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“L he past'is often held to' weigh especially heavily on Muslim countries,
particularly as regards their preseni-day receptivity to democracy. Ido
not dispute that past history has had an overwhelming and decisive.
influence in shaping the contemporary features and attitudes of Muslim-
;“;_:ocietjes. But the past that is most rélevant today is not, as is commeonly
thought, the early centuries of Islamic history, but rather the nineteenth-
ntury encounter of Muslims with the modernizing West.

Ttis widely believed that the key to understanding contemporary Mus-
lim societies is to be found in a structure of beliefs and traditions that.
was devised and implemented at {or shorily after) the moment at which
they adopted Islam. This view, oftén labeled as “Muslim exception-
alism,” holds that these societies are, as Ernest Gellner has elegantly
it it, permeated by an “implicit constitution” providing a “biueprint”
the social order.! This view has beén subjected to intense criticism by.
umber of scheldrs, but it stiil influences dominant attitudes in
-ademia and, with much more devastating effects, in the media.

This theory rests on.two assumptions: first, that the past is gver-present’
id is much more determining than present-day conditions; and.second,
at the character of Miislim societies has been determined by a specific
1 réemote period in their past during which the social and political
der that continues to guide them was established. This past has
legedly. acquired suck a strong grip that it can—and does—channel.
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limit, or even block the effects of technological, economniic¢, or social

change. In other words, for Muslims alone a remote past has defined,
forever and without any possibility ‘of evolution, the ways in which
fundamental issues are perceived and addressed, The ultimate conclusion
lurking behind these considerations is that, due to the overwhelmihg
presence and influence of that particular part of their past, the societies
in question are incapable of democratization. In other socicties history
may take the form of continual change, but in Muslim ones history ig
bound to repeat itself.

Apart from the many otheér criticisms that have been directed against

this set of views, if should be emphasized that it i$ not based on any
solid historical knowledge about the way in which this “implicit consti-
tution™ was shaped and implemented or imposed. Some of its'proponents
refer to a normative system: that was never really enacted: They invoke
the model of the "‘righﬂy'guided” ;Calip’hate, whicli lasted, at most, for
about three decades after the death of the Prophet. Many others cite
instead the social order that prevailed during the Middle Ages in sociéties
‘where Muslims were amajority or where political regimes were estab-
lished in the mame of Islam. In both of these versions, however; the
power of this past ta determine the present remains, by and large, myster-
lous. It is simply taken for granted, with no explanation given about
why the past has had such a far-reaching and pervasive effect in these
socicties. To understand how the belief in these misconceptions was
born dnd came to influence contemporary attitudes so powerﬁiily;, we
must turn. to' @ particular moment in modern times—the beginning and
middle of the nineteenth century.

A Tenacious Misunderstanding

Thie éarljest intellectual encounters betw_cen Muslims and Europeans
in‘modern times took the form of sharp confrontations. Jarnal-Eddin
Al-Afghani {1838-97), one of the first and most prominent Muskm
thinkers and activists in the struggle against despotism, became famous
for engaging in a controversy against European secularists. Heacquired
a high reputation, éspecially for his efforts to refute European critics of
religion in general and of Islam in particular. An essay that lie wrote in
teply 1o Ernest Renan bore the title “Ar-Rad ‘ala adQDah.r‘fym" (“The
Answer to Temporalists™). He used the term Dahriyin, which literalty
means “temperalists,” to refer to secalarists. The word itself, which is
of Qur’anic origin, hiad originally been appiied to atheists. Al-Afghant
attacked ‘the positivist ideologues of his century, who were deeply
convinced that religion was responsible for social backwardness and
stagnation and that scientific progress would soon lead to its
disappearance. Through his choice of terminology, Al-Afghani implicitly
equated these nineteenth-century. positivists with the seventh-century
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pponents of the Prophet. For M}Jslim-.reqders,- thi; -f_ormul'ation defined.
¢ terms of 2 large and enduring misunderstanding. From .thep on,
eéﬁl;u:ism wag seen as being intimately related to, if not sim__ply the
Ame ih‘in‘g as, atheism. The confusion was taken a step _f:urther whv_f:n,
ome decades later, other Muslim authors wishing to coin a term ‘f{?_r
ecularism, and either ignoring Al-Afghani’s c':ho_icc of- the term Dakiriyin
r feeling that it was inappropriate, chose ladini, which literally means
onréligious or arefigious. _ S
" These initial choices of terminology gave birth to the opposition in
the mind of Muslims betwec_n,_on the one hand, the system of belief ar_ld
hé social order that they inherited and lived in, and on the .ot_hexr, the
liernative adopted by the Europeans. Although the term !ad;‘m.v.vas
éplaced later by another, ‘ilmani (this-worldiy),'the bipolar Opposltzon
etween the two views was alreddy deeply entrenched..Th&;fecll.ng that
ag.prévailed since then among Muslims is that th‘e_re_ is a strict and.
treducible opposition between two systems—Islam and non-Isiam. Tq
& a Secu_larist has meant to abandon Islam, to reject altogether not only
ihe religioué faith but also its attendant morality and the traditions and
ules. that operate within Muslim. societies, It therefore has been
iridesstood as a ‘total alienation froin the constitient clements of the
slamic personality and 4ds a compleie surrender.fo unbelief, imm’oralit.y‘-,
nd seif-hatred, leading to a disavowal of the Historic identity and
ivilization inherited from illustrious ancestors. It is- worth noting that
the vast majerity of Muslims in the nineteenth century; even those who
were part of the educated elite, lived in total ignqranc_:e’ both _of the debates
oing on in Europe about religion and its role in the social or_dar and.of
he historical chaniges reshaping Européean societies. They were not aware
f the distinction between atheigm and s‘eculari_srn. The consequences
":_f this misunderstanding still profoundly shape the attitudes of Muslims
oday. _ _
Thus-secularism became known to Muslims for the first time through
ontroversy against those whe were supposed to be their “hereditary
nemies.” The original distinction within Christianity between “regular”
and “secutar” members of the clergy,? which .was the initial step in the
ng evolution toward the establishment of a separate secular sphere,
d no equivalent in the Muislim context. Hence the choice of a term for
ﬂlé-con'cept of secularism was decisive. In the latter part.of the ninete'e_n_th
ntury and early in the twentieth, the confrontation with the colonial
:Wers, thought to be the carriers and defenders of a mixture of
ageressive Christian proselytism and of the new secularism, play.c_dl_ an
'_"p._ortan_t role in strengthening this dualism. In the diverse conflicts
local populations waged to défend their indépendence, identity and
igion became intimately fused. The oppositions betweer local and
truder, between Muslim and European, between believer and secularist
Te; in one way or another, conflated. The resulting polarization came
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to dominate all atsitudes and approaches to questions related to religion,
politics, and the social orier. '

One of the most .Srriking consequences of this evolutien is that Islam
now appears to be the religion that is most hostile to secularization and
to modernity in general. Yet intrinsically Islam would scem to be the
religion closest to medern views and ideals; and thus the one that would
mast easily -accommodate secularization. “The high cultire form of
Istam,” writes Ermnest Géllner, “is endowed with a number of features—

unifarianism, a rule-ethic; individualism, scriptualism, pur_itanism,' an.

egalitarian aversion to mediation and hierarchy, a fairly small load of
magic—that are congruent, presumably, with requlremems of modernity
or modernisation.™ In a similar vein, Mohamed Charfi observes that,
on the level of principles, Islam should favor individual fresdoms and
the capacity for religious choicé. The historical developments noted
above, however, caused Muslim sociéties. to evolve in the opposite
direction—toward the loss of individual antonomy and total sibmission
to the community and the state.* _

This evolution gave birth at later stages to such dichotomies as*Islam
and the West,” “Islam and modernity,” “Islam and hunian tights,” “Islari
and democracy,” and others of the: sort; which sét the framework within
which critical issues are addressed, whether in popular, journalistic, or
even academic circles. This framework has-imposed a particular way of
raising questions and building conceptions, imprisoning attitudes in
predefined and static formulas.” Muslim exceptionalism seems, therefore,
to reside in the ways we.rdise questions about these matters. Although
many studies on religion and its iifluence in the social and. pelitical
spherey are undertaken in what were formerly referred to as Christian
societies, nobody today poses the-issue of “Christianity and demecracy”
in the same way that this question is formulated with respect to Isiam.
The fact that we still ask questions such as “Is Islam compatibie with
democracy?” shows how strong this polarization has become. Tt also.
shows that a dynamic was established, enabling the polarization that
emerged in the ninetéenth century to replicate itself as it extends to new
fields or expresses itself in new terms.

From Settlement to System

This poldrization, which still determines the type of questions that:

can be asked, rests on two main prejudices: The first is that Islam is @
“system,” and should be treaied as a structure of rules. The . dubious
character of this assumption has been clearly pointed out by the eininent
scholar of compdrative religion Wilfred Cantwell Smith: “[T]he- term
nizam [or] ‘system,’ is commonpiace in the twentieth century in relation
to Isiam, This term, however, does not occur in the Qur’an, nor indeed
does any word from this root; and there is.some reason for wondering
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whether any Musiim ever used this concept religiously before modern
mes. The explicit notion that life should be or can be ordered according
¢ a sysiein, éven-an ideal one, and that it is the business of Islam to
srovide siich a system, seems {0 be'a modern idea (and perhaps a rather
ciﬁe_stionablc one).”® Onge Islam has been defined in this way, it can be
used to assess whether other new or alien concepts can be accommodated
within it and to decide the degree of their compatibility with its presumed
and prcdeﬂned content. This stance, however, reflects a particular
dttitude toward religion, not a. particular feature of Islam. In fact, as
1.eonard Bindér has observed, any of the monotheistic rel_lglons, if
adopted in this manner, can lead to similar conclusions: “In the light of"
medern liberal democratic thought, Islam is no more, nor any less
democratic than Christianity or Judaism. All three monotheisticreligions,
f proposed as constitutional foundations of the state, and if understood
as. providing an ineluctable authority for-the guldance of all significant
human choice, are undemocratic or nondemocratic.”™?

The second préjudice is more insidious. It is based on the confusion
of Islam as a religion with Islam a$ a civilization. This confusion is
deeply entrenched, again because of prevailing linguistic usages both in
Arabic and in European languages. For Islam, no distinction has been
drawn cqm'paralj[e to that between “Christianity” and “Christendom.”
The same word was, and still is, used to refer both to a set of beliefs and
rituals and ta the life of the community of believers through tiine and
space. Oaly recently, thanks to the work of historian Marshali G.S.
Hodgson, has the necessity of drawing a sharp line between Islam and
‘Islamdom™ been recognized as gssential for explaining key phenomena
in the history of Muslims.® Islamdom, in its goiden age, was a social and
poiitical order built on norms adopted from Islamic sources but.
specifically adapted to the conditions of the time (only at a later stage
were these formulated as explicit rules). This enabled Muslims in the
Middle Ages to create and maintain a world civilization attuned to the
circumstances of the era.

Muslims at that time. lived within polities bound by shari'a, yet did
1ot consider the political regimes to which they were subjected 1o be in
conformity with Tslamic principles. The rulers were consideted to be
egal but not really legitimate, Even though they were not fully legitimate,
they had to be obeyed, but only to avoid a greater evil, the Fitna (the
great rebellion or anarchy). For premoder societies: of Mustims, the
political medel remained the early caliphate, which was riot bound by
ari’a, since shari’a had not yet been devised. The ideal was a kind of
'epubhcan regime, where caliphs are chosen by members of the
mmunity rather than imposed by force, and where the behavior of
lers is clearly dedicated to serving the community instead of satisfying
lhelr personal ambitions. Nonetheless, Mislims ¢ame to understand that
as 1o longer possible to implement the fully legitimate system of
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Khilafa rachida, the virtuous or rightly guided caliphate, that the
republican ideal was out of reach, and that they had to accept the rule of
despots. They could, however, limit the extent of the power accorded to
autocratic rulers by invoking shdri'a, to which a sacred character had
comie to be attributed. In this way, at least somie. degree of . autonomy
from the political authorities, and minimal protection against arbitrar-
inéss, could be attained. This is what one may Ia_bel the “medieval com-
promise” or “medieval settlement.” The sacralization of shar® @ achieved
through this process led to another far-reaching consequence: Ever sinee,
Isiam has been seen asa set of eternal rules, standing over society and
hlslory, ta be used as 4 standard for judging reality and behavior.

In fact, shari’a was never a system of law in the sense in which it ig
understood nowadays. As-was noted by Fazlur Rahiman: “Istamic law . . |
is not strictly speaking law, since mach.of it embodies moral and quasi-

moral precepts not enforceable in any court. Further, Islamic law, though-

a certain part of it came to be.enforced almost uniformly ‘throughout
the Muslim world (and it 1§ primarily this that bestowed homogeneity
upon the. entire Muslim worid), is on closer examination a- body of
legal opinion or, as Sdatillana put it, *an endless discussion on the
duties of a Muslim’ rather than a neatly formulated code or codes.™

What happened in the nineteenth century was the transformation of
the medieval settlement into a system. in the modern sense of the word.
The. duality of fact and norm was, inverted, as shari’ a-bound societies
‘were confused with fully legitimate Muslim communities and deemed
to be fully realizable through voluntary political action, whether of a
peaceful or violent character. We see therefore how the confusion
between a “model” and a historical sysiem could arise and spread among
Muslims at a time when they were.confronted by the challenge of modern
ideas. The typical attitudes of premodern Muslims had been based on a
sharp distinction between the norm (of the Virtuous or rightly guided
caliphate) and the actual conditions (including the implementation of
the shari'a) under which they lived. In the face of this duality, people
adopted an attitude of resignation, accepting that the norm was, at least
temporarily, out of reach. By contrast, some ‘modern Muslims have
elevated the actual conditions and rules under which their medieval
forefathers lived to the status of a norm, -and decided that they too have
to live by these rules if they are to be true Muslims.

This has led to the contradictions of the present day: Sécularization
has been taking place. for decades in Muslim societies, yet prevailing
apinion opposes the concept of secularism and éverything that comes
with it (like modernity and democracy). As. a historical process,
secularization has so transformed life in Mustim societies that religion,
or rather traditions built on rehglon no longer supply the norms and
rules that govern the social and political order, In almost-all ¢ountries
with substantial communities ‘of Muslims, positive. law has replaced
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gliari'a (except with regard to matters. of “personal status,” and more
specifically the status of women, where the traditional rules generally
continue to be maintained). Modern institutions—nation-states, modern
bureaucrames, pnl;tlca] parties, labor unions, corporations, assocu‘ltlmns,
educational systems—haye been adopted evérywhere, while tradlm'j_pal.
institutions are, at'best, relegated to symbolic rojes. Similarly, p:re_vaili_ng_
conceptions and attitudes of everyday life dre founded on modern
rationality and on-doctrines influenced by science and philosophy rath.t_ar
than on Ifadi_'tiona] or premodern worldviews. Most Muslims now have:
come to accept the “disenchantment of the-world,” and this has prof?upd-
ly transformed expectations and modelsof bekavior within thcir's'qmet%es.
The evelution from the premodern attitude, combining resignation
toward despotism with millennial hopes, to the typically modern
combination of sharp political determination and desire for this-wiorldly
pf_ogress,.is clearly a visible consequence of these very changes,'tf.lat" is,.
of the secularization that has actuaily been going on in Muslim societies.
' Sccu!_éfisrn,_ hewever, continues to be rejected as an alien cloctzim_a,
ailegedly imposed by the traditional enemies of Muslims -and their
indigenous accomplices: Isiany is seen as an eternal and immutable
system, encompassing every aspect of social organization and personal
morality, and unalterably opposed to all cornceptions dnd systems
associated with modernity. This creates an artificial debate and an almost
sorrealist situation. The changes that are eviden{ in the actual lives of
individuals and groups are ignored, while ideological stances are
maintained with great determination. Secularists and, more generally,
social scientists are often pushed inte adopting defensive 'poﬁsit’ion_s or
withdrawing altogether from public debates. Frequenily they feei obliged
to prove that they are not guilty of hostility toward religious belief,
morality, and the achievements of Islamic cwﬂlzahon

As Mohamed Charfi has pointed out, the policies adopted by some
modern states under the influence of nationalist ideologies are partly
tesponsible for this sfate of affairs. The education systems in many
Muslim countries have taught Islam not as a religion, but as an identity
and -a legal and political system. The consequence is that Islam {s
Presented both as irreducibly opposed to other kinds of self-identification
r of social and political organization-and as commanding certain specific
ttitudes regarding political and social matters."

Attitudes Toward Democracy

We saw that, as a consequence of the inversion of norms that
ceurred in Muslim societies during the nineteenth century, the tradi-
onal rules and usages grouped under the-emblem of shari’ a were trans-.
ormed into a system and elevated into norms that defing the “essence”
I being Muslim—that is, simultanecusly the ideal status and the
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specific identity of Muslims. Thus shari’ a-bound societies are now
equated with ""‘tm_iy’_’ Islamic sociélies. Implementing the shari’a hag
become the .élo gan for those wlio seek 4 “return” to Islam.in its Original
and pure form, which is held to embody the eternal truth and ultimate
pattern for Muslims,

What could the status of democracy be in societies that have evolved
in this manner? One first must perceive the difference between question
posed inthis way, which attempts to nterpret the actual evolution of
particular societies and their prevailing conceptions, and the kinds of
questions frequently asked by fundamentalists and by some scholars,

such as: “What is the status of democracy with regard to Islam?” This’

latter formulation posits Islam as a systenm that one can use to evaluate
¢verything else.

One. ¢an discern two-possible answers 1o.the question of democracy
as I have posed it. The first accepts. the strict identification between
Islam and shari'a-bound systems, and thus rules out any possible future
for democracy in this particular environment. The secend identifies
democracy itself with a kind of religious faith or “mystical ideal.” Ag
Tim Niblock has noted: “The Middle East refated literature purveys a
romanticized conception of the nature and characteristics of liberal
democracy. This occurs not throngh any explicit description of liberal
democracy, but precisely through the absence of any analysis of the
congept and its practical application. The concept hovers, like 2 mystical
Symbol, in the background of the discussion on democratization in the
Middle East, with an implied assumption that liberal democracy con-
stitutes an ideal polity where the common good is realized by means of
the' population deciding issues through the election of ‘individuals who
carry ouf the people’s will.”V

There even appears to be a ¢értain frend toward adopting this second
attitude, More and miore furidamentalists accept the idea that Isiam is
not opposed fo democracy; some argue that by embracing the principle
of shura (or “consultation”), for example, Islam has always favored the
kind of relationship between rulers and ruled that democracy entails.
Democracy may even end up being described as a Western adaptation
of an originally Tslamic principle. Many fundamentalists are prepared-
to go as far ds possible to support democracy—with the notable
tesérvation that it should be maintained onty within the limits set by
shari'a. A “guided democracy” is the system envisioned by many
fundamentalists and traditionalists of different sorts. iran may be
considered as a case where this kind of doctrine has been implemented.
Ia addition to institutions common in all democracies, like elected
parliaments and executives; it also has a high council of expeits and a
religious guide who: are entrusted with ensuring that the laws and
decisions made by democratically elected bodies are in conformity with
religious principles and rules.
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This shows how much popularity, or rather prestige, d¢m¢-cracy- enjoys
within contemporary Muslim -societics.'T.h'e- renowned con_'tenlllpora?
hilosopher Mohamed Abed _Jabri;_has_f said that democracy Is 1 1\;“2{11 n)i
rincipie of political legitimacy whlch'.ls'acccpta%nle no_wa_claj,];s 11‘1‘ Mustim
obieties, whatever their religious beliefs _.a'n_d attlti:_l_des‘__m_ay : Z ; .e roac
ﬁ'(jnary” alternatives that postpbpe’ £he'1m_ple:m§n§alixon-.0 emo& tﬁ
uﬁlil other conditions are_-real_li:zed 1o ionger--.'s..et’:r.rl_ to be acc_eptaal‘e ﬁc
-the masses.*? This support for democracy .reﬂe.cts_ m sqme cgscs' are 'lfhat
' recagnition that it responds to the needs of contemporary soclet}f:t;, the.
it is indeed the only alternative that r_ea_lly ‘wo_rk_s‘-and makes possible the .
peaceful and ratienal managernent of public af_falrs_. In many other cas?f,
however, this newly favorable reception ‘t:i_f democr;cy arises fror:_j_i‘ .x_ts
being viewed as andther utopia.t? Whi]ﬂ':ﬂlls may h?.yg c.:.e.rtam 1mme lm :
advéﬁ_tagc& especially in contexts where -fiemoc;aqu systems -a;c;‘ np ZC"' :
or where démocra_tization is under way, it may al;q gncpurage %tt.nuFe;_
" ¢hiat, are harmful to the longer-range prospécts ‘for_ democrat}zat;or};i c;r.
it may lead to democracy’s being_segn_asian-ahen or u{zattaxnab e ;{ ﬁl;ll ;
* and thes strengthen the idea that the Islamic glterna};v‘a is more wor . i_?,d. ¢
: ahd better adapted to the conditicns_cf' Musljm S_.G'C_lﬁ'tlﬁs__. 1n .ot'_hel." wo_{_ s,
' democracy may be treated in the same way a§ _other’ modgm 1§eolog1cs,_
such as nationalism and socialism, that rec"entl_y' enj pyed.a t.:u;u‘af a§¢en~
6an¢y in some Muslim countries. Both nationalism and soczal_&sm.‘w;:r'r_a
indeed éndowed with a quasi-religious aura; they were adf}_pted as u‘tl-
mate {vorld.views and total beliefs, and cons%dere_d_ as maglca] remedies.
to al the ills and problenis of society. This kind of approa_ch‘ would Enlﬁ
deepen the initisl misunderstanding on'_ the part- qf Mu;llms of | ot .
secularization and democracy. The result w‘ou_ld be t‘o st.ren.gth.e.n tbc
view that Tslam and democracy represent two irreducibly separate anq
opposing outlooks, even if some mixture of _Islam and democracy were
to be envisaged and tentatively implemented.

Replacing Democracy with Its “Building Blocks”

What might be an appropriate strat_tegy for de;}nocrats in this S"itlfl_atl(}l‘l?
For those who are convinced that democtacy is not a new {chglon .for.
‘humanity, but that it provides the most cfficig_np mcans to limit aby..s.t:ﬁ qf
power and protect individual freedoms, enabhn_g 1nd1_v1duals_ to s_e&i:l; el;
.own path to p‘ersonal_ac.cpmplishmct}t, -ii_ler(? can be “a.va_ne%y 3“
‘approaches. The most effective ones avq;d the reified and Ul_Oplal;l‘lZC '
“version of democracy; sither by highl_i'ghting'such concepts as .gqo”
governance” or by supporting some of the “building blocks pf-demogrgcy,

- that is, conceptions and systems that are linked'_'tq or _pa'rt'. gf .dem.qc.r_acy.
; 'Rep_l'acihg highly prestigious and, at the same time, hlgl}iy COI‘ltcnt’l.l;l;S
otions with terms that refer to easily understood facts and ideas is neither

a fei'reat. from conceptual clarity nor-a defedtist position. A few years,
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ago Mohamed Abed Jabri was Ditterly attacked by a large number of
Arab intellectuals for Proposing to replace the slogan of secularization
with such notiens as rationality and démocratization. Secularization, he
contended, hiad becomie a charged issue for Arab public opinion because
it was undesstood as being more or less equivalent to Westernization;
its actual coatents, however, such asg rational-man'agement of collective
affairs and democracy, cgu]_d.hardly be rejected onice they were under-
stood and accepted in their true medning. In a similar vein, Niblock has
observed: “Focusing on the ‘big’ issue of -democratisation has detracteg
from the attention which.can be given 10 a range of more specific isstes
which affect popolations critically. Among these are the Jevel of COTEUp-
tion, the effectiveness of ‘bureaucratic organisation, the independence
of the judiciary, the existéence of well-conceived and cledrly-articulated
laws, freedom of ‘expression, the respect given td minerities; attitodes
to human rights issues, and the extent of inequalities which may create
social disorder,”*

In order to avoid a new and devastating misunderstanding that-wourld
present democracy as an' alternative to religion and make its adoption
appear to be a deviation from religious rectitude; it is essential o rénounce
quixotic tonfrontations: and. to. accept some “ftactical” concessions—
especially when the use of appropriate terminology can bring greater
clarification without sacrifieing substance. Niblock's suggestion, stressing
the importance of specific issaes rélévant to democracy, is one possible
strategy, and it is certainty of real usefulness for the cases at-hand, Yet it
represents an external pbint_ of view, one that seems to be directed
primarily at politicians and decision makers who aitempt to influence
political change in Maustim countries from the outside. It does not take
into account the-attitudes of Muslizis themselves, and especially the need
to foster their real acceptance and support of demaocracy: For this purpose,
a more “conceptual” approach is required, one that would help present
democracy in terms understandable. and acceptable to Muslim publics,
and thus-bridge the gap between a “mystical” représentation and a more

realistic comprehension. It-would answer the need for analytical terms

that can clarify the conceptions and adjust the expectations of Muslims
regarding democracy, and that can encourage the kind.of pofitical support
‘that is equally distant from mythical or ideological fervor an the one
hand, and egotistical or individualist attitides on ‘the other.

This approach, which should be undérstood not as an alternative but
rather as a complenient t¢ the ona proposed by Niblock, aims at clarifying
the issue for a specific public that is influenced by particular worldviews
and has expectations of its own. Finding the right terms is not éasy.
Interpretations of democracy and democratization are so rich and diverse
that it may be difficult to reach a consensual view on the subject. All
such interpretations, however, seern to peint to some basic features a8
being essential conditions for achieving real demiocracy. It is possible
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.to underscore-at least three such-conditions thatseem to be required 'for
: tlie parﬁcular case of contemporary Muslim societies: 1) the updating

f religious conceptions; 2} the rile of law; and 3} economic . growth..
1} The updating of religious conceptions should be upderstood r::o% m.
terms of the Reformation that occurred in sixt‘een?h:centurji Chnstlan:
Europe, but rather as the general evolution 0‘_f r'elllg.:ous ?.ttltudes._ that
11'a$ affected Christians and Jews (except \_vit_iun.[zmnef!_ circles of" {un-
da;hentalists) since the seventeenth or eighteenth centuries ;and_achlexfgd
its full effects only in the early-decades of this century. 'Izhe: Reformat_lon.
is-a:singular event in history, linked to a .parﬁfdula_r e’nwronmf:nt al:ld Fo
specific conditions. It cannot, as some 'qb.se_irv.ers are. spg.gestmg' nowa-
ddys, be “repli¢ated” in the context of another religion and under
rwentieth-century coanditions: ‘

. There s, however, another process of change in religiousl .Aattitudes,
that, although it first occurred in one particular environment, is o.f more:
'univefsal__ scope and significance and seems to be related to.-‘mo.d.cmlza.t%on.-
in general. This process leads the majority _Qf the popn‘latmn t? glve
religious dogmas a symbelic truth-value, and to 'con‘s;dcr} rehg1.0us
narratives. as contingent, historical manifestations or expressions qf‘the
sacred that are amenable to rationat understanding and _scientif;u.:-. s(?r_utmy.
Religious dogmas and narratives no longer define, in a monol.ltl.n‘c way,
people’s ideas about the world dnd society, nor do they determine’ the

‘views that believers are supposed to be guided by in their s:0cial_ and
‘political interactions. This kind of “disenchantment” may discard the

literal meaning of sacred words and rituals, but it ma'intain‘s 'gand- pruibabl_y
teinforces) the overall ethical and mora! teachings. Religious -atlztud;s_
are no longer defined in terms of a combination of strict obserygnce of
rituals. and the adoption of premodern views, but-rather as an }r}fpnna]
but deeply felt adherence to principles of morality and a commitaient to
universal values. Faith becomes a matter of individual choice and commmit-
‘fiient, not an obligation imposed upon all members of the community.
An evolution in this direction has proceeded quite far among
Chr.i.sti.ans an.d Jews, but has made only limited headway among Muslims.
The reification of Islarn that began in the nincteeith century is the most
important obstacle to such progress. Thus it is significant that a nu?ﬂ.}er
- of contemporary Muslim thinkers agree that new attitudes toward .rehglpn
-are now required both by a scrupulous interpretation of s.z_acrgcl sources
and by modern conditions. Their teachings imply a strict separation
~between the sacred message of Isfam and Muslim attempts to lm[:!l_emlent-
tin the course-of history, including the potitical systems and '1§:g1slat1?n
‘créated in the “golden age.” The Egyptian theologian Ali Abderrazig,
for example, proposed to consider the early cali'phatg creat_g:__.d_by
-companions of the Prophet not as a religions institution but-as a_.pohnc.al
ng, amenable to critical scruting in the same way as any normal human
Gstitution. s Fazlur Rahman and Mohamed Mahmoud Taha suggested a




45 Muslims mad Dcmocracy

tempered and mod'emi'ze_d attitude toward revetation, ' Mohamed Talbj
and Mohamed Charfi introduced and defended a clear distinction

between religious principles and the legal prescriptions devised in order

to implement them.* This trend (if one can 50 label a collection «of

otherwise unrelated thinkers who come to similar conclusions) hag

received litte coverage in the media. Its influence has-also been Testricted

by the educational policies of modein states and by intimidation on the’

part of the fundamentalists,

2) The rule of law is a notion that expresses something that Mustims
‘have longed for since the early phases of their history, and have felt to
.be part of the..messagé of Islam_. Muslim travelerg to. Europe in the
nifieteenth century were struck by Europeans’ . adhesion to rules and
rute-bound behavior, This made some of them think that these societies
were “Muslim” without being aware of it, s Islam was clearly identified
with law-abiding attitudes. Fundaméntalists claim that the only way of
satisfying this aspiration for lawfulness is by implementing skiari’q,
which they present as the sole remedy for the arbitratiness and abuse
of power common in most “Muslim"” states. This argument can be coun-
tered by showing.that the modern concept of “rule of law” is clearer,
more operational, and easier to monitor, and thus that the dichotomy
of “Islam (or rather shari’ &) vs. despotism™ trumpeted by fundamentalist
propaganda is not the whole story. Experience has revealed that law-
abidingness is rather a feature of truly modernized societies, where'
individuals feel that they have a voice.in the making of public dedisions,

3) Economic growth here refers to the idea of coniinuous progress,
which is a basic component of modernity, réplacing the messianic hopes
and political resignation dominanit in premodern societies with the
voluntarism and this-worldly resourcefulness of modern simes.
Demacracy, a§ an expression of the free will of the ¢itizens, cannot thrive
if o collective will is allowed to surface or to have 2 say about the
changes that society is compelled to undergg. It is the direct and visible
expression of what Alain Tourdine called modernization (in. contrast
with modernity)—that is, the process through which societies take control
of their own affairs, mobilize their forces and their resources, and seek
to deteimine the course. of their destiny.™® Econamic growth offers the
prospect'of an improvement in the conditions of life, which seems io be

required in every modern society, and all the mare so-in “developing”
ones. No prospect of democratization can be envisaged if no economic
growth is actually taking place,

Toward a Universal Rule of Law

It seems obvious that democracy cannot be exported, much less
imposed on peoples who are not prepared 1o accept it and to mobilize
themselves to implement it. I great numbers 6f Muslims: today invoke
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ligion ratier than democracy 4s _th'e‘ _alt_'er_native to. dg;pqlism, and_?ft!ler_s-
nsider democracy itself (at least i'mpi.mtly) as a.k}nfi of new r{?llg}ogs
pelicf, this is not becanse of some sp¢01al chara_cterl.stic's gttber of. 'I_slam
m—' of Musiims. It is rather because of lthe- partlcular‘ hlstor‘_u:al circum--
stances that I have iried to explain. Muslim confroq_tatmns with European
~plonial powers. in the nineteenth century gave blﬁh t.0 some ~gre:3t_-an_d_
Iastihg. misunderstandings, as a re-S?lt of _wh1ch: quhms ha_ve reje(%t_ed
key aspects of modernity (secularization and, t?_ sorhe degreg,_demlgcral?z_t
tion) as an‘alienation and a surrender of the hlstggcal_seif tp-?hf:'_ Qt er.
Fdr'thoSe who believe that “civilizations" are hfujdfcore _rf;ailtles: that.
1ast throughout history and that have distinctive and 1r£edu01ble fc:%mres,
Sucﬁ polalfizatio_n- is understandable, being the “no.rma} ' conrse cff history.
Tt should therefore be treated as such, and t_he_: approp?rzate l::ehavmr \_f.r_oul_d.
be to prepare to defend one’s own civilization against alien ones in the
unavoidable confrontations .of the future. N
For those, however, who believe that modern -'histpry .has, for better
or worse, put an end t¢ the separate Hife of différent _‘r.:filtures., there_ can
be comvergent paths fo establishing social and _polltfca_l' systems that
promote: individual freedoms, human rights, and social _]_U;Stl.CC.' The_;e
t’:bnvcrgent paths point to the crucial irnp_o'r.tan._cc c_)"f the }QFe_rnat}ona]-
context and especially of the ongoing relationships between established.
and would-be demotcracies, o
The fact that democracy has been adopted only .i_n some t{ountrles
(where it defines the ways their interests are promoted} and not in th_ers
icreates“an asymmetry. The collective intgresis of some communities,
and. not of others, find a channel for their expression, and therefore for
the promotion of their particalar national -intfe'r.ests..’rhe -m_n?raal .Vall.l?s.
that prevail within these communities will not p_revaf'll. in th.m{
Telationships with others. This asymmetry will fuei deeper antagonism
between nations and greater resentment from those who are wea_ltzer. It
is :thereforé fime to call for a aniversal rule of law, wh_er'e.. law is. not
: onsidered_oﬁly as a means for defending selfish natioiial interests, but
is respected for its own sake in a “Kantian™ way. N o

We are living, much more than did our ancestors of the nineteenth
and early iwentieth centuries, in a deeply integrated world. Some form
of a “unjversal rule of law,” creating a new balance between the s_elf:ish
terests of nations and universal principles, would ease the ev_clgt;pn
e-are seeking. It would help to definea framew.t)rk—p(.)‘l.iti:(.iai, c.u_]turai,_
d economic—that is truly compatible with democrati¢ ideals on the
tale of humanity, and favorable to their wider acceptance.

NOTES

., “Islam is th rint.of 4 soei that- f rules exists, eternal,
1. “Islam Is the blueprint.of a social order. It holds. that a set 0 X .
vinely ordained, and indeperident of the will of men, which defines the proper ordering




