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INTRODUCTION

It is possible to approach the relationship between Islam and democracy at least in two different ways: one from the angle of Islam, and the other from that of democracy. Regarding the first angle, in this paper, I will simply adopt the view that, in its essence, there is no element of Islam that makes it inherently incompatible with democracy (Erdoğan 1999). My focus will be rather on the second angle, namely, on democracy. It will be argued that, in order to have a working democracy, not only in a Muslim society but in any kind of society, it is not enough to determine the social, institutional and cultural prerequisites of democracy. We must also determine the limits of democracy. 

In this regard, to the extent that it neglects the discussion of the limits of democracy itself, the literature of the prerequisites of democracy that emphasizes socio-economic development (Lipset, 1959, 1960); institutional design (Linz, 1994; Lijphart, 1984; Sartori, 1997, and others); and civic culture (Almond and Verba, 1967; Putnam  et al., 1993) falls short of determining the conditions of a viable democracy. In this direction, in what follows, I am going to argue that in order for democracy to be viable in a Muslim society, it has to be a ‘liberal’ one.

DEMOCRACY BUT WHAT KIND?

Around the late 1950s and early 1960s, there emerged a literature that can be called as ‘the prerequisites of democracy’ among the students of ‘political science’. Most of those academics were either American or foreigners teaching in American universities. The common denominator of this literature was the acceptance that democracy was the best political regime, and therefore, the task at hand was to determine the conditions on which it can flourish. In this direction, at least three lines of argument that can be grouped as socio-economic factors, institutional design and civic culture were put forward.

Academics such as S. M. Lipset (1959, 1981) and P. Cutright (1963) focused on socio- economic factors. The core of their argument was that without a certain level of economic and social development, i.e. modernization, it was hard to establish and maintain a democratic regime. They based this conclusion on the positive correlation between socio-economic modernization and democracy that was obtained through cross-national statistical analysis.

For the second line of argument what mattered most in establishing and maintaining a democratic regime was the shape that the democratic institutions would take. Accordingly, a sound democratic regime could only flourish on sound institutions. Thus J. Linz and A. Valenzuela (1994) argued that presidential regimes were prone to breakdowns while parliamentary democracies more stable. Therefore, they recommended parliamentary systems to those countries that are in transiton to democracy.

Another argument with institutional structure in mind was provided by A. Lijphart (1975) who argued that ethnically heterogenous societies should reflect this into their institutional structures. In what he called ‘consociational democracy’, all societal groups are given a say in the making of desicions that bind the whole society. In this direction, Lijphart attributed great importance to grand coalitions that are formed by the participation of the leaders of all communities. He also provided groups with special veto rights on matters that directly affect them. 

With regard to the institutional design, the last example that I am going to present is from G. Sartori. In his book, Comparative Constitutional Engineering (1997), Sartori examines two institutional structures: electoral systems and government systems. With respect to electoral systems, having examined both majoritarian and proportional electoral systems, Sartori comes up with a system called ‘double ballot system’ that tends to combine the strengths of the two previous systems. On the other hand, in terms of government systems, Sartori proposes a system called ‘alternating presidentialism’ that will surpass the gaps of parliamentary, presidential and semi-presidential systems.

The third line of argument is concerned with culture. The crux of this argument is that in order for democracy to work properly in a given society, there must be a cultural background that is suitable for democracy in that particular country. This line of argument can be traced back to Alexis De Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, (1840). In that great book, Tocqueville thought that the reason why democracy worked in America was due to the eagerness of the Americans to take part in their government. People were concerned about public matters and were devoted to the public cause.

In a more recent study, (The Civic Culture, 1967), Almond and Verba argued that a political culture, with a mixture of both participative and deferential components, would have a more suitable climate for democracy. In contrast, solely participative or subject-oriented cultures would be less suitable for democracy. Finally, in Making Democracy Work: Civic Tradition in Modern Italy (1993) Putnam et al. argued that what made democracy work was a civic culture that is founded upon the feelings of mutual trust and cooperation amongst the citizens.

As I mentioned above, all these three lines of argument deal with the prerequisites of democracy. They try to identify the conditions that are necessary for the existence and operation of democracy. What they do not do is to specify the content of democracy itself. More specifically, they do not tell us what the limits are on what can be done democratically. Of course this task requires one to make value judgments and ‘political scientists’ in the strict sense of the term abstain from making such kind of judgments. Yet, the very existence of democracy that they want to have ‘institutionalized’ is dependent on this. The simple reason is that a democracy without limitations can expand so vastly that it may attempt to order a great part of the lives of its citizens. It is highly probable that such an interventionist system will disturb the citizenry. This, in turn, can cause democracy to loose its legitimacy in the eyes of its citizens.

As the plurality of the names of democracy such as liberal democracy, social democracy, majoritarian democracy, participatory democracy and people’s democracy suggests, there are variants of democracy and the difference among them is not only a matter of degree but, many times, that of substance. Therefore, any discussion of democracy should specify the exact content of democracy that it wants to further. In this paper, it is liberal democracy that is to be defended within the context of a Muslim society. The reason behind my defense of liberal democracy is that it is the only form of democracy in which the citizens have real ‘freedom of conscience’. Thanks to this freedom citizens can adopt different moral views. This is made possible through toleration. Toleration requires that the rules of the system should be neutral towards different moral views of the constituent members of the system. In other words, politics should not concern itself with morality.

However, liberal democracy is also a broad concept and needs to be qualified. If it is defined so broadly as to include all the regimes where the rulers come to power through periodically conducted competitive elections without any further qualification, it tends to loose its original meaning, i.e. a constitutional or limited government (Holden, 1988:12)
. Thus, as long as the content of liberal democracy remains unspecified, it tends to be overwhelmed by illiberal values. 
 In this direction, the next task is to present liberal democracy specifically defined.

LIBERAL DEMOCRACY SPECIFICALLY DEFINED

In order to make liberal democracy more specific, perhaps, we need another adjective: ‘classical’. Even though classical liberalism as an ideology emerged in the 19th century its theoretical underpinings had evolved in a period of three centuries starting at the 17th century (Heywood, 1992; Sartori, 1987). In order to identify basic tenets of classical liberalism I will give a presentation of the views of two pioneering figures in the emergence of classical liberal thought: John Locke (1632-1704), David Hume (1711-1776).

 J. Locke is famous for his defense of toleration and limited government. The main works in which Locke presents his defense of toleration and limited government are A Letter Concerning Toleration (1689) and Second Treatise of Government (1690). In order to understand Locke’s call for toleration and limited government, one needs to consider the historical context in which they were written; seventeenth century Britain and Europe provided the context.  Both in Britain and in Europe, the seventeenth century witnessed great religious turmoil.  In France, for instance, the limited religious toleration that was provided by the Edict of Nantes in 1598 came to an end by 1685 when the edict was revoked.  In Britain, Henry VIII broke with Papal Rome by establishing a national church.  That led to a period of strife during which the British people were subject to the imposition of different beliefs by rulers who had various religious convictions.  The clash involving the Anglicans, the Catholics, and the Puritans, and the arbitrary acts of the Stuart dynasty led to the Civil War of 1642 to 1649.  In 1688, yet another revolution followed.  During the intervening period the dissenters were subject to oppression, and many of them, including Locke, were forced into exile (Mendus, 1989: 23).

Against this background, the purpose of Locke’s letter becomes clear: to address the issue of religious intolerance.  In order to justify religious toleration, Locke employs two sorts of arguments: secular and religious.  His secular arguments anticipate his great book, Second Treatise of Government, (1690).  His religious arguments rest on his Protestant faith.  Locke’s (1980:52) secular argument in favor of toleration is based on one of his basic assumptions about the nature of government: government derives its legitimacy from the consent of the constituent members of the society.

Indeed, for Locke the government owes not only its legitimacy, but also its very existence to the consent of the individual members of society.  According to this line of reasoning, prior to the emergence of society, human beings lived in what Locke calls “the state of nature”  where individuals enjoyed inalienable rights to live, to be free, and to have property.  Locke collects these rights under the general name of property (1980:66). 

In the state of nature, individuals are subject to the law of nature whose principles are nothing but the dictates of reason.  Due to the absence of a political body, everybody has a right to enforce the law of nature, and each individual has a right to defend her/his inalienable rights against transgressors.  Furthermore, each individual has a right to punish those who breach the law of nature.  Yet, only those whose rights are harmed have a right to get a compensation (Locke, 1980:10-11).

For Locke, such a state of nature, however free, becomes full of fears and continual dangers.  In the absence of a law enforcement authority, some individuals may think that breaking the law of nature is more profitable than obeying it.  Furthermore, when it comes to deciding about their own rights, human beings cannot be expected to be fair judges.  They may tend to punish inequitably those who break the law of nature by inflicting harm upon the property of the lawbreakers.  Therefore, except for the right of self-defense, individuals unite in civil society through giving up their right to implement the law of nature by using force (Locke, 1980: 47).  Thus ,the main reason for individuals to erect a political body is to secure their basic rights from the uncertainties of the state of nature.  As a result, the main function of the government is to protect the property rights of its constituent members.  In Locke’s (1980: 66) words, “the great and chief end, therefore, of men’s uniting into common-wealth and putting themselves under government, is the preservation of their property”.

In A Letter Concerning Toleration, Locke (1990: 18) explains that “[t]he commonwealth seems to me to be a society of men constituted only for the procuring, preserving, and advancing their own civil interests”.  He defines civil interests as “life, liberty, health, and indolency of body; and the possession of outward things, such as money, lands, houses, furniture, and the like” (1990: 18).  Therefore, any attempt by the government or anybody else to order a person’s life, either in religious matters or in any other private concerns is unjustified.  In Locke’s (1990: 19) words,

The whole jurisdiction of the magistrate reaches only to these civil concernments; and that all civil power, right and dominion, is bounded and confined to the only care of promoting these things; and that it neither can nor ought in any manner to be extended to the salvation of souls. 

Furthermore, for Locke (1990: 19), it is impossible for individuals to bestow their consent on a government that considers itself responsible for the salvation of the souls of its citizens. The main reason for this is that “no man can so far abandon the care of his own salvation as blindly to leave it to the choice of any other, whether prince or subject”.  Neither the government nor a particular church can exclusively claim to know the religious truth. In conclusion, Locke advises Prince to show tolerance to his citizens in their religious affairs. His legitimate sphere of action is confined to the protection of the property rights of his citizens. Following a different path, D. Hume comes to the same conclusions as J. Locke with regard to the legitimate actions of government and tolerance. Let’s examine his views more closely.

 David Hume lived in the 18th century. Together with Adam Smith he is considered to be the founder of the Scottish Enlightenment. In his epistemological stance, he was influenced by Locke greatly. However, unlike J. Locke who founded his political philosophy on a rationalistic ground, D. Hume built his moral and political philosophy on a non-rationalistic basis. As Norman P. Barry (1989: 22) observes, “(m)any of the themes associated with a non-rationalistic liberal system of values were originally developed by David Hume.”

This point will be clear when we examine his epistemological views that were presented in An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (1748). In this work Hume makes a twofold distinction between the objects of mind: thoughts or ideas, and impressions. They are distinguished from one another according to the degree of force and vivacity they have. In Hume’s (1993: 10) words, impressions are “...all our lively perceptions, when we hear, or see, or feel, or love, or hate, or desire, or will”. On the other hand, thoughts or ideas are copies of these lively perceptions, namely, impressions. By the faculty of imagination, these copies of impressions can be compounded, reshaped, and divided in many different ways. Thus there is no thought or idea that is independent of a prior impression.

According to Hume, there is a principle of connexion between different ideas of the mind. This principle of connexion has three units: resemblance, contiguity, and cause and effect. As Hume (1993: 14) puts it, “(a) picture naturally leads our thoughts to the original: The mention of an apartment in a building naturally introduces an enquiry or discourse concerning others: And if we think of wound, we can scarcely forbear reflecting on the pain which follows it”.

To illustrate the operation of this principle, the relationship between flame and heat can be given as an example. Accordingly, when we see a flame, by the help of resemblance we recall the idea of flame of which impression we had before into our memory, and by the help of the principle of contiguity we attach to it the idea of heat. So the impression of the flame immediately causes the idea of heat.

Hume makes another distinction with regard to the objects of reasoning: relations of ideas and matters of fact (Hume, 1993: 15). While topics such as geometry, and arithmetic are the subject matter of the former, the facts of daily life are the subject matter of the latter. Whereas it is possible to reach a geometrical truth through unaided reason, it is impossible to do in the realm of the matters of fact. For example, the accuracy of propositions like “the sum of the values of the angles of a triangle is equal to the sum of the values of two right angles” can be shown to be true by the operetions of reason alone. We attain the knowledge of this sort of propositions either demonstratively or intuitively. 

On the other hand, matters of fact  cannot be discerned in this way. While the contrary of the above-given proposition is not conceivable, the contrary of a matter of fact is always conceivable and comformable to reality for Hume. Thus “(t)hat the sun will not rise tomorrow is no less an intelligible proposition, and implies no more contradiction, than the affirmation, that it will rise” (Hume 1993: 15). 

For Hume, all matters of fact are thought to be based on the relationship of cause and effect. For example, we first observe that a piece of paper is on fire and then it is in ashes. Thus we conclude that the fire consumed the paper. This kind of inferences assume a necessary connection betwen the cause and effect. However, Hume questions the existence of this necessary connection and our ability to attain the knowledge of it. Can we grasp this supposed necessary connection, a priori, by reasoning alone as we do in the realm of the relations of ideas? The answer given by Hume is a definite ‘no’. The knowledge of this kind of events is attained only through experience. Before experience one cannot know that fire consumes the paper, and even after experiencing it, one cannot know ‘why’ fire consumed the paper. In this sense, every effect is a different event from its cause. Therefore, the effect cannot be discovered in the cause: “(f)rom the first appearance of an object, we never can conjecture what effect will result from it” (Hume 1993: 41).

Only after observing many times that one event is followed by another, we conclude that there is a relationship of cause and effect between the two events. What leads us to this conclusion, according to Hume, is custom or habit. Thus all inferences are effects of custom, not of reasoning. If these inferences were the result of reasoning, we could find them even in the first appearance of the cause.

In the absence of necessary connection between the cause and effect what makes the existence of the customs possible is the regularity of the operations of the nature. The science is possible thanks to these regularities. For Hume, not only the natural world but also the social world has regularity. Human behavior does not change radically from time to time, place to place, and person to person. Similar motives are expected to be followed by similar actions among human beings. As Barry (1989: 23) indicates, “it is because of these uniformities that Hume suggests that in principle a predictive science of politics is possible”. In Hume’s words (1993: 55)

Mankind are so much the same, in all times and places, that history informs us of nothing new or strange in this particular. Its chief use is only to discover the constant and universal principles of human nature by showing in all varieties of circumstances and situations, and furnishing us with materials, from which we may form our observations, and become acquainted with the regular springs of human action and behaviour.

What the above presented views of Hume on epistemology show us is that while it is possible for human beings to reach the certain knowledge of things, such as geometrical shapes and numbers, it is impossible to attain the absolute knowledge of matters of facts through reason. We human beings rely on our experiences in understanding the world around us, and in doing this, our reason only has a limited help for us. All it does is to help us form customs. Thus, Hume gives a fatal blow to those who have faith in the power of human reason in finding out the truth about natural and social phenomena.

When Hume turns from the natural world to the human world, he observes certain tendencies in human nature. Firstly, human beings have a natural tendency towards what is their own. However, that does not mean that human beings are totally selfish creatures without any feeling of benevolence. Rather, it means that benevolence is not a sound enough ground on which a social order can be founded. Secondly, human beings are short-sighted in terms of their interests. They tend to give up on their long-run interests when these interests clash with short-term interests, even if the former are more crucial than the latter. In addition to these, Hume takes the universal problem of scarcity into equation (Barry, 1989: 23). 

Thus, the rules of social conduct are adopted in the struggle to cope with these precarious conditions of human life. They are not adopted on the basis of claims of absolute justice that is reached by abstract reasoning. Once these rules are adopted, they are kept as long as they help societies overcome the natural shortcomings of individuals. 

In Of the Origin of Government (1770), Hume reasons that society emerged with the family and remained in existence due to the fact that it served human needs. However, the political society emerged as a response to injustices that are due to the universal tendencies of human nature. Thus, for Hume, the primary reason for  the existence of the state is not the attainment of justice abstractly defined, but the prevention of injustices in society so that social cooperation will continue. In this respect, the only aim of the state is to keep peace and order. There lies also the reason why human beings obey the authority. Authority derives its legitimacy from the utility it provides with the members of the society (Yayla, 1991: 59). 

The necessary conclusion that we have to derive from David Hume’s epistemelogical and political views is that since human reason is unable to find moral truth; society should not impose any particular moral view onto its members. In this respect, tolerance becomes one of the basic virtues of a liberal society through which members of the soceity can enjoy freedom of conscience. This freedom, of course, is what facilitates a diverse society in which different life practices can coexist peacefully. 

Now, through this presentation of the views of two pioneering classical liberal thinkers, namely, J. Locke and D. Hume, we are in a position to ascertain the basic tenets of classical liberalism. According to this tradition, the role of the state is limited to provide citizens with a legal framework within which they can pursue their personal dreams freely. The state does not have a duty, as the classical thinkers Plato and Aristotle believed, to make its citizens virtuous human beings.

Thus, the rules of the legal framework do not consist of any comprehensive moral view. Using Friedrich A. Hayek’s (Hayek, 1993, vol.1) expression, they are “the rules of just conduct”. The rules of just conduct are the rules that require individuals to respect the property rights of others, and prohibit the use of force and fraud in the making of contracts among individuals. They do not aim at ordering individuals’ lives in accordance with an all-comprehensive moral view. 

In this respect, liberal democracy that is based on classical liberal values provides a framework within which different moral views can coexist peacefully. Indeed, as Kukathas (2003) rightly indicates, the primary virtue of such a system is tolerance that it has for different moral views. In his words, “(l)iberalism is a doctrine of toleration rooted in a respect for freedom of association and, ultimately, liberty of conscience”.  The liberty of conscience and toleration is crucial because “the most important feature of human conduct is its attachment to the claims of conscience. It is this aspect of human nature that reveals what is preeminent among human interests: an interest in not being forced to act against conscience.” (Kukathas, 2003: 17)

Being a religion, Islam is a comprehensive moral view. It is a body of rules which prescribes individuals about how to order their lives so as to qualify as faithful and deserve eternal happiness. As a comprehensive moral view, Islam is justified to demand obedience from its believers. However, because the rules of political system are general and binding for everybody, if these rules are founded upon Islam, this amounts to demanding obedience to Islam from everybody, both believers and non-believers. It is clear that demanding obedience from a non-believer is unjust. It is against one of the fundamental human rights: freedom of conscience (Kukathas 2003). Yet, we also know that, in Islam there is no place for forced convergence to Islam. In this sense it is a tolerant religion towards non-Muslims. Furthermore, even among the Muslims themselves, there are different interpretations of Islam. This leads one to ask which interpretation will be made the basis of the political system. At the end of any selection, there will always be some who will feel excluded and, even worse, oppressed. 

Last but not least, the agreement among the Muslims with regard to moral duties relevant to other world does not mean that there will also be agreement among them with regard to political duties on this world. The Muslims among themselves may have very different views regarding the public issues. Thus, as long as Islam, as any other comprehensive moral view, is not imposed on others as the basis of political system but remain as only one of the different moral views in the private realm, it can tolerate other comprehensive moral views and be compatible with a liberal democratic system. 

On the other hand, if the general framework, that is, democracy demands things from citizens that are against their moral views, then, not only Islam but also other moral views that are jeopardized by the demands of the system will clash with the political system. This can happen in democracies where the decisions of the majority are always believed to represent “the common good” (Hayek, 1993, Vol.3). In this kind of democracies the rights of minorities are sacrificed to the will of the majority. This is the danger of ‘the tyranny of majority’ that was first brought to attention by J. S. Mill. Based on Rousseau’s abstract idea of “general will”, concrete rights of citizens are sacrificed in unlimited majoritarian democracies. Therefore, a democracy that is respectful to the rights of its citizens must be limited. In this respect, a liberal democracy is the system that is the least possible to demand such kinds of sacrifices.

CONCLUSION

In this paper, it was argued that in order to have a viable democracy, we need to determine not only the social, institutional and cultural requisites of democracy but also the legitimate borders of democracy. A democracy must respect moral views of its constituent members. The citizens’ private lives must be free from intervention by the state. However, democracies without limitations tend to invade the private spheres of their citizens’ lives through imposing certain life styles upon them. To prevent this from happening, we need to establish a democracy limited by basic human rights, of which the most fundamental is ‘freedom of conscience’.

 In this direction, it was argued that since it is the only system in which freedom of conscience is fully respected, liberal democracy based on classical liberal tradition is the best model of democracy in which the citizens can experience their moral choices. Thus, neither the state should try to order its citizens’ lives on secular grounds, nor the religious should try to make religion the basis of the political system. Muslim countries such as Iraq, which is currently in search of a viable democratic system, must consider the classical liberal alternative seriously.
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