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Bahtiar Effendy

Islam and Democracy:
In Search of a Viable Synthesis

Abstraksi: Telah banyak studi dilakukan sehubungan dengan demokra-
si di dunia ini. Namun demikian masih sangat sedikit yang memberikan
perbatian pada perkembangan demokvasi di dunia Islam. Ini bersumber
dari persepsi babwa negara-negara Islam pada wmumnya tidak memili-
ki banyak pengalaman demokrasi dan secara umum punya prospek yang
kecil bagi transisi ke semi-demokrasi sekalipun. Mempelajari negeri-negert
Muslim dalam vangka mencari pengalaman demokratisasi, dengan
demikian, dianggap hanya sebagai upaya yang sia-sia.

Persepsi banyak pengamar politik seperti itu tentu saja menantang
para peminat studi tentang Islam politik: apakah betul babrwa Islam tidak
sejalan (compatible) dengan demokrasi?

Demokrasi sebenarnya merupakan konsep yang difabami dan diprak-
tikkan secara beterogen. Namun demikian ada unsur-unsur dasar atau
“family resemblence ” dari demokrasi: adanya proses rekrutmen elite se-
cara bebas dan lewat kompetisi terbuka, dan adanya bak untuk memilih
atas dasar hak pilib universal. Apakah dua elemen ini tidak bisa diter-
ma dan dipraktikkan di negara-negara Islam?

Masalab tersebut sangat tergantung pada bagaimana Islam dipahami.
Selama ini pengamar politik cenderung mendefinisikan Islam sebagai
agama monolitik. Huntington dan Fukuyama misalnya, memandang
babwa Islam pada dasarnya tidak sejalan dengan demokrasi. Islam di-
pandang menyimpan benib yang mengancam _praktik-prakiik liberal.

Pandangan semacam itu biasanya didasarkan atas referensi terbatas
pada Islam vadikal atay militan, terutama yang berkembang di Timur
Tengab. Islam bukanlab agama monolitik. Di samping itu kegagalan
mereka menangkap Islam yang plural itu berakar dari “bias sekular”
meveka dalam memabami Islam. Mereka tidak mudah menerima argu-
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2 Babtiar Effendy

men babwa agama merupakan alat ilabiah untuk memabami dunia,
Dan Islam adalab agama yang paling tidak mengalami kesulitan mene-
rima argumen ini. Alasannya terletak pada salab satu watak Islam yang
paling jelas: kemenyeluruban. Ini merupakan konsep yang mengakui di
manapun Islam hadiv barus memberikan sikap moral bagi tindakan
manusia. Gagasan ini memang telah mendorong di antara umar Islam
untuk memahami Islam sebagai pandangan bidup menyelurub, yang di-
ungkapkan dalam shari‘ah. Babkan ide ini telab ditafsirkan lebib jaub
babrwa Islam merupakan “totalitas integral yang menawarkan solusi bagi
semua persoalan kebidupan”.

Memahami shari‘ah sebagai pandangan hidup menyeluruh adalab
satu hal. Sedangkan memahaminya secara tepat adalab bal lain. Sumber
masalahnya ternyata terletaf di sini: bagaimana shariah difshami? Dan
ternyata tidak ada jawaban monolitik atas masalah ini. Islam kemudian
berkembang menjadi agama poli-interpretasi. Watak ini kemudian men-
Jadikan Islam sebagai agama yang fleksibel dalam perjalanan sejarab-
nya.

Kenyataan itu seringkali luput dari pengamatan para pengamar poli-
11k, padabal berkembang di negeri-negeri Muslim. Bukanlab pandangan
minoritas di negeri-negeri Muslim babwa mendivikan negara Islam bu-
kanlab suatu kebarusan. Sejaub prinsip-prinsip moral Islam diakomoda-
51 suatu sistem politik, maka mendirikan negara Islam menjadi tidak
signifikan. Atas dasar ini, tidak ada dasar teologisnya untuk memperten-
tangkan Islam dengan sistem politik moderen, mempertentangkan Islam
dengan kedanlatan rakyat atau demokrasi.

Karena itu kemudian masalabnya bukan “apakab Islam sejalan de-
ngan demokrasi” melainkan “seberapa besar dan bentub-bentuk Islam
apa yang sejalan dengan pembangunan politik di dunia Muslim#”

Bentuk Islam yang menghendaki Islam dijadikan ideologi negara akan
menghadapi persoalan serius dalam negara yang multi-agama. Ini per-
nah dialami Indonesia pada tabun 1950-an. Ketika itu ada kelompok
Islam yang ingin Islam dijadikan ideologi negara Indonesia. Apa yang
terjadi justeru keinginan tersebut ikut meruntubkan demokrasi konsti-
tusional, Ironisnya demokrasi konstitusional itulab justru yang me-
mungkinkan kelompok Islam menyatakan aspirasinya.

Dalam suatu bangsa dan negara yang multi-agama, tidak ada kebarus-
an untuk menjadikan Islam sebagai ideologi negara. Kalawpun ada kon-
sep ahl al-dhimmi, yakni konsep yang mengakui posisi non-Muslim di
negara-Islam, ia tetap memperlakukan warga negara non-Muslim tidak
setard dengan warga Muslim,
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Islarn and Democracy 5

‘ onfucian democracy’ is clearly a contradiction in terms. It is

unclear whether ‘Islamic democracy’ is.”
Samuel P. Huntington!

“The most important of these premises is what onc can term the moneo-
lithic perception of Islam and, therefore of the Muslim World. This assump-
tion, whether it underlies a basically hostile or a basically sympathetic analy-
sis of the current ferment in many parts of the Muslim world, tends to down-
grade and underplay (if not totally deny) the divergence in the social, eco-
nomic and political contexts among the various regions and countries which

constitute the world of Islam.”

Mohammed Ayoob?

Introduction

As many have suggested, the last quarter of the twentieth century
has perhaps become “the greatest period of democratic ferment in
the history of modern civilization.” Such a statement is based not on
a provocative argument that “liberal democracy may constitute the
‘end point of mankind’s ideological evolution’ and the ‘final form of
human government,” and as such constitute the ‘end of history,”™*
but more on the fact that more countries have become democratic in
the last two decades. It is noted that between 1974 and 1992, begin-
ning with the transitions of regimes from authoritarian rule to de-
mocracy in Southern Europe, Latin America, Eastern Europe (in-
cluding Russia), and a handful of African countries, that “at least 30
countries made the transition to democracy.” This figure doubles the
number of democratic regimes in the world.®

In line with this emerging phenomenon of a “democratic moment,”
democracy has become something like a snowball, and in the past
ten years we have seen an outpouring of intellectual interest and a
“flood of writing” on democratization.® Thousands of pages have been
written on the subject. This includes the four series on transitions to
democracy edited by Guillermo O’Donnell, Philippe Schmirter, and
Laurence Whitehead, Transitions from Authoritarian Rule (1986-1987);
the four volume series on democracy in the developing countries put
together by Larry Diamond, Juan Linz, and Seymour Martin Lipset,
Democracy in Developing Countries (1988-1991); Giuseppe Di Palma’s
To Craft Democracies: An Essay on Democratic Transitions (1990); the
two volumes collected by Abraham Lowenthal, Exporting Democracy

Studia Islamika, Vol, 2, No. 4, 1995



6 Bahtiar Effendy

(1991); Samuel Huntington’s The Third Wave, an essay on the role of
elites and democratic consolidation put together by John Higley and
Richard Gunther, Elites and Democratic Consolidation in Latin America
and Southern Europe (1992); a series of articles edited by Larry Dia-
mond and Marc Plattner, The Global Resurgence of Democracy (1993);
Jeffrey M. Puryear, Thinking Politics: Intellectuals and Democracy in
Chile (1994); and the two volumes edited by Juan Linz and Arturo
Valenzuela, The Failure of Presidential Democracy (1994).

It is rather unfortunate, however, that these works exclude most
of the Islamic countries.” The decision to put aside most of the Is-
lamic world, and all of the Arab world, from this democratic survey
has been based on a perception that these countries “generally lack
much previous democratic experience, and most appear to have little
prospect of transition éven to semidemocracy.”®

Students of democracy such as Larry Diamond, Juan Linz, and
Seymour Martin Lipset are entitled to their own judgment that most
of the Islamic countries are “unpromising in terms of democratic tran-
sitions.” Thus, they seem to argue that “studying them would be an
unprofitable use of scarce academic resources.” This, however, has
intrigued many students of political Islam, not necessarily to chal-
lenge the validity of their proposition, but to look and examine in-
wardly whether or not Islam is actually compatible with modern
political arrangements in which democracy is one of the major ele-
ments.’

This essay is about the relationship between Islam and democ-
racy. It tries to answer whether or not Islam and democracy are com-
patible. In doing so, first, it is important to describe the basic element
or “family resemblances” of democracy. Second, given the fact that
most of the Islamic countries have been excluded from the study of
democratization, it is also necessary to assess how Islam is perceived
by many western observers. Third, given the focus of this paper, it is
also imperative to examine some of the basic principles of Islam, es-
pecially those which are perceived as compatible with democratic
values. Finally, drawing on the state of political development in the
vast majority of Islamic countries, where authoritarianism has been
so pervasively evident, it is my intention to speculate on the viability
of Islam and democracy in terms of their synthesis.

Studia Istamika, Vol 2, No, 4, 1995



Islam and Democracy 7

Some Basic Elements of Democracy

Contrary to a popular belief that democracy is conceprualized and
practiced homogeneously, the vast majority of democratic literatures
suggest otherwise.!! This is to say that there is no single, unified con-
ception of democracy. Its basic elements or “family resemblances”
are shaped and enriched by the existing culture and structure. In other
words, the concept and the practice of democracy are sociologically
and culturally driven. Depending on the sociological and cultural
contours of any given society, democracy —along with all of its varia-
tions — will manifest accordingly. Thus, the quality and degree of
the North American democracies differ from those of their counter-
parts in the Far East (e.g. Japan) or Western Europe (e.g. Sweden,
Ttaly). The existence of one-party dominant regimes in the latter coun-
tries, for instance, has led many to question the quality and degree of
democracy in those countries. At least, they have been portrayed as
countries with “uncommon” characteristics and traits of democracy."

Similarly, the overwhelming emphasis on the procedural dimen-
sion of democratic theorizing, as conceived by many leading theo-
rists of democracy, has inspired some to raise the issue of “for whom
the ‘outputs’ of the democratic system are actually directed.” In this
regard, it has been generally suggested that in “the struggle over au-
thority” it is the elites — especially those in business circles — who
usually enjoy “the privileged position.”™ Because of this many have
argued that democracy should not only be conceived as a “political
method,” but also as an “ethical end.”®

Despite the fact that democracy can be construed differently
(though it cannot “be just anything”), there are some basic elements
or “family resemblances” in democracy. Robert A. Dahl has specified
that a political regime can be considered democratic insofar as it (1)
allows free and open elections; (2) develops genuine political compe-
tition; and (3) provides wide protection of civil liberties.” Following
Dahl, Juan Linz elaborates that a political system can be regarded as
democratic “when it allows the free formulation of political prefer-
ences, through the use of basic freedoms of association, information,
and communication, for the purpose of free competition between
leaders to validate or regular intervals by non-violent means their
claim to rule, ... without excluding any effective political office from
the competition or prohibiting any members of the political com-
munity from expressing their preference.”®

Studia Islamika, Vol 2, No. 4, 1995



8 Babtiar Effendy

Obviously, as such this is a very demanding conception of democ-
racy. All of its defining characteristics (i.e. free formulation of politi-
cal preferences, freedom of association, free and open election) have
to be met before a regime can be perceived as democratic. Given today’s
wide-world democratic experience, no single political regime fits this
ideal type of democracy perfectly. For this, Michael Burton, Richard
Gunther, and John Higley have observed that

[M]any regimes that hold regular elections fall far short. Some regimes tie
voting rights to stringent property qualifications, as in most Western coun-
tries during the nineteenth century. Some deny the suffrage to whole cthnic
categories, as in South Africa or the American South until quite recently.
Some outlaw parties that espouse radical ideologies and programs, as has
happened to Communist parties in a number of countries. Others marshal
majority support for governing parties through corrupt and coercive prac-
tices, as the Mexican regime has done for decades. Some regimes sharply
limit the effects of democratic procedures by reserving powerful govern-
ment posts for individuals or bodies that are neither directly nor indirectly
responsible 1o the electorate. Thus, conceiving of democracy in procedural
terms does not lead to a simple distinction berween democratic and undemo-
cratic regimes. Between these two poles lie a variety of systems that we will

refer to as “limited” and “pseudo” democracies,”

Based on this procedural notion of democracy, it is safe to suggest
that the basic elements of democracy include (1) the process of elite
recruitment through free and fair competition, and (2) the right to
vote.-based on universal suffrage. The implementation of this demo-
cratic procedure guarantees the formulation of individual as well as
collective preferences. Moreover, given the fact that election is per-
ceived as a means of elite recruitment, it implies that public figures
are held accountable for their actions while in office,

The Monolithic Perception of Islam: A Critique

Recent accounts of the relationship between Islam and democ-
racy, as advocated by Samuel Huntington and Francis Fukuyama,
provide a different explanation with regard to the decision of many
students of democratization to exclude the vast majority of the Is-
lamic countries from their analysis. The emphasis on the “interior”
dimension of Islam, as opposed to “some social requisites of democ-
racy”™ in any given country has led them to believe that Islam is
inherently incompatible with democracy. In fact, Islam poses “a grave
threat to liberal practices,”?

Studia Islamika, Vol 2, No. 4, 1995



Fslarn and Democracy 9

This viewpoint, I would argue, derives chiefly from a monolithic
perception of Islam, with an exclusive reference of militant or radical
Islam especially those which have developed in the Middle East. As
John L. Esposito has pointed out, “[a]ctions, however heinous, are
attributed to Islam rather than to a twisted or distorted interpreta-
tion of Islam by certain individuals or political movements.” Thus,
the term radical or militant Islam “is used facilely and indiscrimi-
nately to encompass a broad and diverse array of leaders, states, and
organizations.”® And largely because of this, for Huntington, Islam
not only contradicts the idea of democracy, but representsa threat to
Western civilization.”

Obviously, the monolithic tendency of many Western observers
in understanding Islam is largely due to their limited knowledge of
the nature of Islam, While it may be true that “secular bias,” as Esposito
contends to believe,” has contributed to the failure of many non-
Muslim scholars to understand Islam properly, their major pitfalls
lay in their ignorance of the fact that Islam is a polyinterpretable
religion. Because of this, an expose on the polyinterpretability of
Islam in relation to Muslims’ attitudes toward modern political sys-
tems, albeit brief, needs to be presented.

Religion, as some have argued, may be seen asa divine instrument
to understand the world.” Islam — in comparison to other religions
— conceivably has the least difficulty in accepting such a premise. An
obvious reason lies in one of Islam’s most conspicuous characteris-
tics: its “omnipresence.” This is the notion which recognizes that
“everywhere” the presence of Islam should provide “the right moral
attitude for human action.”

This notion has led many adherents to believe that Islam is a total
way of life. The embodiment of this is expressed in the shart’ah (Is-
lamic law). A sizeable group of Muslims push it even further, assert-
ing that “Islam is an integrated totality that offers a solution to all the
problems of life.” Undoubtedly, they

believe in the complete and holistic nature of revealed Islam so that, accord-
ing to them, it encompasses the three famous ‘Ds’ (din, religion; dunyd, life
and dawla, State). ... [Thus] Islam is an integrated totality that offers a solu-
tion to all problems of life, It has to be accepted in its entirety, and to be
applied 1o the family, to the economy and to politics. [For this group of
Muslims] the realization of an Islamic society is predicated on the establish-
ment of an Tslamic State, that is, an ‘ideclogical State” based on the compre-
hensive precepts of Islam.”

Studia [slamika, Vol 2, No. 4, 1995
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In its present context, it is not surprising, though it is sometimes
alarming, that the contemporary world of Islam witnesses many
Muslims who want to base their socio-economic, cultural, and politi-
cal life exclusively on Islamic teachings, without realizing their limi-
tations and constraints. Their expression is found in today’s popu-
larly symbolic terms such as Islamic revivalism, Islamic resurgence,
Islamic revolution, Islamic reassertion, or Islamic fundamentalism,®
While such expressions are well motivated, they are not well thought
out and in fact are rather apologetic in nature.” Their central ideas,
as Mohammed Arkoun has put it, “remain prisoners of the image of
a provincial, ethnographic Islam, locked in its classical formulations
inadequately and poorly formulated in contemporary ideological slo-
gans.” Furthermore, “[their] presentation [is] still dominated by the
ideological need to legitimate the present regimes in Muslim societ-
1es.”#

The holistic view of Islam as described above has its own implica-
tions. One of these is that it has excessively encouraged a tendency to
understand Islam in its “literal” sense, emphasizing merely its “exte-
rior” dimensions. This has been carried out so far at the expense of
the “contextual” and “interior” dimensions of Islamic principles. Thus,
what might lie beyond its “textual appearance” is almost completely
neglected, if not avoided. In the extreme case, this tendency has hin-
dered many Muslims from understanding the message of the Qur’in
as a divine instrument which provides the right moral and ethical
values for human action. On the question of the holistic nature of
Islam, Qamaruddin Khan noticed that:

There 15 a prevailing misconception in the minds of many Muslims that the
Qur'in contains exposition of all things. This misunderstanding has been cre-
ated by the following verse of the Qur’in: ‘And We have sent down on thee
the Book making clear everything and as a guidance and a mercy, and as good
tiding to those who surrender’ (16:89). The verse is intended to explain that
the Qur'in contains information about every aspect of moral guidance, and
not that it provides knowledge about every object in creation. The Qur’in is
not an inventory of general knowledge.”

Recognizing the Islamic shari‘ah as a total way of life is one thing,
Understanding it properly is quite another, In fact, it is in the con-
text of “how is the shari‘zh to be known,” as noted by Fazlur Rahman,
that the crux of the problem is to be found.* There are a number of
factors which can influence and shape the outcome of Muslims’ un-

Studia [slamika, Vol 2, No. 4, 1995



[slam and Demeocracy 11

derstanding of the shari‘ah. Sociological, cultural, and intellectual cir-
cumstances, or what Arkoun describes as the “aesthetics of reception,”
are significant in determining the form and substance of interpreta-
tion.”! Different intellectual inclinations — whether the motive is to
recover the true meaning of the doctrine as literally expressed in the
text, or to find the general principles of the doctrine beyond its literal
or textual expression® — in the effort to understand the sharfah may
lead to different interpretations of a particular doctrine. Thus while
accepting the general principles of the shari‘ah, Muslims do not ad-
here to a single interpretation of it.

The emergence of a number of different schools of thought in
Islamic jurisprudence or various theological and philosophical streams,
for instance, shows that Islamic teachings are polyinterpretable.” The
interpretive nature of Islam has functioned as the basis of Islamic
flexibility in history. In addition, it also confirms the necessity of
pluralism in Islamic tradition. Therefore, as many have argued, Islam
could not and should not be perceived as monolithic.*

This means that empirical or actually-existing Islam — because of
“the divergence in the social, economic and political context” — has
meant different things to different people. And quite equally, “it is
both understood differently and utilized differently.”® To put thisin
the context of contemporary Islamic politics, the struggle to form an
Islamic state — even though its theological/religious necessity remains
a controversial issue — may denote different meanings to other Mus-
lims. As a consequence, to state the most controversial and extreme
position on this issue, what is perceived as an Islamic state by Iranian
Muslims has been seen rather differently by their brothers in faith in
Saudi Arabia. In fact, as widely understood, both have been cam-
paigning for the repudiation of each other’s claim for being Islamic.

Islamic politics cannot escape this history of polyinterpretability.
On the other hand, many have in general admitted the important
role of Islamic principles in politics. At the same time, because of
Islam’s potential for differing interpretation, there has been no single
unified notion of how Islam and politics should be properly related.
In fact, as far as can be deduced from both the intellectual and histori-
cal discourses of Islamic political ideas and practices, there has been a
wide range of different — some even contradictory — opinions re-
garding the proper relationship between Islam and modern political
systems (democracy).”

Staclia Islamika, Vol 2, No. 4, 1995



12 Babtiar Effendy

By and large, there are two different intellectual currents in con-
temporary Islamic political thinking, While both recognize the im-
portance of Islamic principles in all spheres of life, they differ greatly
in their interpretation, their congeniality to the modern situation —
thus, some may need further reinterpretation beyond their textual
meaning — and their applicability in the real world.

At one end of the spectrum, there are those who argue that Islam
should be the basis of the state; that shari‘ah ought to be adopted as
the state constitution; that political sovereignty rests in the hands of
the Divine; that the idea of the modern nation-state is contradictory
to the concept of the ummab (Islamic community) which recognizes
no political boundary; and while recognizing the principle of shiird
(consultation), its realization is different from the contemporary no-
tion of democracy.® Put differently, within such a perspective, the
modern (Western) political system — upon which many of the newly
independent Muslim states are based — is placed in a contradictory
position to Islamic teachings.

Atthe other end of the spectrum, there are those who believe that
Islam does not “lay down any clear cut and dried pattern of a state
theory [or political theory] to be followed by the ummah.”® In the
words of Muhammad ‘Imara, an Egyptian Muslim thinker,

Islam as a religion has not specified a particular system of government for
Muslims, for the logic of this religion’s suitability for all times and places
requires that matters which will always be changing by the force of evolu-
tion should be left to the rational human mind, to be shaped according to
the public interest and within the framework of the general precepts that
this religion has dictated.®

According to this theoretical stream, even the term ‘state’ (dawiab)
cannot be found in the Qur’in. Although “there are numerous ex-
pressions in the Quran which refer or seem to refer to political power
and authority, [t]hese expressions are, however, incidental remarks
and have no bearing on political theory.” Indeed, they argue, “the
Qur’an is not a treatise on political science.”

Nonetheless, it is important to note that this position recognizes
the fact that the Qur’dn does contain “ethical values and injunctions
... on human socio-political activities.” These include the principles
of “justice, equality, brotherhood, and freedom.”® For them, there-
fore, as long as the state adheres to such principles, it conforms to
Islamic teachings.®
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In this line of argument, the establishment of an Islamic state in its
formal-ideological terms is not terribly significant. What is impor-
tant is that the state — recognizing the state as instrumental in the
realization of religious teachings — guarantees the existence of those
basic values. As long as this is the case, there are no theological/
religious reasons to reject the idea of popular sovereignty, the nation-
state as the legitimate territorial modern political unit, and other gen-
eral principles of modern political theery. In other words, there is
no legitimate basis for putting Islam in a position contradictory to
the modern political system (democracy).

The first Islamic theoretical model reflects the tendency to em-
phasize the legal and formal aspects of Islamic political idealism. This
is typically signified by the direct application of shari‘ab as the consti-
tutional basis of the state. In contemporary nation-states such as Tur-
key, Egypt, the Sudan, Morocco, Pakistan, Malaysia, Algeria, and
Indonesia, this formalist model has the potential to conflict with the
modern political system.

Conversely, the second model stresses substance rather than the
formal and legal construct of the state. Given its substantialist charac-
ter (emphasizing values such as justice, equality, consultation, and
participation which do not contradict Islamic principles), it has the
potential to serve as a viable approach to relate Islam to modern poli-
tics in which democracy is one of its major ingredients.

At this point, it seems fair to conclude that the tradition of Islamic
political thinking is actually rich, diverse, and flexible. Given this
perspective, following Michael C. Hudson’s argument in his “Islam
and Political Development,” “[t]he question to be asked is not the
crude, falsely dichotomous ‘Is Islam compatible with political devel-
opment [democracy]?’ but rather ‘How much and what kinds of Is-
lam [in an interpretive sense] are compatible with (or necessary for)
political development in the Muslim world?™”*

Some Basic Principles of Political Islam: Their Affinity with Demo-
cratic Values

Briefly reiterated, the above expose suggests the existence of two
different modes of political Islam or Islamic political theorizing, There
are a sizeable number of Muslims who believe that Islam should be
formally and legally linked to politics. In this respect, several impli-
cations are in order. Most notably, it will pose “obstacles to plural
politics and a pluralist polity in Islam,” especially in a country where
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its religious and cultural contours are heterogenous. In the context of
the Indonesian experience, it contributed to the decline of constitu-
tional democracy in Indonesia in the 1950s.%

In this regard, the matter of abl al-dbimmi, the position of non-
Muslims in an Islamic state, often becomes a case in point. Their
rights and duties are construed as deriving exclusively from their mem-
bership as a protected community. Therefore, many have perceived
that their status is one of inferiority vis-a-vis their Muslim counter-
parts.*

On the other hand, there are those who argue that the Qur’an
and Sunnah do not set forth a detailed model of how a political sys-
tem should actually be formulated. Yet, because of their deep convic-
tion on the holistic nature of Islam — that it provides knowledge
about every aspect of life and recognizes no separation between reli-
gion and politics, between the transcendental and the temporal —
they believe that Islam does provide a set of ethical principles rel-
evant to administering politics and its governing mechanism. They
point out that the Qur’in repeatedly mentions the normative ideas
of shura (consultation), ad! (justice), and musdwab (egalitarianism).”

Because of this, they believe that the relationship between Islam
and politics should be substantialist in nature. As long as a political
system is based on the principles of consultation, justice, and egali-
tarianism, it is sufficient to consider such political methods as Islamic,*
Given the democratic perspective presented above, it can be said that
these normative ideas of Islamic political principles are compatible
with the notion of democracy. At this point, even Huntington (in
spite of his negative perception of the relationship between Islam
and democracy) actually believes that Islamic values “are also gener-
ally congruent with the requirements of democracy.”® It is the lack
of democratic experience in many of the so-called Islamic countries
which has led him to believe in the incompatibility of Islam with
democracy. But therein lies his blunder as, if the development of demo-
cratic practices is determined by a single factor, it is religion as a cul-
tural basis of democracy.

Virtually all Muslims believe in the normative ideas of consulta-
tion, justice, or egalitarianism. The realization of these values, how-
ever, depends largely on how Islam — with regard to its relationship
with earthly life in general and politics in particular — is conceived.
The legalistic and formalistic viewpoint of Islam, a position which,
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among other things, necessitates the elevation of shari @b as the law of
the land, tends to hinder the realization of the principle of egalitari-
anism. It poses obstacles to religious as well as political pluralism, not
necessarily in the context of the Muslims-non-Muslims relationship,
but also within the Muslim community itself.

On the other hand, the substantialist mode of Islam, a standpoint
which stresses more the importance of substances than forms, values
rather than symbols, would contribute greatly to the development of
democratic practices.

However, this does not imply the idea of automaticity, in the
sense that a substantialist perception of Islam alone would automati-
cally lead to the enhancement of democratic values. In fact, as in any
other areas, it has been strongly suggested that the emergence and
consolidation of democratic regimes are very much dependent on
wider aspects of socio-economic and cultural requisites.”

Conclusion

The foregoing pages have sought to speculate on the viability of
Islamic political principles with democracy in terms of their synthe-
sis. In addition, this paper has also tried to place a word of caution
regarding the danger of monolithicism in understanding Islam. While
it is not necessarily concerned with the judgmental outputs of such a
mode of perception, it is the theoretical generalization deriving from
such a viewpoint that has raised the eyebrow of many a student of
political Islam. Given the fact that Islam does contain some basic
principles of democracy (i.e. consultation, justice, and egalitarian-
ism), T have indicated that the lack of democratic experience in the
vast majority of the Islamic world has nothing to do with the “inte-
rior” dimension of Islamic teachings. Theologically speaking, the fail-
ure of the Islamic world (Indonesia included) in its attempt to estab-
lish and develop a democratic political mechanism is partly due to its
legalistic and formalistic attitude in understanding the relationship
between Islam and politics. It is the substantialist approach of Islam
that needs to be highlighted to shed further light on our endeavors to
create a viable synthesis between Islam and democracy.
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