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I. INTRODUCTION 

The question that I would ask to discuss today is: Is modern Islam 
compatible with constitutional democracy? I would like to start with 
two introductory comments. The first one is that from a very practical 
aspect, when we are talking about the Muslim world, we are talking 
about the second largest religion in the world. We are talking about 
one and a half billion people in the world-roughly 65 countries with 
a majority Muslim population. We have no choice in answering this 
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question. Islam and democracy have to be compatible, simply because 
the alternative is too dangerous to contemplate. If we say they are not 
compatible, we are condemning one and a half billion people in the 
world to dictatorship, violence, and anarchy. That would be disas-
trous, not only for them, but for all of humanity. 

My second introductory comment is that every religion, including 
Isalm, Christianity, Judaism, and any other religion, is open to various 
interpretations. There is not one school of thought in Islam, just like 
there is not only one school of thought in Christianity or in Judaism. 
There are those in the Muslim world who take Islam very seriously, 
and there are those who are Muslim only by name. There are Muslims 
who are conservative, who say that the past is the best and we should 
emulate the past, and there are progressives who say, "No, we should 
focus on the future." There are extremists, and there are moderates; 
there are radical Muslims, and there are liberal Muslims. So, it is 
very, very hard when you are talking about one and a half billion peo-
ple in 65 different countries to generalize and talk about Islam as a 
whole or Muslims in general. However, let us do our best. 

IL PRINCIPLES OF CONSTITUTIONAL DEMOCRACY 

I think that Islam is compatible with constitutional democracy for 
several reasons. I do not have time to go into all of them here today, 
but let me mention that at our center, the Center for the Study of Islam 
and Democracy, we do two things: (l)we organize conferences, semi-
nars, and workshops just like this one on Islam and democracy - we 
have been doing that for eight years; (2)we also publish policy papers. 
They are on our website and in many of our publications. So there are, 
on our website, at least 160 academic papers on this topic, on Islam 
and democracy. So if you want to read more about it, I encourage you 
to visit our website which is islam-democracy.org and you will find 
various opinions, interpretations, and answers to this question. 

The main criterion for democracy, or constitutional democracy, is 
to have freedom of conscience and freedom of religion. To me, that is 
the number one criterion, and I am very proud that in Islam this prin-
ciple is very, very strong. Despite the appearances, and despite what 
you have heard in the media the last four or five years that Muslims 
are taught to kill the infidel, this is absolutely nonsense. It is not true. 
The first of the basic principles of Islam is that there is no compulsion 
in religion (La ikrahafi'ddeen). The basic definition of religion is that 
it has to come from the heart; it is meaningless if it is imposed by any-
body. This principle is not on! y in the theory of Islam, as I will men-
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tion very briefly here, but also in practice. Throughout the fourteen 
centuries of Islam, as you know Islam started in the seventh century, 
Muslims have lived in peace and brotherhood and sisterhood with 
Christians and Jews in the Middle East, in North Africa, and in many 
parts of the Muslim world. The historic record of Islam is not perfect, I 
am sure there were abuses throughout history, but when you compare 
it even to that of Christianity, or to that of any religion, the historic 
record of Islam is actually excellent. 

Ill. SUPPORT FOR DEMOCRACY IN THE QURAN 

Let me mention a few verses from the Quran to say why this is 
very important. The difference between Islam and Christianity, of 
course, is that Jesus, peace be upon him, never ruled, never was a ruler 
of a state. Prophet Mohammed was ruler of a state so that makes a big 
difference between Islam and Christianity and why in Islam it is hard 
to separate religion from politics. On one occasion, Prophet Moham-
med told his companions when they were ruling certain areas of Saudi 
Arabia: "Do not speak in the name of God. Do not speak as a repre-
sentative of God. Speak as a human, not as a god. You do not know 
what exactly the order of God is." So when Prophet Mohammed sent 
them to rule certain areas, he made very clear that they did not speak 
in the name of God, that they did not represent God on earth. 

There is a small sect in early Islamic history which called is al 
khawarij who raised the flag of: laa hukma ilii.ha ilia Allah, There is 
no rule except but God, except by God, that only God should rule, and 
nobody else should rule. This, however, is the opinion of a very small 
minority in Islam, and was even from the beginning. This sect does 
not even exist anymore. The majority of Muslims, both Sunnis and 
Shias, disagreed vehemently with this approach of al khawarij. The 
Prophet, peace be upon him, also said: "I know more about your relig-
ion, but you have more knowledge about the issues of your life." 
There was a time when the Prophet told people to do something re-
lated to agriculture, and when they did it, it did not work out. So then 
they came back and they said, "You told us to do this, but it did not 
work out." He said, "I gave you my suggestion, but I am not an expert 
in agriculture. I know more about your religion, but you know more 
about your life, or aspects of your life." 

Again, this concept of freedom of religion and freedom of con-
science, I think, is the basic pillar of freedom and democracy in gen-
eral. In the Quran it is said: "And had your Lord willed, those on 
earth would have believed, all of them together. So will you, 0 Mo-
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hammed, compel them until they become believers?" In this verse God 
is teaching Prophet Mohammed that his message is simply to invite 
people to Islam, but not to compel people to Islam. He goes on to say, 
"So remind them, 0 Mohammed, you are only a reminder, you are not 
a dictator or enforcer over them; and say the truth is from your Lord. 
Then, whosoever wills, let him believe, and whosoever wills, let him 
disbelieve." 

IV. CURRENT ATMOSPHERE OF THE MUSLIM WORLD 

Let me discuss the current situation in the Muslim world. There 
were many polls conducted in the Muslim world, one specifically in 
December 2006, by the Gallup Poll. It found that 70 to 90% of Mus-
lims in ten different countries, from Morocco to Indonesia, believe that 
democracy is the best form of government. 70 to 90%. The range de-
pends on the country. However, 70 to 90% of the same population 
believes that Shari'a, meaning Islamic law, has to be either the pri-
mary source of law, or one of the primary sources of law. So the chal-
lenge in the Muslim world is not that Muslims do not want democracy, 
a majority of them want democracy. The challenge is secularism. 
The majority of the Muslims do not want to separate religion from 
politics. They want democracy, but they also want Shari' a. This is the 
real challenge: How can we develop a democracy that has Islamic val-
ues, Islamic principles; a democracy that is not necessarily secular, but 
that respects the basic premises and basic values of constitutional de-
mocracy? This is the challenge, I think, of the 21st century. This is 
what we at the Center for the Study of Islam and Democracy and what 
many other Muslims and Muslim organizations are trying to do. How 
do we reinterpret the Islamic text, how do we reinterpret the Quran 
and the Sunnah to develop a modem interpretation of Islam that pro-
vides Muslims with this avenue of being democratic and Muslim at the 
same time? Thank you very much. 
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The principal tenets of liberal Islam are Hurriya (liberty), Adl Gus-
tice), Shura (consultation), and ljtihad (interpretation). These tenets of 
faith emphasize the importance of the liberty of the individual to make 
his/her own decisions regarding religious matters. Followers of liberal 
Islam believe people were given the free will to make decisions, that 
inequality is offensive to God, that oppression is intolerable because it 
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is unjust and restricts free will, and that all Muslims must participate 
in the interpretation and application of Islamic principles to modern 
society to ensure that principles such as justice are properly applied. 
A majority of Muslims follow liberal Islam. 

Within the Islamic world there are two major threats to liberal Is-
lam: secular extremists and religious extremists. These two groups 
seek to force their views on others. In order for liberal Islam to tri-
umph, democracy is necessary. The more freedom that Muslims ex-
perience, the more likely they will be to follow liberal Islam. Other 
countries should support democracy in the Muslim world instead of 
supporting dictators in the name of stability for the region. 

Radwan Masmoudi, Why Democracy?, MUSLIM DEMOCRAT, April 
2005, at 1, available at https://www.csidonline.org/documents/pdf/ 
md_april2005.pdf. 

Masmoudi notes that while about half of the Arab population, 
which is over 300 million people, is below the age of 20, there is an 
increased risk of the development of extremist ideologies. He asserts 
that the consequence of lawlessness and oppression is citizens who are 
deprived of fundamental rights. Masmoudi states that the international 
community has a moral obligation to help foster the basic tenets of 
democracy, including: freedom of the press in the Arab world, a free 
market economy, freedom of religion, freedom of association, a free 
judicial system, freedom of associations, and free elections. 

Radwan Masmoudi, Why the U.S. Should Engage Moderate Mus-
lims Everywhere, COMMON GROUND NEWS SERVICE, Nov. 9, 2004, 
http://www.commongroundnews.org/article.php?id=2275&lan=en&si 
d=O&sp=O. 

This article outlines the path the U.S. needs to take to win the 
"War on Terror" by convincing the Muslim world that the U.S. is not 
attacking Islam as a whole, but rather that the battle is only against 
specific terrorists. Dr. Masmoudi stresses the importance of embracing 
moderate Muslims in order to accomplish this goal. Masmoudi re-
marks: "The need for Americans to understand Islam, and the need for 
Muslims to understand American, has never been greater." To do this, 
it is important that the United States remains "a bastion of freedom, 
tolerance, and democracy where people of all faiths, including and 
especially Muslims, can live and thrive in peace, respect, and harmony 
within a multi-religious, multi-ethic society." 

Radwan Masmoudi, Turkey Leads the Way, MUSLIM 
DEMOCRAT, Nov. 2002, at 1, available at https://www.csidonline. 
org/documents/pdf/md_november02. pdf. 
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The November 2002 election of the conservative Justice and De-
velopment Party in Turkey is a positive sign for the growth of democ-
racy in the Muslim world. Most Muslims desire to live in a democratic 
society where they can practice their religion according to their own 
beliefs without the government forcing them to practice Islam in any 
particular way. 

Bad governments abound in the Islamic world. The atrocities that 
occurred in Algeria and Afghanistan are just two examples of what 
can happen when Islamic dictators rule in the name of God. Egypt and 
Iraq exemplify anti-religious regimes that are not the type of secular-
ism that the Islamic world needs. Instead, more Muslim countries 
should follow the example of Turkey and seek to find a form of secu-
larism that is compatible with Islam. 

In Turkey, Muslim democrats won the November 2002 election. 
These Muslim democrats acknowledge that there is room for differ-
ences of opinion regarding how Islam should be practiced. The gov-
ernment has no role in settling these differences of opinion and instead 
allows Muslims the freedom to decide for themselves. Americans need 
to do more to support genuine democracy in the Islamic world, for 
example, the secularism in Turkey, to increase stability and decrease 
terrorism. 

Radwan A. Masmoudi, Struggles behind Words: Shariah, Sun-
nism, and Jihad, SAIS REV., Summer/Fall 2001, at 19. 

Shariah, sunnism, and jihad are words used as weapons for secu-
larists and Islamists in the Muslim world as they war with one another. 
The first concept, shariah, Islamic jurisprudence, is viewed literally by 
the Islarnists who want the rule of shariah law with its literal punish-
ments like cutting off the hand of a thief. Secularists argue that the 
literal application of shariah is outdated and seek to implement only 
the purely religious aspects of shariah such as fasting and prayer. The 
truth of shariah is that it has historically been subjected to interpreta-
tion and adaptation based on changed circumstances. The process of 
relying on the abstract principles of shariah ended in the fifth century 
of Islam. 

The second concept, sunnism, accounts for the schism between 
Sunnis, who believe the Prophet Mohammed gave permission to elect 
a caliph as his successor, and the Shiites, who believe the Prophet Mo-
hammed appointed a relative as his successor. This has resulted in civ-
il war and the leadership of secular tyrants in the Muslim world. Nine-
ty-five percent of the Muslim world is Sunni, which represents a foun-
dation for democracy in Islam since the Islamic leader was elected by 
the will of the people rather than appointed by the will of God. Unfor-
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tunately, the practice of democracy in sunnism has not been practiced 
except for the first twenty five years following the Prophet Moham-
med. 

The final concept, jihad, which literally means struggle in Arabic, 
is the most misunderstood Islamic concept. Jihad means to struggle 
for peace, for equality, to defend the oppressed, and on a personal lev-
el, to struggle against evil and lead a decent life. Muslims have seldom 
forced people to convert to Islam, which accounts for Christian mi-
norities in many Islamic States. When jihad is violent, it is defensive 
and a positive force struggling for the common good through justice, 
freedom, and human dignity. Secularists and Islamists can unite in a 
modern concept of jihad that seeks to build a modern society that is 
economically and technologically advanced. Community between the 
secularists and Islamists can be achieved only through intellectual de-
bate and reform within Islam. 

Radwan Masmoudi, Democracy in the Middle East: Watching 
What the U.S. Does As Well As What Bush Says, MUSLIM DEMOCRAT, 
Nov. 2003, at 1, available at https://www.csidonline.org/documents/ 
pdf/md_november03.pdf. 

President Bush delivered a speech at the National Endowment for 
Democracy on November 6, 2003 that outlined a plan for democracy 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, but was nonetheless received with skepticism 
in the Middle East. Americans and Muslims in the Middle East view 
each other through the prism of U.S. policy on the Israel-Palestinian 
conflict. The disbelief of Bush's plan for democracy is also rooted in 
thirty years of U.S. policy in supporting oppressive dictators in the 
Middle East. The Middle East is economically destitute while rich in 
natural resoures because while a few live in luxury most are unedu-
cated, unemployed, and lack human dignity. This creates a cycle 
where the desperate act out in violence and the regimes become more 
oppressive. Democracy is the way to restore human dignity, freedom, 
equality, and a national identity as the people become stakeholders in 
their society. 

Principles of democracy are found in Islamic jurisprudence that 
advocate God-given freedom. This requires the interpretation and ad-
aptation of Islamic principles and jurisprudence to the realities of the 
modern age. The United States needs to back democracy not only in 
speeches but also in actual policy that translates into action by pressur-
ing Arab countries to adopt democratic political reforms, with sanc-
tions and expulsion from the UN if they do not. 

Radwan A. Masmoudi & Amr Hamzawy, Support Freedom in the 
Arab World, THE WASHINGTON POST,Oct. 11, 2006, available at 
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http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-
dyn/ content/article/2006/ 10/10/ AR2006101001281.html. 

Because Arabs will choose democracy and freedom if given a 
choice, the United States should recognize its effect on that choice by 
continuing to support the implementation of democratic reform in the 
Arab world. When America withdraws its support, Arab despots seize 
the opportunity to intensify their repression against liberal Muslims. 
Masmoudi writes: "Democratic participation is the only way to com-
bat extremism and pressure all groups, including Islamists, to moder-
ate their stance in order to maximize their share of the vote." The 
United States has a role to play in nurturing freedom and democracy to 
prevent authoritarian mlers from controlling the lives and religion of 
more than 300 million Arabs. 

Radwan Masmoudi, ls President Bush Pushing for Democracy 
Too Quickly in Post-Saddam Iraq? No: The Sooner Democracy is Es-
tablished, the Sooner Iraq Will Become a Reliable Ally of the West, 
INSIGHT ON THE NEWS, Dec. 8, 2003, http://findarticles.com/p/articles/ 
mi ml571/is 2003 Dec 8/ai 111023089/?tag=content;coll. 

Dr. Masmoudi argues that a fear of the unknown is behind argu-
ments that an Iraqi democracy is either impossible or would be unsta-
ble. Masmoudi predicts that future leaders of Iraq will be "conserva-
tive Muslim democrats who combine Islamic conservative values with 
democratic ideals and principles." The current situation in the Middle 
East is one of poverty, cmruption, and lack of education. Masmoudi 
states: "Democracy offers the only hope. People must feel that they 
have a stake and voice in running their own affairs." Through democ-
racy will come economic development, which relies on democratic 
principles of good governance, justice, freedom, the rule of law, and 
accountability. 

Paul Kengor, Values and Vision Q & A with Radwan Masmoudi, 
THE CENTER FOR VALUES AND VISION AND GROVE CITY COLLEGE, 
Sept. 20, 2006, http://www.visandvals.org/VISION_ VALUES_CON-
CISE_Q_A_ with_Radwan_Masmoudi. php. 

There is a "struggle for the soul of Islam." Although the attacks on 
the World Trade Center brought this struggle to the forefront for 
Western audiences, the battle for what Islam represents has its roots 
long before September 11. Dr. Masmoudi believes that democracy is 
the key to having the hard discussions that need to take place for the 
"reinterpretation" of Islam. There is a history of debate and free-
thinking in the Muslim world that highlights one of Islam's core prin-
ciples - freedom from compulsion. In this interview, Dr. Masmoudi 
said that given the choice, "people will choose freedom. And that's 
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part of religion: to be able to choose freedom. It is in the interest of 
Islam, in the interest of religion, that people be free." 

Anita Joseph, Muslims Urged to be Proactive, Speak for Them-
selves, TIMES OF OMAN, available at http://www.timesofoman.com/ 
echoice.asp?detail=l4991. 

Dr. Masmoudi is quoted as saying: "[T]he American mind is ex-
tremely pragmatic. While they do acknowledge the glorious past that 
Islam has, their main question is: what is happening in the Muslim 
world today? Why is it in such a mess?" Masmoudi goes on to state 
that Muslim intellectuals have a role to play in educating the American 
public about the need for democratic reform in the Muslim world and 
the United States' responsibility to promote such reform. 


