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The ·cuıtural Underpinning of 
Civil Society in Islamic Civilization: 
Islam· and Democracy - Bridges Between 
the Civilizations 

BASS AM TIBI, University of Göttingen and Harvard University 

Thinking About Islam and Democracy in a Global Context 

Among people with a demecratic orientation there exists a cansensus on the ideas 
of civil society and democracy. In recent debates the Kantian concept of" demecrat
ic peace" has been forwarded in support of the argument that global democratization 
is needed as the basis of the world peace aspired to. ı The basic requirements for 
democratization and for establishing demecratic peace is the promotion of ci vii soci
ety on global grounds.ı In the course of several international inter-civilizational dia
logues between the West and Islamheldin Jakarta, Karachi , and Arnman many of 
my Muslim co-religionists joined me in arguing that democracy could build bridges 
between civilizations. I have been involved in unfolding the argument that the clash 
of civilizations has not been invented, but rather abused.3 The history of rnankind is 
a history of different civilizations araund which a great variety of local cultures 
revolves. lt is a history both of trenches dividing and of bridges connecting civiliza
tions. In our age of globalization.the need for bridges connecting civilizations can be 
equated with the need for world peace.4 Peace between Islam and the West in the 
Mediterranean is a pivotal case in point. There are bot!). avenues for reaching this end 
and obstacles in its way. It is the airn of this paper to inquire into both of thern. 

In principle, there exists no dispute over the insight that "ci vi ! society is both nec
essary and irnportant". However, the definition of civil society is disputed among 
people stemming from different cultures. Ci vii society "can provide a ballast against 
the power of the state and permit the existence of channels of pu bii c expressian in 
order that society's wishes can be articulated".5 lt is a Western concept not fully 
shared by peoples of different cultures and civilizations. In fact, the rnajor and cru-

1 Michael E. Browns et al.. eds., Dehming tlıe Demnc:rotic Peacl!, Cambridge/MA. 1996. prefacc ix-xxxiii 
and also pp. 157ff. Democrmic peace is also the subjecı of a major rc.~earch projecı on "Democracy and 
Democr.ııiz.ation in Asia'' at the Univer.;iıe Catholique de Louvain. Prof. Michele Schmiegelow is the director of 
this project. The researclı hypothesis is ıhe Kanıian approach that denıocr.ıcics do not wııge war againsı one 
:ınoıher. The findings ;ıre fonhcoming ina book to be published by Sı. M:ırıin's Pres.~. New York. 1997. 

2 Adam Selignıan; Tlıe Idea n[Cil'il Society, New York, 1992. 
3 See the inıerviews w ith Bassarn Tibi, The Chl~h of Civiliıaıions wa.~ noı invented, bul it was used, and 

abused for other rea.~ons. by Telınıina Ahmed. in Nı:wsline (Kar.ıchi). November 1995. pp. 9-1 O. See also the 
report on Tibi's lectures in Jakarıa by P;ıırick Walıers: "Wesı. Islam ChL~h on Human Right~. Denıocracy". Tfte 
Australian, April 1. 1995. Further: Ali Saıan, "Hunıingıon'tn 'Medeniyetler Çııuşnıa.~ ı 'na Bassanı Tibi'den 
Alternatif: Uluslarara.~ı Ahlak", Aksiyon, 22-2H April 1995, pp. 16- 17. 

4 B<L~sum Tibi, Krieg der Ziı•ili.mtimıeu:..Po/itik und Religirm Zll'i,l'dten lll!mwiftwul Fundamenwli.mws, 
Hamburg, 1995. 

5 Heather Deegan, Third Wnrlds: Tlıe Politics of the Middlı: Eastand Africa, London and New York. 1996. 
see pp. 38ff on c i vii socieıy. 
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cia! difficulty is this very Western origin of the concepı. From this follows the criti
cism that civil society is nothing but an effort to transplant a Western demecratic 
concept in to non-Western civilizations. In o ur age of the politicization of religions to 
the extent of creating religious anti-Western fundamentalisms,l\ democracy and ci vii 
society are considered to be "solutiQDS imported from the West" and thus con
deınned. This is the qualification formulared as an invective by the leading Muslim 
fundamentalist Yusuf al-QaradawiJ 

In tatking about civil society and deınocracy white stili remaining honest and 
acknowledging the Western origin of these concepts, we cannot escape the observa
tion that there is no global coınmon way of thinking and no universal history in and 
through which people can unite. However, globalization has contributed to trans
forming world history into global history.K The question to be asked is: Does this 
global history lead to establishing the needed cultural underpinning for democracy 
and civil society in societies which regard these Western concepts as alien? I agree 
w ith David Held that the new networks of communication and information technol
ogy stimulate new societal forms but they equally rekindle and intensify old and 
parochial ones. "Giobalizarion in the domains of communication and information is 
far from creating a sense of common purpose ... Hence the political and cultural 
obstacles ... remain forınidable. But while few could seriously doubt the nature of 
these obstacles, their meaning should not be overstated, either."9 The call for a de
Wesıemization of the world is an importanr articulation of these cultural obstacles. 
My basic argument in this paper is that only a cross-cultural, not a universalistic 
approach could contribute to overcoming these obstacles. The unfolding of the need
ed cultural underpinning of civil society in Islamic civilization is the substance of an 
effort toward democratization. 

The point of departure of this presenration is our world's reality of the simul
taneity of structural globalizarion and cultural fragmentation. This simultaneity is the 
hallmark of o ur age, in particular of the present crucial histerical period at the turn to 
the new millenniuın. By the formula employed I address the fact that the globe is 
shrinking in terms of interaction and mu tual awareness through networking on struc
tural grounds, without, however, the crearion of a unity of outlook concerning sys
tems of government, concepts of peace and options for the future of humanity. There 
exist global structures, but no global order for a civil society shared by all civiliza
rions. The corollary of this statement is that different civilizations need to establish 
bridges between one another in the pursuit of world peace. My pasic cantention is 
that democracy and civil society are the needed bridges. 

Some exponents of Political Islam argue that "democracy is an import from the 
West to the world of Islam" and thus disıniss it as one of the so-caJled "a/-lwlul a/
mustawradalı/imported solurions" (see no te 7). In my view, an open-minded inter
pretation of Islam and of our holy scripture smoorhes the way to embracing deınoc
racy by our Islamic civilization. In the foUowing presentation I want to elaborate on 
this approach, and support it both with arguments and evidence. 

To state that deınocracy has Greek origins sounds !ike the reminiscence of tradi
tional wisdom. To say that Islam and democracy are at odds and to support this state
ment by referring to the non-Islanıic sources of demecratic thought sounds Jike an 
anti-Islamic prejudice. Not surprisingly, this statement comes from some pivotal 

6 Marlin Many and Scoıı Appleby. cds-.. Fwıdamı:nwlism.,· Obsı:n•ı:d. Chicago. 1991: and Bal•sam Tibi. 

Dı:r rı:ligiösı: Fwıdamenwli.mws. Mannheim. 19\16. 

7 Yusuf al-Qar.ıdawi. ai-Hulul al·ttmstuwrudulı (The lmporıed Soluıions). new prinıing. Beinıı. 1 \IXO. 
ıı See the chapıer by Wolf Schafcr in: Bruce Mazlish and Ralph Boulıjens, eık, Crmct!ptıutli:ing Glo/Jlll 

History. Boulder/Col.. 1993. pp. 47-69. 
9 David Held. Demm:racy and 1/ıe Cinbal Ordl!r: Fmm tlu: Modl!m Sttlll! 1n CnsmnpnliWII Gon:rıwncl!. 

Sıanford, 19\15. pp. 2Kl-X2. 
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exponents of ~olitical Islam.ıu Students of Islami c h eritage and history are, however, 
familiar with the extremely positive attitudes of Muslim philosophe~s vis-a-vis the 
Greek legacy in the classical age oflslam. Aristotle was named by these philosophers 
the "Muıallim ai-Awwai(I'he First Master", whereas the most significant Muslim 
philosopher, al.,Farabi, w as ranked as al-Mu' al/im al-Tlıani, only second to 
Aristotle. 11 In giving the top ranking in Islamic intellectual history to a non-Muslim, 
Muslim thinkers have proven how open-minded and how flexible Islam originally 
was.ı2 

In view of this remarkable Islamic histarical background it sounds strange to read 
the fallawing statement by one of the most preeminent exponents .in Political Islam, 
the Iate Abu ai-A'Ia al-Maududi. In his book "Islam and Modern Civilization" 
Maududi expresses his conviction as follows: 

lıell you, my fellow Muslims, frankly: Democracy is in contradiction withı your belief ... Islam, 
in which you believe, ... is uıterly different fTonı this dreadful system ... There can be no re
conciliaıion beıween Islam and democracy, not even in minor issues, because they conıradicı 
one anather .in all ternıs. Where this system (of democracy) exists we consider Islam to be 
absenı. When Islam comes ıo power ıhere is no place for this :;ysıenı . 13 

As a liberal Muslim I place my thoughts in the philosophical u·adition of classi
cal Islamic rationalism. Within this framework, I am inclined to ask: Is this alleged 
incompatibility of Islam and demecratic civil society correct? I then wonder, why are 
Islam and democracy deseribed as being at odds to such an extent? Given the intel
leetual openmindedness of Islam as an assumption on which my point of departure 
is based, the quoted sharp rebuff of democracy in the name ofislam seems to me very 
questionable. 

It is tr u e, in terms of /man/belief there exists only one· Islam shared by all 
Muslims. In Islamic history there were, however, many different approaches to 
u nderstanding Islam and thus varying schools of thought. What school of thought in 
contemporary Islam is reflected in the quoted statement by Maududi? Clearly 
Political Islam. There is, however, an alternative, a true synthesis between Islam and 
the concept of demecratic civil society. My cantention is that the concept of civil 
society can be presented on Islamic grounds. 

At the very outset of this inquiry it is essential to make clear the ilislinetion 
between the interpretation of Islam as a religious belief and Political Islam (see note 
10). To be sure, Islam is both a basis for a variety of Iocal cultures and for one all
encompassing civilization araund which these cultures rally in terms of world-view. 
Now, the cantention adverse to democracy, namely that Islamisa specific system of 
government opposed to demecratic rule, is a quite recent one. For instance, the fun
damentalist term Nizanı lslami!Islamic system occurs neither in the Qur'an nor in the 
Hac/ith/tradition of the prophet. It follows that this term provided by Political Islam 
is not an authentic Islamic concept. It is most important to draw a clear distinction 
between these two totally different understandings of Islam infurther advancing the 
argument that Islam and democracy are not at odds, as suggested by Maududi. 

ı o For an enlighıened Jslanıic criıicism see M. Said al-Ashmawi, al-Islam al-siyasi (Poliıicallslıını), Cairo. 
19X7. For recenı studies on this subject , see Nazih Ayubi. Po/iticu/ Islam, London, 1991: and Olivier Roy, Tlıı: 
Failurı: of Pnliticallslain. Cambridge/MA. ı 994. 

1 ı On al-Farabi. see Clıapıcr 4 in B<L~sanı Tibi. Der ıı·ulırı: Imam: Dı:r Islam l'fJII Molıamml!ıl his :ur 

Gı:gı:mmrt, Müııchen. 1996, pp. 133·50. 
12 See ıhe most recenı record of ı his Islamic heriıage: Tlıı: Palilical Aspı:et.l' of lslamic Plıilo.mplıy: Es.my 

in Honor af Mus/ıin Malıdi, ed. by Churles E. Butıcrworıh. Hurvard Middle Easıern Monographs, 
Cambridge/MA, 1992. 

13 Abu ai -A' Ia ai -Maududi. al-Islam ıı·a af-madmıiyya al-lıadillıa (Islam and Modern Civilizıttion), reprinı 
Cı i ro. no date. pp. 4 ı -42. On ılıesc views of Maududi see al so Muhanımad D ha rif. ul-l.rlmn al-siyasi fi al-wawıı 
at-'Arabi (Politicul Isianı in ıhe Arab World). C<t,ablanca, 1992; pp. 9X·99: and You.~sef Clıoueiri, lslamic 

Fımdanıı:n!Uiism. Bosıon ı 990, pp. 93ff. ' 
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The Grounds of the Inquiry 
The assumption of compatibility or incompatibility is in each case related to the 

point of view from which Islam is regarded. The argument that classical Islam was 
able to embrace Greek philosophy with very few problems smoothes the way for a 
favorable debate on Islam and democra-cy. At first glance, we may ask whether or not 
the question can be asked at all in such a general manner. 

To begin with: In the world of Islam there exists a great variety of local cultures, 
each united by ethical standards related to similar norms and values, as well as by a 
corresponding world-view. The Islamic unity in terms of a comman Weltanschauung 

and diversity in terms of local cultures can be considered as Islamic civilization. It 
is true that there are dividing lines between the world's civilizations (see note 4). 
The reason for the clash between the West and the world ofislam lies in the fact that 
both claim universality for their world-view and the related concept of order. Given, 
however, that people who belong to divergent civilizations share the very essence of 
belonging to one humanity, there must be a com mo n core of ethical values that can 
u·nite humanity for the sake of peace in our world. In my view, the concepts of 
democracy and civil society are the core issues in this international morality.14 

Our present post-Cold War world is characterized by the rise of ethnic nation
alisms and religious fundamentalisms in all regions of the world and its major reli
gions (see note 6). Unfortunately the politicization of all religions emphasizes the 
dividing lines within humanity (see note 4). The vision of a world in dignity and 
peace embraces the concept of a global order based on civil society. In my intreduc
tery remarks I alluded to demecratic peace, i.e. that democracies do not wage war 
against one another. Basically, democracies resolve their conflicts peacefully 
through negotiations (see notes 1 and 9). In the light of this argument, world peace 
among divergent civilizations requires this envisaged ethical convergence on the 
grounds of accepting civil society as the basis of a global order. The underpinning 
needs to be cross-cultural, not universalistic. To question universalism and to honor 
cultural pluralism is not the same as endorsing cultural relativism. There are limits of 
pluralism due to the fact that neo-absolutisms and relativismıs tend w clash and so 
endanger world peace. Jnversely, a cross-cultural, i.e. universal cansensus on democ
racy and civil society provides the grounds for establishing world peace. European 
relativism and fundamentalist neo-absolutisms must inevitably clash, whereas an 
enlightened interpretation of Islam and European modernity could come to terms.ı6 
Civil society isa pivotal concept of this very cultural modernity (see note 2). 

Despite the given assertions, postmodern politics result in division. By empha
sizing heterogeneity and incomınensurability cultural relativisın undermines the 
needed bridges between competing world civilizations. The notian of a united 
humanity goes beyond relativism in stressing that a shared international morality 
essentially requires the universality of a shared ethical core. It is a precondition for 
world peace between civilizations that a global order of demecratic civil societies 
is ethically agreed upon and institutionally upheld by all the participating parties 
(see note 9). Viewed in this ınanner, the clash of civilizations seems to be, as the 
Belgian expert on democracy in Asia, Michele Schmiegelow, rightly argues, "a . . 

14 See the following contributions ıo ı he Ardb debaıe on ıhis subject: Cenıer for Ar.ıb Uniıy Studies. ed .. 
ai·Dt!nwqrQtiyyQ ll'(} lwqttq Q{-inı·QII. Beirut, 19113: idenı. ed., A:mot Q{-dımıoqrcıriyyQ fi Q/-ıı•Qt(JII Q/-ArQbi, 
Beirut. 19X4 (see nıy conıribution in ıhe laııer voluıne on pp. 73-X7). See nıy later researclı on thb subject: 
Bassanı Tibi ... Denıocracy and Democr:dıiz;ıtion in Islam - The Quest for Tslamic Enliglıtennıent". 

Uniı'l!l·sitas. 36. ( 1994). 4, pp. 244-254. Frcnch verNion. ··oenıocraıie el Denıocratisation en Islam". Reı·111! 
lllft!nıatiollalt! dt! Politit(lll! Compw·c!ı:. vol. 2. ( 1995). issue 2. See also Ba.~saın Tibi. "lslunıic Law/Shari 'a , 
Human Righıs. Univerı;al Moraliıy and lnıernaıional Relations". H ttmall Ri1:1/11s Quan,•rly. 16, 2 (M ay 1994). 
pp. 277-299. • 

15 See the proceedings of the Er.ısnıus Ascension Synıposiunı. The Limirs of Pl11mli.mı: Nı:o·Ah.wllltism.ı· 
wıd Rdatil'ism, Prdenıiuın Er.t~nıianunı Foundation. Anısterdam, 1994. 

16 An exanıple of such an inıerpreıation is Fazlur Rııhman, ts/am and Modı:miry. Chicago. 19112. 
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clash between fundamentalists of all denoıninations" (on her project, see note 1). In 
clearly and distinctly distinguishing between Islam as a religious belief and funda
ınentalis_m as a.political ideology, we may then ask: Where is the place of Islam in 
the envis,aged synthesis w ith democracy and civil society? I maintain that an open
minded interpretation of Islam could lead to the full-hearted embrace of democra
cy. Thus, I distinguish between "Open Islam" and its enemies, the fundamentalists. 

Between Asalah/Authenticity and Leaming From Other 
Civilizations: How to Adopt "Civil Society"? 
The concept of ci vii society is based on the premise that social and political insti

tutions in a society are autonomous; they are linked to the state, but not controlled by 
it nor subjected to it. Thus, the institutional division between civil society and the 
state authority is essential in determining whether or not a society is a civil society. 
It is unforrunate that the requirements of a civil society have always been missing 
throughout the World of Islam. There never existed a division of powers nor institu
tions lying beyond the reach of the rulers. The Islamic concept of politics revolves 
around the qualification of the ruler as an lmam.11 The Iate Muslim Oxford scholar 
Hamid Enayat argues, "the absence of independent political thought in Islamic his
tory" has !ed to politics rarely being studied in isolation from religious disciplines. 
As he continues, the result has been that traditional Islamic scholars failed to dea! 
w ith "problems such as the nature of the state, the varieties of government, the qual
ification of rulers, and limitations ·of their power. The rights of the ruled were dis
cussed as a part of the coınprehensive treatises of jurisprudence and theology ... It 
was only u nder the trauına of European ... encroachments ... that Muslim elites start
ed to write separare works on specifically political topics".ıx In my research (see note 
I 7) I fo und that the focus of traditional Islamic trearises w as on the eligibility of the 
ruler to be an Imam 'Adil/I u st Ruler in contrast to Imam .Ta' ir/Despotic Ruler. In 
other words: the reasoning on institutions of state and society that guarantee just 
order, such as civil society, is missing. These findings lead to the conclusion that an 
Islamic theoı·y of civil society is required for the establishment of an authentic cul
tural underpinning. Democracy and democratization are not only needed but also 
possible in the World oflslaın. In fact, some distinguished efforts have been.taken in 
this direction, namely by the renowned Egyptian social scientist Saad Eddin Ibrahim, 
who has contributed to making the Arabic term a/-mujwma' a/-madcmi a politically 
and culturally established equivaJent for rhe Western rerm "civil society".l\1 

I believe the concept of ci vii society can be embedded in Islamic thought on the 
basis of an "Open Islam". Underlying the cantention that Islam could accommodate 
the concept of ci vii society is the fact that Islam has - apart from its own rich achieve
ments- a histerical record of interaction w ith and learning from other civilizations.2o 
The hub oflslaınic civilization is located in West Asia, i.e. the region that Europeans 
place ethnocentrically in their own geepolitics as the Near and Middle East. Islam is 
al so a basic religion in South and Southeast Asia. The secular state of India has hith
erro successfully demonstrated that Musliıns, Sikhs, and Hindus, as well as others, 
can share the secular citizenship of the same state while living peacefully within its 
territory. India, h<?wever, provides an illustration of how fundamentalism -in both its 

17 See Tibi ( 1996) (rcferred ıo in noıe ll above). 
lll Hamid Enayaı. Modımılslamic Polilical Tlımıglıl. Ausıin{rexa.~. 1911:!. p. 3. 

19 See. among many oıher publicaıions. Saad Eddin lbrahim, ai-Mııjumuı" a/-Matltmi wa cıl-wlum•lll al
ılt!lll/llfi"Uii fi a/-ıı•afall ui-"Arcıbi (Civil Socieıy and ıhe Democr.ııic Tmnsformaıion in ıhe Ar.ıb World). lbn 
Khaldun Cenıer Cairo. 1993 (annual report). See also ıhe bulleıin of the lbn K haldun Cenıer: ul-ı'vlııjlllmu· ai

Madaui!Ciı·il Soc:it:ty (bilingual). published in Cairo. 
:!0 The auıhoriıaıive hisıory or lslanıic civilizaıion is Mar.;hall Hodgson, Tlıt! Vt!lllltrt! of h/um: Con~cit!IICt! 

wul ll isim)• ;, o World Cil"ili:(l{imı. 3 vols .. Chicago. 1!1(4. 
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Hindu and Islamic varieıies- isıodaya threat to that peace, with anri-Islamic orienr
ed Hindu-fundamentalisın as the source of this threat. On the other hand, the insis
tence of some Muslim leaders on the inıplenıentation of the Slıori'a does anytlıing 
but promote hamıony with the Hindus.2ı India is a model for ıbe peaceful coexis
tence of peoples belonging ro di verse civilizarions under democracy as the common 
umbrella, but India is also a model for the "coming anarchy" and rhe "new Cold 
W ar" berween poliricized religions22 in our crisis-ridden world. lndonesia isanother 
case of an Asian country where an enlighrened and roleram Islam currently seems to 
embrace democracy, while providing an institutional guarantee of inter-ethnic and 
religious peace between rhe existing five divergent religious communities. Given that 
Indonesia, with a population of 193 million, constitutes not only the largest Islamic 
nation in Asia but in the entiı·e world, the lndonesian model could be particularly sig
nifıcanr for other Muslims.2.1 In this context rhe quesıion can be asked whether the 
favorable conditions for democratization in Indonesia can serve as a model that gen
erares demonstrative effecıs throughout Islanıic civilization, i.e. also for West Asia 
as the center of Islamic civilizaıion. It remains ro be hoped that the Indonesian model, 
despite all its limitations, can affect the experience with demccracy iıı other parts of 

the Islamic civil!zation. In this paper, however, my focus will be on the Arab world 
as the cu !tu ral cenrer of rhe world of Islam. 

The search for an accepted frame of reference compatible with liberal Islamic 
views constitutes my po int of departure. In view of the fact that democracy is a receot 
addition to the political concepts of Islam we need to inquire in to the Islamic aware
ness of this novelty.24 Muslims have encountered this utterly new concept in the con
text of globalization and rhrough the exposure of their own civilization to cultural 
modernity.25 

Early Arab Muslim liberals were at pains to embrace democracy and to reconcile 
it with Islam. The first Muslim Imam, leading Muslim students in Europe, Rifa'a 
Rafı' al-Tahrawi, expressed his deep adıniration of French demecratic culture. He 
was ro witness the July revolution in Paris in 1830 and was impressed to see the rep
resentatives of the toppled regime being granted basic human rights after their arrest. 
For Tahtawi this was ev idence -as he says-of "how civilized the French are and how 
closely their state is bound to justice".211 Early Muslim modemists and refomıists 
were critica! of Europe on account of rhe colonial incursion in to the Islami c home
lands. They neverrheless continued their efforrs at a reconcili:arion of Islam with 
cultural modernity. In the Islamic liberalisın of Muhammad Abduh and orhers in the 
early twenrieth century, democracy was at rhe rop of the agenda of Muslim rhinkers. 
The rensoning of Abbas Mahmud al-Aqqad27 !ed the way. In a recent work, the 
Turkish sociologist Fatma Müge Göçek has shown that the Western ideas adopted in 
the Ortoman period also included the concept of democracy, and thus indirecrly ci vii 
society.ıx 

21 See B<L~sanı Tibi. ··ıslam. Hiııduisın and Lhc Liıııiıcd Scculariıy in lndia··. in W.A.R. Shadid and P.S. 
van Koningsveld , e<ls .. M11.vlims intlıı: Margi11. Kaıııpcn/Neıherlands. 1996. pp. 130-44. 

22 Roben Kaplan. ·--rııe Com in~ Anarchy··. in Tl~t• Atlamic IHnmhly . 273. 2 (Febnıary 1 !194), pp. 44-76. 
See alsa Mark Jucrgcnsnıcyer. Tltı: Nı:w Co/ıl \Var: Rı:ligio11s Nıttimwlism Cmt[roms tlıı: Sewlar S/11"'· 
Berkelcy. 1993. 

23 Bıl~saın Tibi. ··voın Werdeıı eines ncuen nıusliıııisch~ıı Zenırıııns in Südosıasieıı : lndonesicn als Modeli 
Ilir die islıınıische Zivilisaıion··. F rull~fıırıt•r Allgeml!im: Zeitımg. Ocıobcr 27. 1995. pp. 1 0· 1 1. 

24 See noıe 14: and John EspOsiıo ;ınd John Voll./s/am u11d Demoı:mı:y. New York. 1996. 
25 See Abdulnıajid Sharli.al·l.vlımt waal·lltulatlw, Tu n is, ı Y!ll. 1 use ı he noıioıı of culluml nıoderniıy in 

lin~ wiıh JUrgen Habernııı.~. Tlte Plıilosopfticul Discourse tt[Modemiıy. Cambridge/MA. IYX7. 

26 Rifa'a Ra li' ai-Tahıawi. Takh/is al-ihri: ilaıalklıi.v Paris ( 1.'-134 ), new printing Cuiro, no dali!. see ı lıe 
German ır.ınslaıion ofTahıawi's Paris diary. ed. by Karl Sıowasser. Ei11 M11slim cmdeckt E~tmpu,IV!ünchen. 
19X9, p. 223. 

27 ·Abbas Mahmud al- · Aı.ıqad. ai-Dımwqrutiyya ji al-Islam (Democnıcy in Isi anı). Cairo, 1952. 
2!1 Faınıa Mü~e Göçek. Ri.rı: of ı/u: Bo11rgeoisie. Demise of tlıe Empire: Ollo/111111 Wı:stı:mizmimıwıd 

Social Clumge. New York, 1996, pp. 1 IX-22. 
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At the· present day, enlightened Musliıns are able to draw on their own history 
to find a histerical record of their process of learning from other civilizations. 
Islaınic ~arionapsın of the medieval period was in fact a synthesis of the Greek !ega
ey and I~laı:nic civilizarion (see nores ll and 12). One has to bear in mind that this 
Islamic rarionalism ~vas one of the major sources of inspiration for the European 
Renaissance and thus one of the main pillars of cultural modernity. It can furrher 
be argued that this very ınodernity is the major source of deınocracy. Again, 
the Renaissance is among its initial sources and this very same legacy grew from 
the interaction between Islam and Europe. As the Berkeley scholar Leslie Lipson 
puts it: 

Arisıoıle crepı back inıo Europe by the sidc door. His rctum was due ıo the Anıbs, who had 
become acquairııed wiıh Greek tlıirıkers ... The main sourcc of Europe's inspinıtion shifıed ... 21J 

An earlier encounter predates the above-mentioned cultural interaction. In the 
course of the Hellenization of Islam medieval Muslim philosophers adopted rational 
Greek philosophy and Islaınized it in the form of a synthesis.Jn 

It is unfortunate that the Greek legacy transmitted to Europe by Muslim philoso
phers vanished in the world of Islam irself. Some historians point to this fact as an 
explanarion of the ensuing decline in Islamic civilization. 

In modern times early Muslim liberals were at pains ro resume the vanjshed 
Islamic enlightenment in coming to rerms with democracy and adopting its norms 
and values in an Islamic context. As the Iate Oxford Muslim scholar Hamid Enayat 
puts it, their failure was caused not so much "by canceptual jncoherence as by 
absence of specific social and economic formations". In continuing this line of rea
soning, Enayat argues that the major jnrernal obstacles are: "educarional backward
ness, widespread illiteracy, and the prevalence of servii e habits of thinking and blind 
submission to authority." Tbere are, however, he continues, exrernal obstacles as 
well. These are related ro " the reluctance of the United States and some West 
European powers to adjust themselves to the realities of the post-colonial era".31 The 
Iate HamidEnayar emphasizes this w hile acknowledging that the West, despite all i ts 
lip service, has not been favorable to the process of democratization in the world of 
Islam. Enayat died before being able to observe the West's behavior in the post-Gulf 
W ar developments as further evidence for his argument. 

There are many lslamic countries with a record of democratization in the early 
postcolonial period. The rise of one-party authoritarian regimes marked the end of 
democratization. Recently there were some remarkable signs of elecroral democrati
zation in Algeria, Jordan, Egypt, and Morocco.32 

Before I move to a more detailed discussion of the available openings for the 
establishment of a cultural underpinning for civil society in synthesizing Islam and 
democracy in a rradition of enlightenment, I should !ike ro quote same views by rep
resentatives of Political Islam. As I pointed out in my introductory remarks, this 
stream in Islamic civilization argues against democracy. There, I have cited the Iate 
Pakistan i Ab u al-A' la al-Maududi as arguing that Islam and democracy were at odds. 
Another authority is the Iate Egyptian Sayyid Qutb. He supports the assertian of such 
a contradiction and views the conflict on a globaJ scale: 

After the end of-democracy in a state of bankruptey the West has nothing to give tohuma
nity.J3 

:!9 Leslie Lipson. The Erhiı:ul Cri.w:.ç of Ciı-ilbuimı . London. 1993. p. 63. 
30 See Clıapter 4 inTibi ( 1996) (referred to in note ll). 
31 Enayaı (19112) (rcferred to in note IX).-p. 13Xf. 
32 See ı he surveys in Elli s Goldberg eı al., eds., Ru/ı:.1· ımı/ Righrs in rhe Mi ılılle Eosr:· Democracy, Lall' mul 

Snciery. Seııııle and London. 1993. 
33 Sayyid Quıb. Ma"alimfi al-wriq (Signs on ılıe Ro~d). 13th legal prinıing. Cairo. 19!!9, p. 5. 
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Fallawing the legacy left by Maududi and Qutb, Yusuf al-Qaradawi is one of 
the most influential writers of Political Islam in our time. He invented the already 
quoted formula "al-Hall a/-/slami(fhe Islamic Solution" versus "ai-Hulul ai
Mustawradalı(fhe Inıported Solutions". al-Qaradawi places democracy at the top 
of the "imported solutions" which he dismisses. al-Qaradawi tells his readers: 
"Democracy isa Greek term which ııi"eans the governınent of the people" and then 
continues that "democratic liberalism entered the life of Muslims through the 
impact of colonialism. It has been the most dangerous result of the colonial lega
cy."34 As the reader notices, al-Qaradawi's dismissal of the Greek legacy deliber
ately withholds the positive record of Hellenism in the heritage of classical Islam. 
My consent to a synthesis of Islam and democracy as the culrural underpinning for 
a civil society is based on this very record of cultural borrowing and exchange. 

The rejection of democracy by representatives of Political Islam is based on the 
idea of popular sovereignty. Are these really authentic Islaınic political views? Is it 
true that Islam and democracy are "in contradiction in all respects", as Maududi 
contends? And last but not least: Why cannot contemporary Muslims vie with their 
ancestors at the height of classical Islam in leaming from others? Islam and Islamic 
history teach us that there is no contradiction between authenticity and leaming 
from others in the search of cultural patterns in our age of globalization. Our 
Prophet prescribed: "Utlubu al-' ilm wo /au fi ai-Sin/Seek for knowledge even in 
China". The Prophet well knew that China did not belong to the world of Islam. 

Toward a Synthesis of Islam and Democracy 
On an ethical leveJ there are many theoreticaJ affinities between Islam and 

democracy. On this JeveJ I deem it possible to find features comman to Islamic civ
ilization and the other civilizations in the pursuit of the requisite international moral
ity and demecratic peace. I share the view of the Iate Oxford Muslim scholar Hamid 
Enayat that it is "neither ... inordinately difficult nor iliegitimare to deıive a list of 
demecratic rights and liberties" from Islamic sources "given a fair degree of exeget
ical talent".3S Thus the cantention earlier cited, i.e. that Islam and democracy are at 
odds, does not hold. To be sure, I have liberal and open-minded Islam, not the ide
ology of Islaınism in mind. Thus, my procedure is radically different from the one 
pursued by Esposito and Voll.Jfi In the name of Muslim-Christian understanding 
tbese two American scholars of Islam end up legitimizing Islamic fundamentalism. 

Islarnic fundamentalists confuse civil society with the Islamic state. In fact, the 
concept of an "Islamic state" does not exist in the Islamic sources. Besides the refer
ence to the holy scripture there are also histarical facts that run counter to the ideol
ogy of an "Islamic state", i.e. to the pattern presented by Political Islam as an alter
native to the demecratic state. Students of Islam who are familiar with Islamic 
Slıari' a law know that there are four Islamic traditions related to the Hanafi, Shafi'i, 
Hanbali, and Maliki legal schools. Intheir respective traditions of law-making, these 
Madhahib never entrusted the state with the implementation of Slıari ' a. As Harnid 
Enayat puts it, in Islarnic history the S ha ri' a "was never implemented as an integral 
system."37 

The goal of "Rethinking Islam"3X is an adaptation of religious doctrine to changed 
histarical realities. Rethinking Islam involves, as I argue in one of my books, a cul
turaJ accommodation to social cha~ge, not simply a conformism ina pragma~c man-

34 ai-Qar.ıdawi ( 191!()) (refer lO nole 7), p. 50f. 

35 Enaya1 ( 19X2), p. 131. 
36 Esposi1o und Voll (1996) (referrcd 10 irı no1e 24). p. 126. 
37 Enaya1 ( 19112). p. 131. 

3S Mohanınıed Arkoun. Retlıinking Islam, Boulder/Col., 1994. 

30 Bassam Tihi 



ner.3!1 With tegard ro democracy, the repeatedly quoted Islamic scholar Hamid 
Enayat makes the poinr: 

. WhaJ is blaı~nıly missing ... is an adapıa tion of ei ıher the ethical and legal precepıs of Islam or 
ı he auiıudes and iııstituıions of tradiıional socieıy ıo democracy. This is obviously a much more 
complex and challe'nging task than the me re reformulation of democrdtic principles in Islamic 
idioms. l ı is because of this neglecı that the hopes of evolving a coherenl theory of democracy 
appropriaıe to an lslamic conıext have remained largely unfulfilled.40 

In reiterating my conviction that it is not only possible to avoid a conflict between 
Islam and the concept of a demecratic civil society, but also to develop a synthesis 
between both of them, I should I ike to conclude this paper by stating that the need of 
Muslimsfor a "coherent theory of democracy appropriate to an Islamic context"41 is 
not restricted to the interesrs of Islamic civilization. In our contemporary world, fast 
shrinking to a global village, there is an overall need for an ethical core of political 
values shared by humanity.as a whole. The. universal acceptance of civil society on 
cross-cultural grounds is the basis for democratic peace and a global order of democ
racy (see notes I and 9). Democracy and civil society are part and pareel of moder
nity and are among the basic bridges between civilizations under the conditions of 
the simultaneity of strucwral globalization and cultural fragmentation. I believe that 
an open-minded comprehension of Islam would enable us to contribute to this goal 
in the pursuit of democratic world peace. In contrast, the political ideology oflslamic 
fundamentalism does not provide a real opening for eı:nbracing cultural modernity by 
Muslims.42 · 

39 Ba-:.~am Tibi, Islam and tlıl! Cu/turu/ Accommndutimı of Snciul ClıoiiJII!, Boulder/Col., 1991 (2nd 
prinıing). 

40 Enayat (191!2). (referred to in note IX), p. 135. 
41/bid., p. 135. 
42 See Bassarn Tibi. ' 'The Worldview of Sunni Ar.ıb Fundamenıalisıs", in Manin Marty and Scott 

Appleby. ed s .• Fwıdam~tmolisms u11d Society, Chicago, 1993, pp. 73-102; and also Bassanı Tibi . 
"Fundanıentalism", in Seymour M. Lipseı. ed .. T/ıe Em:yc/opedia of O~tnıocracy. 4 vols .. here vol. 2. 
Washington D.C., 1995. pp. 507-10. 
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