	prosecution.	HRW	also	observed	that	
“Convictions	can	only	be	upheld	when	there	is	proof	beyond	a	reasonable	doubt,	yet	in	this	
case	there	are	grave	doubts	about	the	evidence	after	the	court	so	strongly	criticized	the	
prosecution”.	In	the	case	of	Molla	the	tribunal	gave	life	imprisonment	but	was	not	desirable	
to	the	government	therefore,	promoted	an	unnecessary	group	protest	known	as	“gano	
jagoran	Moncho”	backed	by	the	regime’s	law	enforcement	agencies	against	verdict	of	the	
court.	Unfortunately	and	very	unfairly	government	amended	the	law	and	given	right	to	the	
prosecution	to	challenge	the	sentence	of	Molla.	Finally	the	Supreme	Court	reverse	the	life	
imprisonment	to	death	sentence	and	applied	retrospective	application	on	2009	verdict.	It	is	
further	indicated	that	how	the	law	retroactively	applied	and	the	court	influenced	by	the	
external	demand	of	the	protesters.	It	was	complete	surrender	of	judiciary	to	the	
government	and	destroyed	democratic	values.		
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Consequences	of	the	Judgment	over	the	Citizen	

The	judgment	of	International	Crimes	Tribunal	has	little	implication	on	mass	people	for	
many	reasons	however,	untold	events	happened	with	those	against	whom	the	judgments	
were	awarded.	As	regards	the	common	people	they	do	not	know	even	not	egger	to	know	
about	the	trial	process,	judgment	and	use	of	the	tribunal	due	to	poverty,	illiteracy	and	lack	
of	employments.	Among	the	literate	part	of	the	population	and	civil	society	there	are	also	
disagreement	in	terms	of	formation	of	tribunal	and	fair	trial.	One	segment	hold	the	view	
that	the	issue	was	settled	down	40	year	ago	therefore,	no	needed	to	reopen	the	past	that	
may	breach	the	political	solidarity	in	Bangladesh.	Another	group	of	people	think	that	they	
agree	to	try	the	collaborators	but	under	international	standard	where	the	tribunal	would	be	
a	juxtaposition	of	national	and	foreign	judges	and	lawyers	and	an	independent	investigating	
commission.	While	other	group	viewed	that	everything	is	maintained	its	standard	and	by	
doing	this	trial	they	want	to	erase	national	scandal	of	genocide	and	crime	against	humanity.	
Therefore,	a	large	number	of	educated	people	observing	the	real	fact	but	they	have	no	
alternative	but	to	keep	silent	due	to	the	inappropriate	and	intolerant	political	environment.	
The	judgments	have	been	followed	by	violence	as	according	to	them	this	is	biased	and	
intentional	therefore,	protest	and	several	died	on	these	occasions.	As	regards	the	activists	
of	opposition	parties,	they	have	faced	and	are	facing	measurable	life	burden	of	cases	and	
staying	in	jail.	They	are	often	unable	to	stay	at	night	in	the	home	because	of	persecution	by	
police.	Government	maintained	a	systematic	and	continuous	operation	against	the	leaders	
and	activists.	Potential	leaders	and	activists	from	small	village	unite	to	the	constituency	and	
from	local	to	central	are	put	in	the	hit	list	and	killed	in	the	name	of	cross	fire	and	encounter.	
Many	leaders	and	activists	were	forced	to	leave	the	country	and	many	of	them	lost	their	
business	institution.	Therefore,	most	of	them	are	spend	their	days	and	months	by	appearing	
before	the	court.	By	this	judicial	misapplication	democracy	has	destroyed	and	opposition	
politics	almost	fractured	through	losing	their	leaders	and	confined	within	a	very	limited	
indoor	activities.	Some	the	political	parties	are	running	their	activities	hiddenly	for	the	fear	
of	arrest,	detention	and	torture.	Women	activist	were	also	subject	to	arrest	and	arbitrary	
detention.	The	family	members	of	executed	leaders	have	neglected	nationally	and	deprived	
from	certain	right	which	common	citizen	have.		Only	the	portion	holding	secular	politics	
have	satisfied	who	always	criticize	the	Islamic	and	rights	nationalist	politics	in	Bangladesh.	
Moreover,	government	shifting	the	paradigm	of	democracy	while	emphasizing	development	
activities	as	an	alternative	to	democracy.		

	

Conclusion		

It	has	been	observed	that	there	is	no	connection	between	development	of	democracy	and	
economy	by	this	questionable	trial	rather	dividation	of	the	whole	nation.	It	created	rivals	to	
each	other	which	is	the	destructing	point	of	democratic	advancement.	The	main	reasons	
behind	their	attitudes	are	civilizational	inferiority,	fear	of	fairness,	distrust	among	each	
other,	greed	for	power,	disrespect	to	the	dignity	of	human,	and	global	propaganda	and	so	
on.	Election	under	the	Government	controlled	in	2014	was	boycotted	by	major	political	
parties	and	rejected	its	result	by	the	international	communities.	Therefore,	experts	opined	
that	it	lost	its	moral	stand	to	be	a	democratic	government	and	become	arbitrary	retainer	of	
power	by	using	state	security	agencies.		However,	the	democratic	rise	and	fall	is	a	part	of	
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the	history	and	the	current	situation	of	democracy	in	Bangladesh	is	not	the	final	end	rather	
a	process	of	journey	which	will	definitely	fall	in	future.	Therefore,	they	should	return	to	the	
main	stream	of	democracy,	adopt	a	level	playing	field	for	all	political	parties,	leave	egoistic	
and	hypotactic	politics	and	dis	respect	to	each	other.	They	should	restructured	the	tribunal	
under	international	standard	and	empower	the	High	Court	for	judicial	review	of	
administrative	action	so	that	the	victim	can	get	adequate	justice.	They	should	stop	force	
disappearance,	extra-judicial	killing,	arbitrary	arrest	and	detention	should	release	the	
activists	from	baseless	political	cases.	In	further,	they	should	start	dialogue	in	true	sense	and	
make	an	arrangement	for	the	next	general	election	in	2019	ensuring	all	parties	participation.	
In	doing	so	member	of	the	civil	society	should	take	positive	steps	to	consult	with	the	
government	for	finding	a	solution	for	the	sake	of	democracy,	development	and	humanity.	
Otherwise	history	may	be	reverse	and	show	the	untold	bitter	mishap	in	future.										
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RISE	OF	THE	ISLAMISTS	AND	DEMOCRATISATION	OF	
THE	ARAB	WORLD	IN	THE	POST-ARAB	SPRING:	
MUSLIM	BROTHERHOOD	IN	EGYPT	FROM	POLITICS	TO	
PRISON	
	
Dr.	Rafiullah	Azmi	

	

Emergence	of	Islamist	Oriented	Parties	in	the	Middle	East	

Modern	Islamism	emerged	as	an	alternative	political	order	in	response	to	the	crisis	and	
vacuum	created	by	the	collapse	of	Ottoman	Empire	and	the	subsequent	domination	of	
Western	political	thought.	Reformist	thinker	who	promoted	Islam’s	political	idea	often	
argued	that	Islam	was	complete	way	of	life	and	that	the	colonial	world	aimed	to	destroy	
Muslim	culture	and	values.	They	emphasized	the	glorious	past	of	Islam	and	pitched	Islamic	
values	against	the	Western	cultural	values,	essentially	arguing	on	a	moral	stand;	the	
alternative,	thus,	prioritised	faith	over	everything	else	(El-Hodaiby,	1997).		

	

The	emergence	of	contemporary	Islamist	politics	in	the	Middle	East	can	be	traced	back	to	
the	fall	of	Ottoman	Empire;	this	process	has	generally	gone	through	four	phases:	The	first	
phase	started	around	1930s	when	Hassan	al	Bana,	then	a	young	school	teacher,	started	to	
mobilise	the	idea	that	aimed	to	reform	social	and	religious	contours	of	Egypt.	For	al-Bana,	
Egypt’s	indigenous	social	and	cultural	values	were	diluted	by	the	influence	of	the	colonial	
West	and	needed	reformation	and	revival	(Sattar,	1995).	After	the	fall	of	Ottoman	Empire,	
Brotherhood	emerged	as	the	first	popular	Islamist	movement	in	the	Arab	World.	It	was	
around	the	same	time	that	Abul	Ala	Maududi	founded	Jamaat-e-Islami	in	British	India.	Like	
Bana,	Maududi’s	reformist	idea	gained	legitimacy	and	eventually	had	its	followers	in	entire	
South	Asia.		

In	the	post-colonial	era,	when	secular	ideologies,	as	an	extension	of	colonial	West,	failed	to	
deliver	in	Muslim	majority	countries,	political	Islam	gained	further	legitimacy	at	places	
where	Muslims	lived	in	majority.	At	the	end	of	WWII,	the	issue	of	Palestine	took	the	priority	
of	Arab	political	activism.	Muslim	Arabs	relate	the	issue	of	Palestine	directly	to	their	faith	
which	also	became	a	factor	for	Arab	unity	(Joffé,	1983).	It	was	during	this	time	that	another	
Islamist,	movement,	Hamas,	took	birth	in	the	region.	All	Arab	countries,	despite	their	
ideological	differences	and	political	alliances,	rallied	around	the	political	Issue	of	Palestine.		

This	wave	of	political	Islamic	lasted	till	1970s.	During	the	1973	war;	though	Arabs	lost	
militarily,	they	achieved	political	goals	inside	their	own	lands.	Islamic	politics	started	to	
influence	the	regional	politics	in	East.	Years	later,	in	1979,	Iran’s	revolution	was	
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spearheaded	by	the	idea	of	Islam	which	challenged	the	centuries	old	dynastic	rule	prevalent	
in	Persia	–	the	modern-day	Iran.	Islam,	suddenly,	became	“a	modern	political	alternative,”	
(Wright,	2015).	It	was	during	this	period	that	even	the	outright	secular	regimes	like	Anwar	
Sadat	in	Egypt,	began	to	endorse	the	role	of	Islamic	politics	in	regional	politics.	Some	
countries	like	Algeria,	Pakistan	and	Egypt	even	altered	their	constitution	and	made	Sharia	as	
the	basis	of	their	legislation.		

	

The	second	phase	roughly	started	during	1980s.	It	marked	the	emergence	of	Ennahda	Party	
in	Tunisia	in	1981,	by	Rashid	al	Ghannushi	a	Islamic	reformist	political	thinker.	Ennahda	was	
essentially	inspired	by	the	Iranian	revolution.	Ennahda	called	for	an	equal	distribution	jobs	
and	other	economic	resources.	It	also	urged	the	authorities	to	establish	multiparty	
democracy,	besides	calling	for	the	implementation	of	more	religiosity	in	the	daily	life	of	
Tunisian	society.	Ennahda	believed	in	aspiring	of	these	goals	through	nonviolent	means.	
After	1984	the	party	was	reorganized	to	operate	clandestinely	as	well	as	publicly.	To	gain	
legal	recognition,	however,	it	took	its	current	name	in	1989.	During	Zine	el-Abidine	Ben	Ali’s	
administration,	Ennahda	wasn’t	recognised	a	legal	party	in	Tunisia.	But	after	Ben	Ali’s	
departure	from	power	in	2011	Arab	Uprising,	Ennahda	was	formally	legalized	to	contest	
elections.	

	

This	was	followed	by	creation	of	Islamic	Salvation	Front	in	Algeria	in	1989	by	Ali	Belhadj	and	
Abbasi	al-Madani.	The	party	emerged	as	majority	in	local	elections	of	1990	in	Algeria;	it	also	
won	most	of	the	seats	in	the	National	Assembly	in	the	first	round	of	balloting	in	1991.	
Subsequently,	the	existing	government	of	Algeria	cancelled	the	second	round	and	arrested	
many	of	the	group’s	leaders.	Following	this,	The	FIS	and	more	extreme	Islamist	groups	
afterward	waged	a	protracted	guerrilla	war	against	the	existing	regime	in	their	own	country.		

This	could	be	called	as	reformist	Islamism	–	a	period	when	Islamist	political	parties	started	
to	participate	in	mainstream	politics.	The	Islamists	moved	beyond	the	rhetoric;	the	Islamist	
thinkers	worked	to	find	a	way	to	reconcile	with	demands	of	the	contemporary	socio-political	
issues.	The	end	of	Cold	War	altered	the	power	balance	in	the	Muslim	world,	especially	in	the	
Middle	East.	After	Iran,	the	reformist	political	Islam	faced	a	test	in	Algeria	in	1991.	The	
Islamic	Salvation	Front	won	the	elections	essentially	because	of	the	history	corruption	of	the	
earlier	political	parties.	This	trial	was	disrupted	by	the	Algerian	army	when	they	forcefully	
seized	power	in	1992.	The	leaders	of	Front	were	arrested.	By	and	large,	this	happening	
discouraged	Islamists	and	betrayed	their	trust	in	mainstream	politics	because	of	which	
certain	‘extremist’	groups	took	birth	in	Algeria.	Elsewhere,	however,	Islamist	parties	
continued	their	work,	further	encouraged	by	the	changing	dynamics	of	global	politics.	In	
1992,	Hezbollah	contested	Lebanese	elections.	Three	years	later,	in	1995,	after	decades	of	
suppression	by	the	Dictators,	Egypt’s	Muslim	Brotherhood	ran	for	parliament.	During	the	
same	time	Jordan’s	Islamic	Action	Front	emerged	as	the	largest	opposition	elected	to	
parliament.	Islamist	oriented	politics	gained	widespread	acceptance	till	9/11	–	the	incident	
that	brought	a	paradigm	shift	in	global	politics.		
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Here	started	the	third	and	most	crucial	phase	Islamist	faced	all	over	the	world.	Post-9/11,	
almost	all	the	incidents	related	terrorism	started	being	attributed	to	Muslims.	Islamist	faced	
a	challenge	to	create	different	identities	within	themselves,	and,	on	certain	occasions,	
disassociate	themselves	from	‘militant	Islam’.	The	following	decade	was	a	kind	of	counter-
Jihad	with	politicians	across	the	world	misusing	the	anti-Muslim	rhetoric	to	gain	political	
goals.	For	reformist	Islamism,	new	discourse	about	the	inclusiveness	of	Islam	came	to	fore,	
with	many	neo-liberal	scholars	contesting	Islam’s	social,	political	and	cultural	resilience.	

Little	more	than	a	decade	later,	Arab	Uprising	changed	the	equation	of	political	Islam;	until	
this	stage,	all	the	Islamist	movements	were,	more	or	less,	a	reaction	to	what	was	happening	
in	the	world.	With	Arab	Uprising,	the	new	phase	of	Islamist	movements,	had	more	of	a	
provocative	mission.	After	the	fall	of	dictators,	Arabs	voted	Islamist	to	power	demonstrating	
an	urge	to	be	set	free	and	treated	with	dignity	and	justice.	The	Islamist	alternative	may	not	
necessarily	be	a	consciousness	one,	but	for	Arabs	it	was	a	choice	between	authoritarianism	
and	religions	politics;	they	choose	the	later.	Although	the	Islamists	found	widespread	
acknowledgement	in	polls,	majority	of	the	Islamist	parties	lacked	a	genuine	comprehension	
about	how	to	rule.	“The	growing	array	of	Islamist	political	parties	constituted	a	whole	new	
bloc	–	separate	from	the	purely	militant	movements.	The	distinctions	among	them	were	
often	nuanced.	But	the	groups	shared	at	least	four	common	denominators…”	(Wright,	
2015).		

	

Islam	and	Democracy	

The	relation	between	Islam	is	democracy	is	a	tricky	one.	Any	belief	system,	owing	to	the	
whims,	logic,	and	rationale	of	the	interpreter	and	the	believer,	exposes	itself	to	a	multitude	
of	interpretations.	The	very	notion	that	no	religion	exclusively	defines	a	system	of	
government	increases	the	possibilities	of	scholarly	investigation	of	what	would	constitute	a	
‘utopian’	idea	of	government	in	that	respective	belief	system?	Not	far	from	this,	a	believer	
herself	poses	this	question.	

	

Since	any	belief	system	is	totalitarian	in	its	attitude	and	tries	to	impose	its	values	on	the	
believers,	the	religious	values	become	conventional	values	especially	in	religious	oriented	
societies.	Believers	often	invoke	the	veracity	of	the	religion	and	use	the	prism	of	their	own	
beliefs	to	comprehend	culture,	politics,	economics	and	history.	Such	reasoning	is	not	
confined	only	to	the	believers	but	Ismail	(2006)	maintains	that	a	plethora	of	recent	
literature	on	Islam	and	politics	hold	similar	views	and	“place	‘Islam’	within	an	established	
narrative	of	world	history”	(Ismail,	2006).			

	

She	argues	that	such	a	narrative	shows	a	preoccupation	of	Islam	with	western	modernity.	
Thus,	it	becomes	imperative	on	Muslims,	or,	on	a	whole,	the	religion	of	Islam,	to	counter	or	
adapt	Western	modernity.	The	formation	of	such	a	binary	intensifies	the	debate	whether	
Islam	is	compatible	with	democracy	or	whether	Islam	has	problems	only	with	the	western	
idea	of	liberal	democracy.	Further	it	reduces	Islam	to	an	‘Other’	ever	in	conflict	with	
modernity.		
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Modernization	as	it	evolved	in	West	had	much	to	do	with	secularization	of	the	society	
where	religion	became	a	private	affair.	As	most	Muslim	countries,	through	colonization,	
adapted	or	inherited	the	western	values	of	governance,	secularization	of	the	West	
inevitably	became	a	part	of	Muslim	societies.	From	a	western	perspective	as	Volpi	(2003)	
has	showed	how	“the	process	of	colonization…	mixed	Realpolitik	and	economic	calculations	
with	noble’	moral	and	philosophical	objectives,”	(Volpi,	2003).	Islamists,	who	live	on	high	
citadel	of	religion,	reject	such	an	onslaught	of	West.205	Post	decolonization	movements,	as	
the	indigenous	social	and	political	elites	of	colonial	era	formed	governments;	they	continued	
the	policy	of	‘orientalizing’	the	society	much	like	their	colonial	counterparts	(Volpi,	2003)	
Very	soon,	as	national	policies	of	economic	development	and	social	progress	were	formed,	a	
new	breed	of	Muslims	emerged	contesting	the	claims	of	indigenous	elites	and	challenging	
their	power	which	was	mostly	on	militaristic.	

	

Democracy,	the	way	it	was	inherited,	did	not	yield	any	democratization	but	soon	turned	into	
a	tool	for	a	select	group	to	continue	their	authoritative	regimes.	On	the	other	hand,	
Islamists	used	religion	to	counter	the	regimes	using	religious	allegory,	symbols	and	historical	
narratives.	It	problematized	the	whole	debate:	what	was	essentially	to	be	understood	as	a	
power	struggle	between	two	groups	was	conceptualized	in	a	different	manner.	As	the	
Western	powers	continued	to	support	the	authoritarian	regimes	from	time	to	time,	
Islamists	easily	appropriated	their	struggles	as	anti-West.	Much	worse	than	that	Westerners	
blamed	Islam	saying	the	religion	was	incompatible	with	modernity	and	needed	massive	
reformation.	Ismail	clarifies	that	“Islamism’s	anti-Western	posture	was	a	rejection	of	that	
hegemony,”	(Ismail,	2006).	She	further	argues	that	“Islamism	is	not	essentially	an	anti-
modern	movement,	but	an	effort	at	dislodging	the	West	from	the	position	of	centrality	that	
it	claims.”	

	

Democracy	as	the	high	ideal	of	western	civilization	thus	became	an	eye	in	the	storm.	Its	
rejection	became	imperative	on	Islamists	who	wanted	to	govern	and	form	their	own	regime.	
Even	if	Muslim	societies	were	to	adapt	democracy	what	kind	of	democracy	they	dreamt	of.	
Under	that	pressure,	Islamists	came	with	a	contemporary	term	which	was	rooted	in	the	
teaching	of	Islam.	Shura	or	Consultation	was	the	response	to	the	electoral	politics	of	Liberal	
Democracy.	Belkeziz	(2009)	points	to	the	fact	that	the	theoretical	poverty	of	this	concept	led	
contemporary	thinkers	to	borrow	some	of	its	features	from	the	western	concept	of	
democracy.	Islamists,	however,	point	that	Shura	preceded	the	basic	principles	of	democracy	
(Belkeziz,	2009).	

	

																																																													

205	 For	 example,	 Syed	 Qutb	 in	 his	 book	 Milestones	 castigates	 the	 hegemonic	 claims	 of	 West	 and	 argues	 how	 Islam	 is	 the	 only	
religion/civilization	which	can	civilize	the	world.	Written	in	a	polemical	tone,	it	led	a	generation	of	Muslims	to	counter	the	west	through	
ideological	 or	 militant	 means.	 Another	 important	 Islamist	 ideologue	 Abul	 A’la	 Maududi	 continuously	 build	 a	 case	 against	 West’s	
secularization	philosophy.	See,	Qutb,	Sayyid.	(2002).	Milestones.	New	Delhi:	Islamic	Book	Service	(p)	Ltd;	and	Nasr,	S.V.R.	(1996).	Maulana	
Maududi	and	the	Making	of	Islamic	revivalism.	New	York/Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press.			
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As	the	concept	of	Shura	continues	to	develop	a	shift	came	in	Muslim	politics	where	they	
engaged	themselves	in	the	democratic	practices	held	under	authoritarian	regimes.	The	shift	
came	in	the	form	of	repression	that	the	authoritative	regimes	in	the	Muslim	world	imposed	
on	general	public	in	general	and	on	Islamists	in	particular.	The	question	was	not	about	Islam	
or	democracy	but	“who	gets	what,	when	and	how”206:	the	most	basic	questions	of	politics.	

Ideological	positions	were	also	reframed.	Take	the	example	of	Pakistan	where	soon	after	its	
formation	the	Islamist	ideologue	Abul	A’la	Maududi	asked	the	members	of	his	party	
(Jama’at	e	Islami)	not	to	swear	allegiance	to	the	new	state	for	its	lack	of	religiosity.	Soon	
after,	the	party	began	a	campaign	to	Islamize	the	constitution	and	as	the	Pakistan	state	
declared	that	the	“sovereignty	belongs	to	Allah”	the	party	had,	more	or	less,	no	reservations	
in	participating	in	elections.	The	constitution	of	the	new	state	was	in	no	way	closer	to	what	
Maududi	understood	by	his	concept	of	democracy	or	what	he	called	theo-democracy.	
Similar	ideological	positions	were	also	reframed	in	Egypt.	After	the	death	of	Sayyid	Qutb,	
there	was	profileration	of	Islamic	militant	movements	who	declared	Egypt	as	a	Jahilliyah	
state.	But	the	chief	ideologue	of	Muslim	Brotherhood	Hassan	Hudeibi	rejected	such	
theorization	paving	way	for	members	of	MB	contesting	elections	and	even	winning	the	first	
democratically	held	elections	in	2012	under	Mohammad	Morsi.	Similar	examples	can	be	
taken	from	Bangladesh,	Algeria,	Tunisia,	Palestine	and	other	countries.		

	

It	is	essential	to	understand	how	the	inseparability	of	Islam	and	politics	is	understood	by	
Muslims.	Politics,	by	any	means,	demands	to	recognize	that	any	idea	or	vision	is	not	timeless	
and	thus	bound	to	change.	Thus,	when	Muslims	assert	the	concepts	of	Khilafah	or	Sharia	
they	assert	continuity	and	a	relation	with	the	past	but	at	the	same	time,	inadvertently	they	
also	appreciate	the	“modern	intellectual	terrain,”	(Eickelman	&	Piscatori,	2004)	“Of	crucial	
importance	in	this	process	has	been	a	‘democratization’	of	the	political	process	of	Islam	and	
the	development	of	a	standardized	language	inculcated	by	mass	higher	education,	the	mass	
media,	travel,	and	labor	migration”	(Eickelman	&	Piscatori,	2004).		

	

The	debate	around	the	compatibility	between	Islam	and	democracy	thus	is	not	only	about	
electoral	politics.	Since	electoral	politics	in	democracy	decides	the	sphere	of	power	but	too	
much	importance	to	it	neglects	the	sphere	of	culture,	human	rights,	economics	etc.	

	

Bayat	(2013)	deliberating	on	the	same	line	of	reasoning	makes	an	important	interjection	
claiming	that	this	sort	of	dichotomy	(Islam	versus	Democracy)	is	an	academic	fallacy.	For	
him,	such	a	dichotomy	pits	Islam	against	democracy	exclusively	as	if	both	are	devoid	of	any	
internal	complexities.	Further,	he	critiques	democracy	(or	the	liberal	democracy)	from	a	
Marxist	and	feminist	point	of	view.	Bayat	argues	that	there	is	nothing	intrinsic	in	any	religion	

																																																													

206	Harold	Lasswell,	quoted	in	Eickelman,	D.	F.,	&	Piscatori,	J.	P.	(2004).	Muslim	politics.	Princeton	University	Press.	In	the	post-colonial	era,	
Islamists	 faced	a	greater	challenge	of	reformation	not	 from	within	but	 from	outside.	Since	 Islam	forms	an	essential	part	of	 the	political	
process	in	Arab	conscience,	the	authoritarian	regimes	did	not	really	want	the	Islamists	to	manifest	their	political	idea	in	a	way	that	could	
have	 influenced	 the	 existing	 political	 thought	 of	 the	 Arabs.	 An	 alternative	 political	 thought	 would	 have	 meant	 a	 competition	 to	 the	
authoritative	regimes;	so	for	them	there	was	always	an	option	to	avoid	such	possibility.	
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or	Islam	for	that	matter	that	renders	it	democratic	or	undemocratic.	It	is	the	nature	of	the	
social	agents	that	makes	the	outward	and	inward	character	of	religion,	(Bayat,	2007).		

Essentially,	

[The]	compatibility	or	incompatibility	of	a	religion,	including	Islam,	with	democracy	is	
not	a	matter	of	merely	philosophical	speculations,	but	of	political	struggle.	It	is	not	
as	much	the	question	of	texts	as	the	balance	of	power	between	those	who	want	a	
democratic	religion	and	those	who	pursue	an	authoritarian	version	(Bayat,	2007).	

In	other	words,	how	a	group	comes	to	power	or	electoral	politics	is	not	a	determinant	of	
democracy	but	what	kind	of	legislation	it	imposes	on	people.	The	ethos	of	a	particular	
society	will	determine	the	legislation	and	how	well	they	are	respected	will	determine	the	
democratic	attitude	of	that	regime.	

	

The	Emergence	of	Muslim	Brotherhood	

Muslim	Brotherhood	is	an	ideologically	driven	religio-political	organization	which	Hasan	al-
Bana,	a	schoolteacher,	established	the	Muslim	Brotherhood	in	Isma`iliyya,	a	Suez	Canal	city	
greatly	impacted	by	the	British	military	presence	(Mitchell,	1993).	Realizing	the	need	that	
Egyptian	society	needed	a	revival,	not	abandonment	of	Islamic	principles,	al-Bana	developed	
a	movement	to	promote	Islamic	values.	Initially,	it	was	explicitly	declared	the	Brotherhood	is	
not	to	become	a	political	party;	the	movement	emphasized	an	Islamic	solution	for	the	
problems	faced	by	the	society	in	general	and	the	youth,	in	particular.	

	

Brotherhood	developed	renewed	perspectives	regarding	the	origin	of	problem	generally	
encountered	by	people	in	Egypt.	For	al-Bana,	the	nationalist	secular	parties	and	their	
wealthy	landowner	representatives	were	also	failing	Egyptian	society.	Although	a	partial	
independence	was	obtained	by	these	parties	in	1922,	they	had	not	been	able	to	affect	the	
life	of	common	citizenry.	Majority	of	the	Egypt	was	not	benefiting	from	the	policies	of	
government.	Brotherhood	came	with	some	remedial	measures,	providing	youth	
development	programs,	medical	clinics,	educational	fellowships,	and	da`wah207;	this	
resulted	in	the	rapid	rise	of	Muslim	Brotherhood.	

	

After	its	ardent	role	in	Palestinian	struggle	especially	during	late	1940s,	Brotherhood	gained	
legitimacy	and	public	acceptance.	Around	the	World	War	II,	Brotherhood	had	a	change	of	
mood;	the	movement	which	was	started	for	the	socio-religious	activism	stepped	into	the	
domain	of	politics.	With	sufficient	public	support	Brotherhood	challenged	the	political	
consciousness	of	Egypt,	opposing	almost	every	political	initiative	that	would	not	draw	
inspiration	from	religion.	At	this	pedestal,	Brotherhood	viewed	democracy	as	an	extension	
of	West’s	colonial	political	doctrine,	and	hence	opposite	to	the	Islamic	political	thought	
which	the	organization	cherished:	“Democracy	has	become	infertile…	the	period	of	western	
(democratic)	system	has	come	to	an	end	primarily	because	it	is	deprived	of	those	life-giving	

																																																													
207	Da’wah	 is	 a	 form	of	 religious	preaching.	After	 the	 fall	 of	Ottoman	Empire,	 it	 became	one	of	 the	 famous	 tools	 to	propagate	 Islamic	
knowledge.	These	kinds	of	movements	remained	very	influential	for	decades	appealing	especially	to	the	less	educated	sections	of	society.		
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values	which	enabled	it	to	be	the	leader	of	mankind…at	this	crucial	juncture,	the	turn	of	
Islam	has	come,”	(Qutb,	2007).	

	

Brotherhood	initially	aimed	to	work	at	a	small	scale	focussing	on	schools,	hospitals	and	
other	social	welfare	issues;	the	aim	was	to	invoke	the	spirit	of	Islamic	teachings	in	the	
society.	“The	public	services	evolved	into	mini-states-within-states,	taking	on	distinct	
political	agendas	for	changing	the	rest	of	society	too.	Many	other	Islamist	movements	later	
duplicated	the	formula,”	(Wright,	2015).			

	

The	Shift	in	Brotherhood’s	Policy	

In	a	place	where	Islamism	plays	a	vital	role	in	shaping	public	discourse,	political	stability	
requires	appropriate	harmony	between	religion	and	politics	(Audi,	2000).	But	to	deal	with	
the	growing	influence	of	Islamic	groups	in	the	civil	and	political	life	of	the	country,	the	
dictatorial	regimes	in	Egypt	have	always	adopted	two	pronged	strategies.	First,	the	
government	enacted	a	series	of	legislation	aimed	at	curtailing	the	freedom	of	expression	
and	restricting	the	opportunities	for	political	participation	so	that	Muslim	Brotherhood,	the	
largest	opposition	group	of	the	country	and	other	Islamic	forces	could	be	prevented	from	
utilizing	the	institutional	resources	to	mobilize	the	people	against	the	exploitative	policies	of	
regime	in	power.	Secondly,	in	order	to	set	a	demoralizing	trend	among	the	cadres	of	
militant	Islamic	groups,	mostly	the	youth,	the	regime	physically	intimidated	Islamists	and	
assaulted	them	on	various	pretexts.	

	

To	start	with	the	Muslim	Brotherhood	did	not	have	a	political	programme	on	its	agenda	
when	they	came	to	existence.	It	started	off	as	an	ordinary	socio-religious	organization	with	
the	aim	to	help	the	general	public	of	Egypt.	It	built	mosques,	schools,	hospitals	besides	
launching	some	small	socio-economic	schemes	to	help	society.	Its	underlying	objective,	
however,	has	always	been	to	infuse	Quran	and	Sunnah	in	the	society	(Kerckhove,	2012).	It	
was	towards	the	mobilization	of	Second	World	War	that	it	felt	the	need	to	protect	the	
economic	rights	of	the	Egyptian	society	as	a	whole.	Theorizing	the	idea	that	he	had	on	mind,	
Hassan	al-Bana,	the	founder	of	the	Muslim	Brotherhood,	suggested	that	if	one	desired	he	
might	describe	Brotherhood	as:	“(1)	a	Salafite	call,	for	they	invited	the	Muslim	to	the	return	
of	original	Islam,	(2)	a	way	based	on	the	prophetic	model	behaviour;	(3)	a	Sufi	reality…;	(4)	a	
political	association…;	(5)	an	education	society…;	(6)	an	economic	company…;	and	a	
collective	thought”.208	By	then,	however,	Brotherhood	was	no	way	near	to	mainstream	
politics;	besides,	theorising	an	idea	is	often	easier	than	its	application.		

	

It	was	towards	the	later	1940s	that	Brotherhood	thought	seriously	about	political	Islam.	
Although	Brotherhood	had	some	confidential	people	in	the	mainstream	politics,	Egypt	never	
allowed	the	Islamists	a	chance	to	settle	down.	So,	before	it	could	manifest	the	applicability	
of	its	political	idea	in	the	changing	global	political	dynamics,	Egyptian	army	and	the	liberal-

																																																													
208	This	is	mentioned	by	Hassan	al-Bana	in	his	famous	work	Rasa’il.	At	this	stage	Brotherhood	has	not	stepped	into	the	domain	of	political	
Islam.		



 246 

secular	political	elite	started	their	repression	of	the	Islamists.	This	repression	divided	the	
society.	Instead	of	taking	the	society	into	confidence	and	explaining	to	them	the	constraints	
and	restraints	faced	by	the	government,	Egypt’s	dictators	either	over-publicised	the	
achievements	of	their	government	or	blamed	the	Islamists	for	their	shortcomings.	The	
contrast	between	unstable	political	order	and	unstable	social	and	political	conditions	
became	more	obvious	to	society	when	the	regime	failed	to	offer	solution	to	the	social	
political	anxieties	of	Egypt.		

	

Although	the	Islamisation	of	traditions	in	Egypt	has	been	so	deep	that	sometimes	it	is	
difficult	to	distinguish	between	the	two	(Bari,	1995),	a	vast	debate	-	which	sometimes	forms	
the	origin	of	chaos	-	about	the	role	of	Sharia	in	Egypt’s	political	sphere	has	remained	an	
issue	of	contestation	at	a	global	level.	Not	only	Islamists,	even	some	secularists	differ	among	
themselves.	Some	secularists	outright	object	the	blending	of	Sharia	and	politics	in	any	
shape,	while	others	argue	for	the	application	of	the	Sharia	for	Muslims,	so	long	as	non-
Muslim	minorities	(mostly	Christians)	are	not	forced	to	comply	(Al-Ali,	2000).	This	dichotomy	
–	which	has	emerged	due	to	the	lack	of	genuine	debate	about	the	role	of	Sharia	–	has	
pushed	people	into	a	situation	where	political	parties	and	political	actors	are	rendered	trust-
less.		

	

Egypt	is	one	among	such	Muslim	dominated	states	where	relationship	between	religious	
and	political	institutions	has	historically	remained	unstable	for	at	least	two	reasons:	(1)	
Social	and	economic	change	in	the	form	of	urbanization,	social	mobility,	improved	
communication,	and	increasing	access	of	education	continues	to	transform	the	religious	
institutions.	These	changes	have	increased	‘pluralism’209	and	produced	conflict	within	the	
religious	sphere.	With	such	dynamic	circumstances,	the	role	of	religious	institutions	has	
varied	from	time	to	time.	Some	elements	of	the	religious	sphere	have	sought	to	profit	from	
their	strength	to	make	a	more	prominent,	or	even	dominant,	part	of	state.	(2)	Given	that	
Egypt	has	been	one	of	the	harsh	dictatorships,	the	state	has	always	responded	by	seeking	
unduly	enhanced	powers	to	subjugate	religious	institutions.	The	regime	has	always	
undermined	the	power	and	social	mobility	and	acceptance	Islamic	organisations	would	
acquire	by	their	subtle	social	work.		

	

The	strength	of	Egypt’s	political	culture	and	its	evolution	does	not	depend	on	state’s	Islamist	
identity	or	on	the	ideological	disputes	about	sovereignty.	But	the	religious	and	political	
spheres	depend	upon	the	prevailing	political	culture.	Both	spheres	reflect	the	ideas	about	
morality,	authority,	and	participation	contained	in	that	culture	and	have	limited	means	to	
alter	that	culture	in	the	short	run.	The	‘political’	and	the	‘religious’,	entangled	though	they	
are,	had	been	previously	somewhat	successful	in	transforming	each	other.	Therefore,	the	

																																																													
209	 By	 pluralism	 I	 refer	 to	 the	 triangular	 relationship	 among	 government,	 the	 official	 religious	 establishment,	 and	 the	 unofficial	
establishment	 (the	 Muslim	 Brotherhood)	 remains	 unstable	 because	 the	 status	 quo	 depends	 upon	 the	 will	 of	 the	 state.	 Despite	 the	
government	 efforts	 over	 the	 past	 century	 or	 so,	 the	 organizational	 structure	 of	 Islam	 in	 Egypt	 has	 become	 pluralistic.	 It	 is	 thoroughly	
politicized.	The	state	has	transformed	the	institutional	structure	of	Islam	in	Egypt	and	incorporated	it	in	various	degrees	into	the	structures	
of	state.	Transforming	Islam	has	transformed	state.	And	this	has	paved	a	way	for	the	political	pluralism.		
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domain	of	encounter	between	religion	and	politics	is	thus	quite	different	from	those	
previously	described.	

	

	

	

Implication	of	the	Rise	of	Brotherhood:	From	Politics	to	Prison	

Generally,	secularism	is	viewed	as	a	confrontation	between	religion	and	politics.	But,	in	
Egypt,	it	did	not	launch	a	visible	attack	on	religion	for	a	very	long	time.	The	political	actors	
on	either	side,	particularly	the	Islamists,	see	religion	as	the	fundamental	framework	of	the	
political	culture	and	the	only	source	of	legitimacy.	The	Islamist	discourse,	in	this	context,	is	
simply	confined	to	the	idea	of	serving	Islam.	For	Middle	East	modernization,	an	instinctively	
different	pattern	of	secularism	is	adored,	which	is	based	on	the	redefinition	of	religion	in	the	
public	sphere	rather	than	a	direct	confrontation	with	it	(Ardic,	2012).		

	

Even	before	the	Arab	Uprising,	the	idea	of	religious	politics	had	transformed	with	time.	
Though	religion	wasn’t	simply	seen	as	a	‘system	of	belief	restricted	to	personal	and	private	
life	rather	than	as	a	complete	way	of	life,’210	for	Islamists	across	the	world	–	particularly	the	
Egyptian	Islamist	–	this	notion	has	seriously	hampered	peoples’	ability	to	understand	the	
nature	of	Islam	and	many	of	the	world’s	religions	(Esposito,	2000).	Al-Ghannouchi	draws	
attention	to	the	difference	between	the	Western	experience	where	“secularism	is	
associated	with	scientific	progress,	industrial	revolution	and	democratic	governments”	and	
modernization	in	the	West	Asia	where	“pseudo-secularism…has	destroyed	society	and	
rendered	it	easy	prey	to	a	corrupt	elite.”	He	also	argues	that	in	this	region	secularism	has	
become	“a	‘church’	of	the	same	type	against	which	the	West	rebelled,”	(Ghannouchi,	2000).		

After	decades	of	repression	by	dictators,	Islamists	were	finally	in	the	saddle	of	
transformation211	in	Egypt.	But	political	success	is	barely	anything	as	easier	as	ostensibly	
perceived	by	the	Brotherhood.	Every	time	Egypt	seemed	to	come	closer	to	the	stability	and	
democracy,	a	new	problem	surfaced.	In	the	current	Arab	world,	however,	prevailing	
indigenous	models	of	democracy	have	historically	worked	to	side-track	genuine	political	
reform.	Given	the	contestability	of	democracy,	it	is	minimally	defined	here	as	a	form	of	
legally	conditional	and	limited	rule	standing	in	contradistinction	to	that	most	widely	
practiced	rule	in	the	Arab	world:	the	autocracy	(Labri,	2000).	

	

During	post-Uprising	era,	political	instability	appeared	more	rigorous,	violent	and	persistent	
phenomenon	than	ever	with	uneven	happenings	drifting	the	situation	back	to	square	one.	
When	people	were	out	to	vote	in	the	first	ever	democratically	held	elections,	Egypt’s	

																																																													
210	Some	of	the	historians	argue	that	in	Christian	Europe	a	similar	religious	discourse	did	exist	up	to	the	18th	century.	It	was	accompanied	
by	 the	 emergence	 of	 various	 denominations,	 especially	 in	 Protestant	 countries,	 which	 was	 eventually	 replaced	 by	 the	 more	 familiar	
discourse	positioning	reason	and	science	against	religion	and	superstition;	in	Middle	East,	this	was	the	distinctive	character	of	the	entire	
modernization	process.	
211	When	Brotherhood	started	their	political	ambition	at	the	outbreak	of	World	War	Second,	their	idea	of	governance	was	to	preserve	the	
religious	and	cultural	heritage	of	Egypt.	During	that	period,	their	message	influenced	the	youth	at	a	large	scale.	By	as	the	modernization	
and	 secularism	 flourished	 in	 Egypt,	 Brotherhood	 had	 to	 change	 their	 idea	 of	 governance.	 And	 after	 the	 uprising,	 the	 ideology	 of	
Brotherhood	was	far	distant	for	the	idea	that	its	founder,	Hassan	al-Bana,	nourished. 
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Supreme	Constitutional	Court	issued	a	ruling	that	the	law	under	which	the	parliament	had	
been	elected	was	unconstitutional.	The	SCC	ruling	further	maintained	that	the	lower	of	
parliament	should	be	disbanded.	To	pile	over	the	agony,	military	also	passed	a	new	
constitutional	declaration	under	which	president	was	deprived	of	any	significant	power.	This	
declaration	carved	a	very	strong	role	of	military	in	the	constitution	writing	process	that	was	
underway.		

	

The	Islamist	camp	did	not	show	any	reaction	initially.	They	waited,	and	once	elected	to	
power,	Mohamed	Morsi	reassembled	the	support	against	these	steps	and	eventually	moved	
to	court	demonstrating	the	suspension	of	the	same.	He	negated	the	authority	military	was	
trying	to	hold,	and	issued	a	constitutional	declaration	that	all	such	powers	belonged	to	
presidency.	This	move	was	followed	by	yet	another	decree	nullifying	the	military’s	recent	
actions.	With	the	sequence	of	unfolding	events,	apprehension	that	presidential	power	may	
go	unchecked	crept	severely	in	the	Egyptian	society.	The	ruling	FJP	invited	the	opposition	to	
dialogue	about	the	constitution	drafting	and	other	controversies	that	had	been	simmering.	
But	the	opposition	“continued	to	refuse	to	involve	themselves	in	the	constitution	process	
which	grew	increasingly	shrill	in	their	criticism	of	Islamists,”	(Labri,	2000).		

	

When	deadline	for	drafting	the	constitution	came	near,	Morsi	alleged	that	some	secular	
elements	and	the	supporters	of	old	regime	were	conspiring	to	dissolve	the	constitutional	
assembly.	He	tried	to	control	the	situation	in	a	different	way:	he	issued	a	constitutional	
declaration	removing	the	issue	of	constituent	assembly	and	others	matters	from	judicial	
review.	This	amounted	to	the	base	of	second	uprising	–	this	time	against	Morsi	–	as	the	
opposition	took	it	as	an	assertion	of	absolute	presidential	power.	In	the	meantime,	the	
constitution	assembly	finished	the	draft	work	and	Egyptians	were	called	to	polls	yet	again	to	
pass	a	referendum.	The	constitution	was	passed	in	a	very	low	voter	turnout	with	only	33	
percent	of	the	population	taking	part	in	it.		

	

The	non-Islamist	opposition	built	their	movement	primarily	on	this	initiative.	A	sense	of	
insecurity	was	induced	in	the	Egyptian	political	consciousness	on	the	claim	that	Islamists	
were	trying	to	hijack	the	revolution	which	lead	to	further	protests.	Although	people	
demonstrated	sincerely	to	save	their	revolution,	the	protests	were	no	longer	an	
independent	peoples’	movement.	On	30	June	2013,	mass	demonstration	took	place	across	
Egypt.	Army	issued	a	warning	to	the	political	actors	to	resolve	the	issues	within	48	hours,	
but	to	no	avail.	The	persistent	denial	to	engage	in	dialogue	by	the	opposition	allowed	army	
to	intervene	on	July	3.	Though	this	was	an	unjustified	move	by	army,212	Egypt	was	not	alien	
to	such	a	situation:	It	was	the	death	of	democracy	in	its	infancy.		

	
																																																													
212	Unlike	the	role	army	played	 in	Egypt	during	2011,	 this	 time	 it	chose	to	take	a	stand:	 they	sided	with	the	non-Islamist	camp	possibly	
deeming	 that	 it	was	also	 in	defiance	of	 their	own	 interests.	Army,	as	 such,	 shall	 remain	vigilant	and	determined	 to	provide	 safety	and	
security	 to	 nation.	 It	 has	 no	 role	 to	 flourish	 the	 democracy.	 By	 taking	 side,	 the	 military	 did	 not	 only	 jeopardize	 the	 revolutionary	
momentum	in	Egypt,	it	also	replayed	the	role	for	which	people	have	hated	them	for	decades.	At	times,	it	seemed	that	people	endorse	the	
position	 of	 army.	 But	 once	 the	 romance	 of	 fiddling	 demonstration	 calms	 down	 and	 people	 return	 to	 the	 normal	 life,	 they	 will,	 most	
possibly,	 regret	 the	 support	 they	 lent	 to	military’s	move	 against	 the	 democratically	 elected	 government.	Military	 takeover	 is	 never	 a	
solution	for	bad	governance.		
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During	the	small	period	of	Morsi	regime,	certain	things	duly	changed	in	Egypt.	The	security	
situation	improved;	there	were	no	political	imprisonments.	There	was	no	curtailment	of	
freedom	of	expression,	no	ban	on	press,	no	emergency	law	in	place.	But	with	Morsi	gone,	
there	were	now	celebrations,	and	mourning:	The	army	with	anti-Brotherhood	alliance	are	
rejoicing	the	fall	of	president	who	‘failed	to	meet	the	sentiments	of	people’,	the	
Brotherhood	is	by	caught	by	the	grief	of	the	‘unconstitutional	ousting	of	Morsi’.	The	
conspiracy	by	‘deep	state’	to	crumble	Brotherhood	took	a	new	turn	when	Sheikh	al-Azhar	
came	publicly	in	support	of	the	road	map	issued	by	army.	This	was	a	yet	another	
‘acknowledgement	of	legitimacy’	for	General	Sisi.	Although	people	did	not	initially	notice	
their	mistake,	by	giving	their	consent	to	yet	another	army	dictator,	they	are	more	likely	to	
regret	it	soon.		

	

Failure	of	‘democracy’	was	essentially	the	miscalculation	of	‘main	political	actors’	in	Egypt.	
As	a	system,	democracy	is	not	something	that	can	be	established	overnight	no	matter	how	
much	the	society	is	eager	for	freedom.	And	in	a	place	where	dictatorship	has	been	the	rule	
of	law	for	generations	at	stretch,	it	may	take	even	more	time	for	people	to	get	used	to	this	
idea.	But	Egypt	showed	no	respect	to	the	rules	of	democracy.	Since	Islamists	came	to	power	
through	electoral	majority,	they	should	have	been	given	full	term	to	rule.	This	would	have	
consequently	shown	the	practical	form	of	Brotherhood	politics.	Given	more	time,	there	was	
a	possibility	that	Brotherhood	would	have	brought	political	stability	to	Egypt	by	improving	
upon	their	mistakes.	Here,	political	stability	would	have	driven	more	support	in	favour	of	FJP	
and	inevitably	made	the	non-Islamist	opposition	little	less	relevant	in	society,	but	neither	
the	old	guard	nor	the	deep	state	were	ready	for	it.	

	

Deception	of	the	Deep	State	

The	outcome	of	revolution	ought	to	go	beyond	the	aspect	of	toppling	the	regime;	because	
revolutions	do	not	always	produce	the	outcome	that	‘revolution	makers’	desire	at	the	
outbreak	of	an	uprising.	Sometimes	the	outcome	is	utterly	the	opposite	of	‘revolutionary	
aspiration’,	and	sometimes	the	version	that	comes	out	of	the	revolutionary	process	is	the	
façade	of	aspirations	misrepresented	by	the	force	which	comes	to	power.	People	can	only	
hope	for	it	and	make	their	best	attempts	in	this	pursuit.	But	the	role	that	the	‘deep	state’213	
plays,	like	in	case	of	Egypt,	spoils	the	structure	of	‘revolutionary	imagination’.	Egypt	felt	
victim	to	such	misrepresentation	by	its	army	and	the	deep	state.		

	

The	leadership	–	within	Army	and	the	political	circles	–	that	obtained	the	command	to	
transform	Egypt	on	the	principles	of	the	revolution	failed	to	understand	their	responsibility.	
The	correct	method	lies	in	compassionate-reconciliation.	The	role	of	political	party	that	
comes	to	power	in	the	wake	of	the	revolution	is	to	liberate	society	from	the	clutches	of	
authoritarian	fear	to	ensure	the	justice	is	being	done.		

																																																													
213 In the post-revolution era, both the Islamists and Secularists wanted to reap benefits of the Uprising. Each side mobilized their 
sympathizers to gained trust and support. Eventually the Islamists won the elections. Backing upon their political victory, the Islamists made 
constitutional changes which the secular opposition and army could not get along with. In a bid to get rid of Brotherhood the several 
political and non-political actors – like secular opposition, Egypt’s army and some foreign actors – joined hands against the Brotherhood. 
This camp forms ‘deep state’; it conspires against the regime without much of such information coming in the public domain. 
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Although	the	equation	of	dictatorship	over	the	people	continues	to	remain	a	significant	
dynamic	of	Egyptian	politics,	the	role	of	army	and	the	conflicting	views	among	the	political	
elite	has	troubled	the	society	the	most	in	the	post-Hosni	Mubarak	era.	The	‘military-
controlled	media’	created	the	scene	of	widespread	protests	against	the	‘failure	of	Morsi	
government’,	Egypt’s	sentiment	of	discontent	against	the	Brotherhood	was	not	an	isolated	
phenomenon,	thus.	Behind	the	veil	there	was	a	‘deep	state’	involved	in	manoeuvring	the	
movement	of	‘coup’.	In	a	democratic	set-up,	every	ideology	is	given	a	platform	to	express	
their	support	in	favour	of	or	against	the	regime.	But,	Egypt’s	‘uprising’	against	Morsi	was	a	
clear	frame	of	disparity:	the	deep	state	mobilised	the	narrative	in	a	way	that	those	
protesting	against	Morsi	were	given	free	passage	and	security,	while	as	those	protesting	
army’s	‘unconstitutional	move’	were	murdered	on	streets.	Under	such	a	situation,	Egyptian	
army,	with	the	support	of	deep	state,	desisted	from	accommodating	dissent	disapproving	its	
action.	

	

In	the	battle	between	Islamists	and	the	secularists,	and	the	bloodshed	that	took	place,	
Brotherhood’s	controversial	presidential	decree	was	at	the	heart	of	conflict.	Initially	it	
weakened	the	understanding	between	the	ruling	coalition	and	subsequently	made	Salafist	
Al-Noor	party	to	change	its	alliance.	Brotherhood	miscalculated	the	discontent	of	people.	
And	when	the	‘deep	state’	started	to	indoctrinate	society	with	an	apprehension	of	‘Islamic	
dictatorship’,	Brotherhood	was	already	late	to	react.	

	

Towards	the	end	of	2013,	military’s	issuance	of	statements	against	Brotherhood	–	and	
condemning	them	as	the	terrorist	organization	–	was	an	illusion	to	protect	their	image	at	
the	global	level.	When	this	appeared	to	be	less	influential,	the	state	controlled	judiciary	
issued	a	judgement	of	mass	death	penalty	to	hundreds	of	Brotherhood	supporters	for	
allegedly	killing	a	police	officer.	This	judgement214	was	last	nail	in	the	coffin	of	‘democracy’.	
By	so	doing,	the	‘deep	state’	tried	to	give	a	message	that	‘terrorism’	cannot	be	tolerated:	
but	here	‘terrorism	was	only	a	euphemism	for	supporting	Muslim	Brotherhood’.	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

																																																													
214	This	ruling,	however,	 is	a	sign	that	some	elements	within	the	Egyptian	state	still	 favour	a	drastic	escalation	of	violence	against	Morsi	
supporters.	 Doing	 so	might	 come	 at	 the	 cost	 of	 the	 rule	 of	 law:	 After	 the	 trial's	March	 22	 opening	 session,	 Tarek	 Fouda,	 head	 of	 the	
lawyer's	syndicate	in	Minya,	said	that	the	presiding	judge	had	"veered	away	from	all	 legal	norms	and	that	he	breached	the	rights	of	the	
defence.”	
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EVOLVING	INTERPLAY	OF	ISLAM	AND	POLITICS:	FROM	
ISLAMIST	TO	ISLAMIC	DEMOCRATS	
	
Waqas	Ahmad	

	

	
Abstract	

Islam	is	unique	in	its	relationship	with	politics.	It	plays	an	important	role	in	politics	and	
governance	initially	under	the	Rashidun	and	subsequently	in	many	Muslim	empires.	The	
collapse	of	Ottoman	caliphate	in	1922	and	process	of	decolonization	which	started	in	mid-
20th	century	led	to	start	of	many	Islamic	movements	in	newly	independent	Muslim	
countries.	These	movements	are	at	critical	juncture;	as	Muslims	around	the	world	are	
polarized	around	two	extreme	in	political	front,	on	the	one	hand	we	have	Islamic	radical	
groups	like	ISIS,	Al	Qaeda	etc	and	on	the	other	hand	secular	parties	which	does	not	see	any	
role	of	Islam	in	politics	and	governance	in	Muslim	countries.		Many	traditional	Islamist	
parties	are	now	evolving	into	Islam	democrats.	Unlink	Islamist	the	approach	of	Islamic	
democrats	is	more	inclusive,	they	want	to	integrate	Muslim	religious	values	into	political	
platforms	designed	to	win	regular	democratic	elections	(Nasr	2005).	The	Ennahda	Party	of	
Tunisia	reflects	this	evolution	from	Islamist	to	Islamic	democrats.	Ghannouchi	(2016)	
outlines	this	transition,	and	argued	that	today	Tunisian	are	less	concerned	about	
islamization	or	secularization	of	society	rather	they	are	interesting	in	building	a	governance	
system	that	is	democratic	and	inclusive	and	meet	their	aspiration	of	better	life.	The	paper	is	
an	attempt	to	investigate	this	shift	and	its	consequences	for	Islamist	across	Muslim	world.											

	

	

Introduction	

The	religion	has	played	an	important	role	in	politics	in	historical	perspective.	Religion	is	
considered	one	of	the	reasons	that	led	to	early	state	formation.	Religion	helps	in	create	a	
shared	identity	beyond	kin	and	tribe	and	help	to	establish	state	in	its	primitive	form.	It	plays	
an	important	role	in	creating	a	rule	of	law	and	constraining	the	power	of	kings	and	
monarchs.	The	constraints	on	the	power	of	executive	give	rise	to	basic	level	of	
accountability	and	rule	of	law.	The	rules	and	regulation	given	by	religion	also	facilitate	
commerce	and	trade	between	its	followers.	The	shared	identity	created	by	religion	and	
rules	of	the	commercial	interaction	also	facilitates	the	interaction	among	followers	of	
particular	religion.	The	relationship	between	religion	and	state	is	not	same	across	different	
religions.	In	most	of	polytheist	religions	like	Hinduism,	the	government	is	considered	
“unfortunate	necessary”,	the	focus	is	social	sphere	above	that	of	political.	(Dalton	2011).	In	
monotheist	religions	like	Christianity	and	Judaism,	politics	and	state	functioning	is	not	of	
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primary	concern.	In	case	of	early	Christian	it	was	said	they	refused	military	service	and	
wouldn’t	accept	government	office	or	governing	of	cities.(Wilken	1984).	Although	
subsequently	different	political	groups	from	right	to	left	and	even	libertarian	argued	that	
Christianity	endorse	their	particular	point	of	view	on	politics	and	state	based	on	their	
reading	of	Christian	religious	text.	In	the	case	Islam,	the	relation	between	Islam	and	politics	
is	quite	different	from	other	religious	traditions.	This	unique	Islamic	experience	is	explained	
by	Hamid	(2016)	in	his	book		“Islamic	Exceptionalism”.	Islam	right	from	the	beginning	has	
close	relationship	with	politics	and	state	governance.	Prophet	Muhammad	(PBUH)	unlike	
Jesus	and	Moses,	was	not	only	messenger	of	GOD	but	also	the	ruler	and	statesman.	He	not	
only	developed	the	early	Islamic	state	and	also	manages	its	affairs	for	years.	This	has	
consequences	for	Muslims	after	fourteen	centuries	across	the	world.	The	nature	of	
relationship	between	Islam	and	state	has	changed	over	the	last	many	centuries	but	the	
connection	between	them	is	intact.	Islamic	by	nature	is	political	with	details	instructions	on	
politics	and	governance.					

	

Islam	and	Politics	

Islam	unlink	many	other	religious	tradition	has	always	been	closely	connected	with	politics	
and	state.	Prophet	Muhammad	(PBUH)	has	established	a	state	in	medina	and	manages	its	
affair	for	years,	during	this	period	there	are	many	Quran	instructions	revealed	which	has	
clear	instructions	on	politics	and	state	affair	and	there	are	also	many	Hadiths	dealing	with	
this	interaction	of	religion	and	politics.	The	foundation	of	Islamic	political	philosophy	is	that	
it	does	not	allow	distinction	between	spiritual	and	temporal,	religious	and	secular	unlike	
western	tradition	where	God	and	Caesar	are	clearly	separated.	The	relationship	between	
Islam	and	politics,	power	and	authority,	has	shown	lot	of	diversity	but	it	was	under	the	
broad	pattern	of	unity	of	religion	and	state.	The	relationship	between	religion	and	state	is	
dynamic	in	Islamic	tradition	keeping	in	view	the	changing	circumstances	but	it	was	anchored	
on	holistic	unity	between	them.	The	half	of	the	Islamic	world	comes	under	the	colonial	rule	
of	European	states	in	nineteenth	century.	The	vast	Muslim	territories	come	under	relatively	
smaller	European	empires.	This	has	resulted	in	intellectual	and	practical	challenge	for	
muslim	across	the	muslim	world.	The	onslaught	of	western	modern	ideas	of	democracy,	
secularism	and	nation	states	posed	number	of	pertinent	questions	for	Muslims.	The	collapse	
of	Ottoman	Caliphates	in	1924	eliminates	the	symbolic	unity	of	state	and	religion	in	muslim	
world.		

	

The	rise	of	Political	Islam.				

The	Collapse	of	Ottoman	Caliphates	and	the	increasing	colonization	of	Muslim	world	by	
European	empires	have	resulted	in	number	of	challenges	for	Muslims.	The	political	Islam	in	
its	multiple	variant	is	20th	century	phenomenon	although	some	researcher	tries	to	locate	in	
19th	century	anti-colonial	movements.	The	reaction	to	overwhelming	strong	colonial	
influence	on	Muslim	world	resulted	in	Islam	based	anti-colonial	movements	in	different	
countries.	The	institutional	form	of	resistance	came	in	play	by	the	name	of	political	Islam	in	
second	half	of	twentieth	century.	First	movement	in	this	regard,	Muslim	Brotherhood	was	
established	by	Hasan	al-Bana	(1906-1949)	in	Egypt.	This	political	Islam	is	not	monolithic	but	



 255 

broadly	speaking,	it	refers	to	interpretation	of	Islam	as	political	ideology	with	system	of	
comprehensive	ideas	for	political	and	social	action	(Safire	2009).	This	ideological	bent	of	
religion	thus	provides	tools	for	organizing	society	and	state.	Hasan	al-Bana	has	conservative	
sufi	upbringing,	in	the	backdrop	of	colonization	and	he	experienced	western	hegemony	first	
hand	in	Ismailliya.	The		was	trend	of	pushing	Islam	to	only	private	sphere	of	life	as	
exemplifies	by	kemalist	turkey	after	abolition	of	caliphate	(Soage	2008).	This	according	to	
Bana	is	continuous	deterioration	of	true	Islam	and	only	solution	is	to	go	back	to	true	Islam	
by	gradual	establishment	of	shariah.	Lia	(1997)	argued	that	it	marks	an	important	milestone	
in	modern	muslim	political	discourse.	This	political	rule	of	Islam	is	rooted	in	conviction	that	
Islam	is	complete	code	of	life	and	solution	to	all	the	problems.		Hasan	al-bana	died	at	
relatively	young	age	of	43	thus	unable	to	articulate	his	ideas	on	islam	as	system	in	
persuasive	ways.	This	task	was	latter	accomplished	by	Syed	Qutub	from	Egypt	and	Mawlana	
Sayyid	Abu	al-’A’la	Mawdudi	from	Pakistan.	Maulala	Mawdudi	was	foremost	muslim	
ideologue	of	twentieth	century	and	considered	a	pioneer	of	political	Islam.	Maulana	
Maudidi	was	born	in	1903	in	Aurangabad,	India.	His	father	Ahmad	Haman	was	one	of	the	
first	student	of	Sir	Syed	Ahmad	khan’s	Anglo-Oriental	College	(Jackson,2011).	He	studied	law	
and	started	practice	in	Aurangabad.	But	latter	in	1900	he	took	bayah	and	joined	chisti	sufi	
order	and	abandoned	everything	connected	with	western	modernity.	This	change	in	view	of	
Ahmad	Hasan	has	profound	influence	on	young	Abu	al-’A’la	Mawdudi.	He	was	raised	to	
become	an	alim	(religious	scholar)	and	taught	classical	Islamic	education	in	Arabic,	Persian,	
Islamic	law	at	home.	Maulana	Maududi’s	world	view	is	based	on	his	extensive	self-study	of	
Islamic	and	western	traditions.	Maududi’s	ideology	is	deeply	influenced	by	Prophet	
Muhammad	(PBUH)	life	and	establishment	of	Islamic	state	in	Madina.	Moududi’s	thought	
are	influenced	by	historical	context	as	he	presented	his	ideas.	The	case	in	point	is	his	views	
on	increasing	power	of	sate	have	pushed	him	to	reinterpret	Islam	in	unique	way.	In	1938,	he	
wrote	on	the	increasing	power	of	state;	

“Gone	are	the	days	when	if	the	state	presented	its	economic,	educational,	industrial,	
or	social	scheme,	people	made	fun	of	it	by	calling	it	grandmotherly	legislation.	The	
situation	has	completely	changed.	Now	the	state’s	arena	has	almost	become	as	all-	
encompassing	as	that	of	religion.	Now	it	also	decides	what	you	are	to	wear	or	what	
not	to	wear;	whom	you	are	to	marry	and	at	what	age;	what	you	are	to	teach	your	
kids	and	what	mode	of	life	you	are	to	choose;	...	what	language	and	script	you	are	to	
adopt.	So,	the	state	has	not	left	even	the	most	peripheral	issues	of	life	independent	
of	its	ultimate	right	to	intervene”	(Mawdudi	1981:	5).	

	

The	rising	strange	state	indicates	that	in	order	to	protect	the	right	of	Muslims	(who	were	
minority	in	India),	there	is	need	to	re-interpret	Islam	which	can	control	the	state	apparatus.	
The	religion	Islam	thus	turn		into	an	ideology	based	on	reading	of	Islamic	history	in	new	way	
and	focus	on	early	state	formation	in	Madina	by	Prophet	(PMUH)	and	running	of	state	by	
rightly	guided	caliphs	(Ramshidun).	In	this	understanding	of	Islam	based	on	“golden	age	
narrative”,	it	is	religious	duty	of	Muslims	to	establish	Islamic	state	which	follows	the	golden	
age	of	Islam.	He	gave	lectures	and	wrote	pamphlets	which	latter	published	in	1941	under	
the	title	Islamic	law	and	constitutions,	where	he	presented	his	theory	of	Islam	as	political	
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system.	He	declared	that	Islam	is	not	mere	a	religion	with	religious	function	and	rituals	
rather	it	is	deen,	a	complete	way	of	life	to	guide	us	in	every	sphere	of	life.	He	considered	
Islam	a	revolutionary	ideology	who	want	to	change	the	social	order	of	entire	world	and	
rebuild	it	based	on	its	teaching	(Maududi	1976).	He	saw	no	boundries	between	religion	and	
politics	rather	he	saw	religion	as	moral	educator	of	politics	and	argued	that;	

““	the	separation	of	politics	from	morality	and	religion	has	created	more	problems	than	it	
has	solved.	The	result	is	that	there	is	skepticism	in	thought,	confusion	in	values,	expediency	
in	standards,	vulgarity	in	behavior	and	opportunism	in	diplomacy.	Politics	has	become	out	
and	out	Machiavellian	and	this	state	of	affairs	has	greatly	impaired	the	poise	and	tranquility	
of	life”	(1980	(originally	1941):	p7)”					

	

In	order	to	bring	down	Machiavellian	form	of	politics	he	argued	that	we	need	to	infused	the	
politics	with	religion.	Although	he	agree	with	the	notion	of	democracy	but	he	did	not	
completely	accept	the	western	style	democracy.	He	make	a	clear	distinction	between	
western	style	democracy	and	his	version	of	democracy	he	called	“theodemocracy”	and	said	
that	in	Islam,	the	sovereignty	belong	to	GOD	and	human	has	restricted	sovereignty	with	the	
guidance	of	Islam.(Maududi	1947).	

	

He	founded	monthly	magazine	Tarjum	nul	Quran	in	1931	to	propagate	his	ideas	and	
founded	a	political	party	named	Jamaat-e-Islami	in	1941.	Jamaat	track	in	electoral	politics	is	
unimpressive	but	it	is	well	organized	democratic	party	and	it	was	able	to	spread	its	ideas	
across	the	country.	He	was	instrumental	in	creation	of	multiple	Islamist	political	parties	
across	Muslim	world.		

	

Political	Islam,	like	any	other	movement	has	lot	of	diversity	in	their	ideas	and	means	to	
achieve	their	goals.	But	the	interconnection	of	politics	and	religion	is	overreaching	theme	of	
different	variants	of	political	Islam.	Bokhari	(2013)	classify	Islamist	based	on	their	view	on	
nation	state	and	democracy.	These	are;		

(a) Acceptors	Most	of	Islamist	groups	are	acceptors,	they	recognized	the	
importance	of	rule	of	law	and	democracy.	They	work	within	the	system	for	the	
establishment	of	Islamic	state.	Muslim	Brotherhood	in	Egypt	and	Jamaat	–e-
Islami	in	India	and	Pakistan	are	leading	examples	of	acceptors.	

(b) Propagandist	The	Islamist	group	comes	under	this	category	reject	the	state	and	
target	the	society	directly.	They	believe	in	influencing	public	opinion	and	get	
support	from	powerful	elements	in	government	apparatus	like	Hizb-ut-	Tehrir.		

(c) Insurrectionists	these	groups	reject	both	nation	state	and	democracy	and	relay	
on	arm	struggle	to	achieve	their	goals.	Their	approach	is	top	down	violent	
political	change.	Al-Qaeda	and	ISIS	are	more	prominent	example	of	
insurrectionists.	

These	categories	can	help	us	in	analyzing	different	Islamist	group	more	efficiently.	The	
reductionist	scholar	sometime	bundles	up	different	groups	in	single	category	as	if	there	is	no	
diversity	in	these	groups.		
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There	are	multiple	challenges	faced	by	Islamists	across	Muslim	world,	which	results	in	
failure	to	get	acceptance	from	general	population	in	Muslim	world.	The	neoliberal	economic	
program	and	rising	middle	class	led	to	change	in	thinking	and	strategies	of	Islamist	and	thus	
transformed	themselves	into	post-Islamism.	There	is	visible	shift	in	this	direction	in	many	
Muslim	countries	but	before	looking	at	that	we	need	to	define	post-Islamism.	

Amin	(2016)	outlines	the	main	feature	of	post-Islamism	quoting	Bayat(2007)	and	others	like	
Tibbi	(2008),	Yilmiz	(2008)	and	Lacroix	(2004)		as	follows;	

(a) Due	to	multifaceted	crises,	the	support	for	Islamism	decreases,	and	created	
conducive	conditions	for	rise	of	post-Islamism.	

(b) The	exclusive,	monopolist,	puritan,	static	and	revolutionary	account	of	political	
Islam	has	been	changing	in	favor	of	more	inclusive,	society-centric,	vigilant	
towards	individual	liberties,	and	concern	of	women,	youth	and	non-Muslim	and	
hermeneutically.	A	movement	away	from	fixed	scripture	towards	historicity.	

(c) Post-Islamism	is	not	distinct	from	Islamism	but	a	variant	of	it.	
(d) Post-Islamism	cannot	be	equated	with	anti-Islamic	or	secular	but	secularization	

of	state/society	and	prevalence	of	religious	ethics	in	society.	
(e) Post-Islamism	can	be	persuasive	argument	only	if	an	Islamist	organization	

retreats	from	establishing	an	ideal	Islamic	state.	
(f) Post-Islamism	may	refer	to	multiple	discursive	and	physical	spaces	through	which	

reformers/	Post-Islamists	may	influence	Islamists	thought	and	strategy.	
(g) Post-Islamism	proffers	a	framework	where	political	reform	is	linked	to	religious	

reform.	

	The	broad	characteristics	outline	above	can	be	observed	in	the	working	of	many	Islamist	
parties	across	Muslim	world.	In	a	recent	edited	work	Bayat	(2013)	explains	the	changing	
face	of	political	Islamist	across	Muslim	world	as:	

“These	diverse	narratives	suggest	that	there	is	not	one	but	many	different	trajectories	
of	change	that	Islamist	movements	may	experience.	Iran’s	post-Islamism	developed	
on	the	perceived	failure	of	the	ruling	Islamist	politics	to	address	fundamental	citizen	
needs.	Turkish	Islamism	“adapted”	itself	to	meet	the	political	realities	of	the	country	
as	well	as	its	position	vis	Europe.	While	in	Morocco	and	Indonesia	(as	in	Iran	and	
Turkey)	the	Islamist	parties	self-consciously	departed	from	an	Islamist	past	to	act	as	
players	in	the	nations’	polities,	the	Egyptian	Muslim	Brothers	and	Lebanese	Hizbullah	
pursued	somewhat	ambivalent	courses	of	change.	They	were	pushed	largely	by	the	
events	and	geopolitical	realities	of	their	own	settings	and	the	region,	without,	
however,	undertaking	a	systematic	reevaluation	of	their	ideologies.	In	Egypt,	the	old	
guard	of	Muslim	Brothers	continued	to	pursue	an	“Islamizing”	agenda,	while	its	
“youths”	leaned	toward	a	post-Islamist	perspective;	and	in	Lebanon	the	Hizbullah	
changed	more	in	practice	than	in	rhetoric.	In	Saudi	Arabia	and	Pakistan,	strands	of	
post-Islamist	outlooks	emerged	to	redress	what	was	seen	as	the	harm	that	Islamism	
had	inflicted	on	society	and	faith.	Finally,	the	experiences	of	Sudan	and	Syria	reflect	
the	presence	of	some	forms	of	post-Islamist	trends	long	before	the	global	rise	of	
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Islamist	movements	since	the	1970s.	Most	of	these	trends	and	movements	came	to	
life	in	and	were	informed	by	the	post-Cold	War	political	climate,	in	which	the	
language	of	civil	society,	democracy,	and	reform	had	assumed	unprecedented	global	
currency.	The	narratives	also	show	that	the	forms,	depth,	and	spread	of	post-Islamist	
experiences	may	vary.	Yet	they	all	point	to	some	shift	in	vision.	In	each	of	these	
cases,	post-Islamism	denotes	a	critical	discursive	departure	or	pragmatic	exit,	albeit	in	
diverse	degrees,	from	an	Islamist	ideological	package	characterized	broadly	by	
monopoly	of	religious	truth,	exclusivism,	and	emphasis	on	obligations,	toward	
acknowledging	ambiguity,	multiplicity,	inclusion,	and	flexibility	in	principles	and	
practice”	(p.25)	

From	Islamist	to	Islamic	Democrats	

The	post	Arab	spring	experience	in	Egypt,	where	the	world	leading	Islamist	party	Muslim	
Brotherhood	came	into	power	democratically,	was	pushed	out	of	the	government	after	one	
year	has	policy	implications	for	other	Islamist	groups.	The	particular	case	in	point	is	drastic	
change	of	strategy	at	Tunisian	Islamist	party	Ennahda.	The	collapse	of	Ben	Ali	government	in	
2011	has	space	for	Ennahda	in	political	sphere.	It	won	first	free	election	in	Tunisia	history	by	
taking	37%	of	the	popular	vote.	Despite	winning	election,	it	has	stepped	down	due	to	public	
agitation.	The	experience	of	Muslim	brotherhood	in	Egypt	has	pushed	them	to	resign	
because	the	leadership	realizes	that	the	alternate	could	be	complete	military	takeover,	
which	can	result	into	their	elimination	from	political	sphere.		

The	Islamists	groups	like	other	ideological	groups	can	be	divided	in	moderator	and	radicals.	
The	distinction	is	based	on	the	role	of	these	group	roles	in	the	mainstream	political	process.	
The	moderate	groups	are	those	who	participate	in	democratic	process	and	believe	in	
gradual	process.	The	radical	groups	want	to	dismantle	the	existing	system	and	rebuild	their	
own	utopia.		These	broad	classifications	have	their	own	problems	as	analytical	tool.	
Schweldler	(2011)	argues	that	a	better	way	is	to	adopt	distinctions	specific	to	individual	
issues.	The	distinction	between	legalist	and	contextualists	as	in	the	case	of	reading	of	
religious	text.	Another	way	to	look	at	the	behavior	of	different	Islamist	groups	is	by	using	
the	lens	of	moderation.	Moderation	can	be	considered	as	movement	from	radical	to	
moderate	rather	than	specific	category.	The	liberal	notion	of	human	rights,	democracy,	
pluralism	and	tolerance	are	connected	with	moderation.	Ghobashy	(2005)	has	presented	
the	case	of	inclusion	of	Islamist	group;	she	looked	the	evolution	of	Egyptian	Muslim	
Brotherhood	in	recent	years.	She	find	that	like	any	other	social	or	political	movement,	
Brotherhood	has	faces	internal	conflict	heated	debate	and	social	and	political	
transformation	over	the	period.	The	participation	in	election	has	reduced	the	influence	of	
radical	members	in	the	party	decision	making	process.	

	

The	case	of	Ennnahda		

The	case	of	Ennahda	from	Tunisia	is	important	in	the	process	for	transition	from	political	
Islamist	to	Muslim	democrats.		The	Arab	spring	started	in	Tunisian	and	spread	to	other	
countries.	Tunisian	jasmine	revolution	resulted	in	outset	of	Zin	al	Abadine	Ben	Ali	and	his	
repressive	regime.	There	were	only	two	presidents	in	Tunisia	since	getting	independence	in	
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1956.	It	reflects	oppressive	nature	of	government	and	lack	of	competition	in	political	
sphere.	Ennahda	was	founded	in	1981	as	Islamist	party,	inspired	by	Muslim	Brotherhood	of	
Egypt.	The	governments	in	Tunisia	were	repressive,	they	banned	Ennahda,	many	went	into	
exile	and	newspapers	associated	with	Ennahda	were	also	banned.	The	Ben	Ali	regime	(1987-
2011)	maintains	an	illusion	of	western	secular	hypothesis	(Esposito	2016).	The	economic	
imbalance,	corruption	and	crackdown	on	political	activists	and	lack	of	political	activism	have	
led	to	the	regime	downfall.		Ennahda	won	first	free	election	in	Tunisia	after	the	Arab	spring	
in	2011,	which	makes	it	biggest	political	party	in	Tunisia.	Ennahda	joined	hand	with	two	
other	secular	political	parties	to	form	Troika	for	constitutional	assembly.	The	military	
takeover	of	Egypt	by	toppling	the	democratically	elected	government	of	Morsi	has	pushed	
Ennahda	to	share	more	power	with	other	parties	and	independent	candidates.	The	
leadership	of	Ennahda	realized	that	they	might	lose	the	democratic	opportunity	provided	by	
Arab	spring	in	Tunisia.	

	

From	Political	Islam	to	Muslim	Democracy							

The	leader	of	Ennahda,	Ghannouchi	(2016)	put	forward	the	case	of	Ennahda’s	transition	
from	political	Islamist	to	Muslim	democrats.	He	argued	that	after	the	collapse	of	Ben	Ali	
regime	in	Tunisia,	all	political	parties	can	freely	participates	in	the	political	process.	The	
repressive	regime	is	now	over	and	citizen	can	practice	their	religion	without	any	coercion.	In	
this	background	the	Ennahda	part	on	its	tenth	party	congress	held	in	May	2016	has	made	
far	reaching	changes	in	structure	and	strategy	of	the	party.	The	series	of	changes	includes	
the	decision	to	focus	exclusively	on	politics	and	leave	the	other	social,	religious	and	
educational	activities.	The	result	is	separation	of	political	and	religious	sphere.	Ghannouchi	
(2016)	argues	that:	

“We	believe	that	no	political	party	can	or	should	claim	to	represent	religion	and	that	the	
religious	sphere	should	be	managed	by	independent	and	neutral	institutions.	Put	simply,	
religion	should	be	nonpartisan.	We	want	the	mosque	to	be	a	space	for	people	to	come	
together,	not	a	site	of	division.	Imams	should	not	hold	positions	in	any	political	party	and	
should	be	trained	as	specialists	in	their	field	in	order	to	gain	the	skills	and	credibility	
required	of	religious	leaders”(p.62)	

	

The	focus	of	the	party	is	now	on	creates	solutions	for	different	socio-economics	problems	
faced	by	Tunisians.	Although	the	principles	of	Islam	can	guide	the	party	but	religion	cannot	
be	used	for	political	gains.	The	new	constitution	provides	guarantee	for	the	religious	
freedom	thus	the	political	struggle	to	achieve	it	is	futile	exercise.	The	Ennahda	party	
members	look	more	at	AKP	of	Turkey	rather	than	Muslim	Brotherhood	of	Egypt	as	role	
model.	(Monica	2017)	

	

Implications	for	Islamist	cross	Muslim	world	

The	public	opinion	surveys	indicate	the	strong	desire	by	Muslims	in	Islamic	world	that	Islam	
should	play	a	significant	role	in	public	life.	In	pew	survey	in	2012	majorities	in	many	
countries	like	Pakistan,	Egypt,	Jordan	believe	that	Quran	should	be	strictly	followed	in	the	
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legislative	process	and	many	other	countries	like	Turkey,	Tunisia	significant	portion	of	
population	argues	that	values	and	principles	of	Islam	should	be	followed	in	that	country.	
The	recent	pew	report	on	State	and	religion	reports	that,	Islam	as	state	religion	is	in	27	
countries	out	of	total	of	43	countries	with	official	state	religion.	This	constitutional	and	
public	support	of	religion	is	usually	not	translated	in	electoral	success	for	Islamists	across	
the	Muslim	world.	The	failure	of	Islamist	to	translate	the	general	positive	view	about	
religion	and	public	life	into	electoral	success	is	across	the	Muslim	world	with	few	exceptions.	

The	Muslims	voters	despite	the	devotion	to	Islam	are	not	willing	to	completely	support	the	
Islamic	parties	in	electoral	process.	The	Islamists	are	responding	in	different	ways	to	
overcome	their	increasing	political	irrelevance.	This	political	failure	of	these	parties	result	
into	disillusionment	of	their	members	and	even	some	of	them	are	drifting	towards	radical	
parties.	Kurzman	et	al	(2010)	looked	at	89	parliamentary	elections	in	21	countries	over	last	
forty	years	with	one	or	more	Islamist	parties.	The	empirical	analysis	shows	that	these	parties	
have	received	only	a	small	fraction	of	the	vote.	The	numbers	shows	that	in	all	of	89	
elections,	median	performance	is	7.3	percent	of	the	vote	and	6	percent	of	the	seat	in	
parliament.	If	we	add	up	the	votes	of	all	the	Islamist	parties	in	a	given	election	still	median	
vote	is	15.5	percent	and	15	percent	of	the	vote.	The	recent	by-elections	in	September	and	
October	2017	for	two	national	assembly	seats	in	two	important	cities	of	Pakistan;	Lahore	
and	Peshawar	reflect	the	voter	preference,	which	clearly	indicates	the	lack	of	support	for	
religious	political	parties.	

	

In	the	light	of	these	developments,	I	think	that	if	mainstream	Islamist	parties	want	to	
become	relevant	in	Muslim	counties	and	influence	their	respective	national	policies,	then	
they	need	to	make	fundamental	change	in	their	ideological	orientation	and	strategies.	The	
best	model	in	this	case	is	to	borrow	from	experiences	of	two	Islamist	parties;	Ennahda	in	
Tunisia	and	Justice	and	Development	party	(AKP)	in	Turkey.	In	case	of	Ennahda,	the	Islamists	
across	the	Muslim	world	can	learn	from	their	intellectual	leap	and	transformation	from	
political	Islamist	to	Muslim	democrats.	The	Islamist	parties	need	to	create	a	distinction	
between	Movemnet	Haraka	and	Party	Hizb.	In	case	the	distinction	is	blurred	as	in	case	of	
Muslim	Brotherhood	then	it	will		led	to	blame	the	movement	for	mistune	of	party	and	vice	
versa	(Hamid	and	McCants	2017).	The	arguments	put	forward	by	Ghannouchi	(2016)	in	this	
regard	are	quite	persuasive.		In	Muslim	majority	countries	there	is	no	restriction	on	
practicing	Islam.	The	Islamist	could	perform	better	if	like	Ennahda	they	transform	
themselves	into	Muslim	democrats	and	create	a	separation	of	religion	and	state.	The	
separation	here	is	not	in	the	western	sense	of	complete	secularization	rather	Islam	can	be	
used	to	guide	the	policies	by	nudging	the	policies	through	its	value	system.	In	the	case	of	
AKP	of	turkey	the	lessons	can	be	learned	on	economic	front.	The	AKP	is	consistently	popular	
among	Turkish	people	despite	its	recent	authoritarian	bent.	Gidengil	et	al	(2014)	studies	the	
factors	behind	electoral	success	of	AKP	in	Turkey.	There	results	indicate	that	in	addition	to	
religiosity,	the	party	performance	in	improving	the	economy	and	their	social	services	are	
crucial	factors	in	electoral	success	of	the	party.	The	combination	of	these	two	Tunisian	and	
Turkish	Model	can	help	the	Islamist	to	influence	the	public	life.					

	



 261 

	

Reference	

Bayat,	Asef	(2007)	Making	Islam	Democratic:	Movements	and	the	Post-Islamic	Turn.					
California:	Stanford	University	Press.	

Bayat,	Asef	(2013)	Post-Islamism	–	The	changing	faces	of	Political	Islam.	New	York:																																																								
Oxford	University	Press.	

Bassam	Tibi	(2008)	Why	they	cannot	be	Democratic?	Journal	of	Democracy	19(3)	

Bokhari,	Kamran	(2013)	Political	Islam	in	the	age	of	democratization.	New	York:	Palgrave	
Macmillan.	

Dalton,	Dennis	(2011)	The	Oxford	Handbook	of	the	History	of	Political	Philosophy.		(Gorge	
Klosko.	Ed)	New	York:	Oxford	University	Press.	

Esposito,	John	L.	Sonn,	Tamara	Voll,	John	O.	(2016)	Islam	and	democracy	after	the	Arab	
Spring.	New	York:	Oxford	University	Press.	

Ghobashy,	Monal	El	(2005)	The	Metamorphosis	of	the	Egyptian	Muslim	Brotherhood.	
International	Journal	of	Middle	East	Studies.	37(	3)	pp	373-95.	

Ghannouchi,	Rached	(2016,	Sep/Oct)	From	Political	Islam	to	Muslim	Democracy	-	The	
Ennahda	Party	and	Future	of	Tunisia.	Foreign	Affair.	95(5)	pp	58-69	

Gidengil	et	al	(2016)	Which	matters	more	in	the	electoral	success	of	Islamist	parties.	Religion	
or	performance.	The	case	of	Turkey.	Party	Politics	22(3)	

Hamid,	S	.(2016).	Islamic	Exceptionalism:	How	the	struggle	over	Islam	is	reshaping	the	world.	
New	York:	St	Martin	Press.	

Hamid,	S	and	McCants,	W	(2017)	Rethinking	Political	Islam.	New	York:	Oxford	University	
Press	

Ihsan	Yilmaz	(2008)	Islam	in	the	Age	of	Global	Challenges:	Alternative	Perspective	of	the	
Gulen	Movement	(	Ali	Yurtsever	Ed.),	Washington.	Rumi	Forum.	

Jackson,	R	(2011)	Mawlana	Mawdudi	and	Political	Islam:	Authority	and	the	Islamic	State.	
New	York:	Routledge	

	

Kurzman,	Chalres	and	Naqvi,	Ijlal	(2010)	Do	Muslims	vote	Islam.	Journal	of	Democracy	21	(2)	
pp	50-63.	

Lia,	Brynjar.	(1997)	The	Society	of	the	Muslim	Brothers	in	Egypt:	The	rise	of	an	Islamic	Mass	
Movement		London:	Itacha	Press	

Maududi	Abul	A’la	(1981)	Selected	Speeches	and	Writings	of	Mawlana	Mawdudi,	translated.	
S.	Zakir	Aijaz	Karachi:	International	Islamic	Publishers.	

Maududi	Abul	A’la	(1980).	The	Islamic	Law	and	Constitution,	translated	by	K.	Ahmad,	7th	
edn	Lahore:	Islamic	Publications.	



 262 

Maududi	Abul	A’la	(1947)	Our	Message.	The	Islamic	Foundation,	Leicester,UK	

Mawdudi,	Abul	A'la	(	1976).	Jihad	in	Islam.	Leichester,	UK:	Islamic	Foundation.	

Monica,	Marks	(2017)	Tunisia’s	Islamists	and	the	“Turkish	Model”	Journal	of	Democracy	
28(1).	pp	102-115.	

Nasr,	Vali	(2005)	The	rise	of	muslim	democracy.	Journal	of	Democracy		16(2).	pp13-57		

Robert	,Wilken	(1984).	The	Christians	as	the	Romans	Saw	Them.	New	Heaven:	Yale	
University	Press.	

Safire,	W.	(2008)	Safire’s	Political	Dictionary	New	York:	Oxford	University	Press	

Schwedler,	Jillian	(2011)	Can	Islamists	Become	Moderates?	Rethinking	the	Inclusion-
Moderation	Hypothesis.	World	Politics	63(2)	pp347-376.	

Soage,	A.B.	(2008)	‘Hasan	al-Banna	or	the	Politicisation	of	Islam’	in	Totalitarian	Movements	
and	Political	Religions,	9(1)	

Stephance	Lacroix	(2004)	Bertween	Islamist	and	Liberals	–	Saudi	Arabia’s	New	Islamo-Liberal	
Reformists.	The	Middle	East	Journal	58.(3)	pp	345-365.	

	

																																																													
i	Shamsi,	Abul	Hassan	Qari	Shams	Uddin.	Jamiat	Ulema-e-Islam	Aur	Qaid-e-Jamiat.	
ii"Profile:	Maulana	Fazlur	Rahman".	BBC.	6	November	2002.	
iii"Maulana	Fazl,	Samiul	Haq	under	house	arrest".	DAWN.COM.	8	October	2001.	
iv"JUI	to	strive	for	Sharia	through	ballot,	says	Fazl".	DAWN.COM.	23	September	2012.	
vNewspaper,	From	the	(30	March	2011).	"Suicide	bomber	targets	Maulana	Fazl’s	convoy;	10	
killed".	
vi"Fazl	escapes	second	attack	in	two	days".	DAWN.COM.	31	March	2011.	
viiShah,	Syed	Ali	(23	October	2014).	"Two	killed	as	JUI-F	chief	Fazlur	Rehman	escapes	suicide	
attack	in	Quetta".	
viiiAmin,	Husnul.	Post-Islamism:	Pakistan	in	the	Era	of	Neoliberal	Globalization.	Islamabad:	
Iqbal	International	Institute	for	Research	&	Dilogue,	IIU,	2016.	
ixKhan,	Said	Alam.	JUI-F	Internal	Elections	Today.	Islamabad:	Tha	Nation,	2014.	

xhttp://www.senate.gov.pk/en/profile.php?uid=871&catid=&subcatid=&cattitle=		
xiPILDAT.	Assesing	Internal	Democracy	of	Major	Political	Parties	of	Pakistan.	Islamabad:	

Pakistan	Institute	of	Legislative	Development	&	Transparency,	December	2014.	

xii	Constitution	of	the	Jamiat-e-Ulema	Islam,	November	2009	edition,	Crisis	Group	
translation.	
xiii	Ibid.	
xivGroup,	International	Crisis.	Islamic	Parties	in	Pakistan.	International	Crisis	Group,	
December	2011.	

xvSherani,	Syed	Ali	Shah,		Hafeezullah	(12	May	2017).	"25	killed	as	Deputy	Chairman	Senate	
Haideri's	convoy	hit	by	explosion	in	Mastung".	DAWN.COM.		



 263 

																																																																																																																																																																																													
xviAmin,	Husnul.	Post-Islamism:	Pakistan	in	the	Era	of	Neoliberal	Globalization.	Islamabad:	
Iqbal	International	Institute	for	Research	&	Dilogue,	IIU,	2016.	
xviiGroup,	International	Crisis.	Islamic	Parties	in	Pakistan.	International	Crisis	Group,	
December	2011.	
xviiiAmin,	Husnul.	Post-Islamism:	Pakistan	in	the	Era	of	Neoliberal	Globalization.	Islamabad:	
Iqbal	International	Institute	for	Research	&	Dilogue,	IIU,	2016.	
xix	Zia	Ur	Rehman,	Militants	Turn	Against	Pakistan’s	JUI-F	Islamist	Party,	
https://ctc.usma.edu/posts/militants-turn-against-pakistans-jui-f-islamist-party	
xx	JUI-F	Elections	Manifesto	2013	
xxiZia	Ur	Rehman,	Militants	Turn	Against	Pakistan’s	JUI-F	Islamist	Party,	
https://ctc.usma.edu/posts/militants-turn-against-pakistans-jui-f-islamist-party	

xxiiReuters,	I	have	become	more	moderate,	says	Masroor	Nawaz	Jhangvi,	Dawn.com,	
December	21,	2016	https://www.dawn.com/news/1303657	
xxiii	JUI-F	Elections	Manifesto	2013	
xxivPILDAT.	Assesing	Internal	Democracy	of	Major	Political	Parties	of	Pakistan.	Islamabad:	

Pakistan	Institute	of	Legislative	Development	&	Transparency,	December	2014.	

xxvGroup,	International	Crisis.	Islamic	Parties	in	Pakistan.	International	Crisis	Group,	
December	2011.	
xxvi	JUI-F	Elections	Manifesto	2013 



Contact: support@istanbulnetwork.org 


	cover
	PAPERS COMPILATION
	back

