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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

Azyumardi Azra and Wayne Hudson 

 

This volume challenges the conclusions of Orientalists such as Max Weber (Sociology 

of Religion, 1963) Karl Wittfogel (Oriental Despotism, 1957) and more recently, 

Samuel Huntington (Clash of Civilizations, 1996) and Bernard Lewis (What Went 

Wrong? 2002) who condemn Islamic societies as essentially anti-modern and anti-

democratic. Until recently, however, scholars working on democratisation have often 

overlooked political developments in Indonesia – the world’s most populous Muslim 

country. Indeed, most literature on Islam and democracy has focused on developments 

in the Middle East and North Africa. Yet Indonesia has a pluralist religious tradition 

very different from that found in most of the Middle East, and its religious life is open 

to relatively high levels of accommodation and dialogue. 

In seeking to address this neglect, the essays in this volume argue that democratic 

nation-building in multi-ethnic Indonesia can benefit from strategic assimilations of 

concepts from Western political theory, especially if those concepts are approached 

from a basis within Islamic tradition. As many of the contributors point out, the 

prospects for governance reform based on Islamic principles are better than most of the 

existing literature suggests. It has often been argued that Western political concepts are 

difficult to apply to Islamic societies in so far as they imply agnostic or relativist 

attitudes to human affairs. Most of the contributors to this volume suggest, however, 

that concepts from Western political theory are compatible – to a lesser or greater 
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degree, depending on individual interpretations – with a rational interpretation of 

Islamic universalism.  

Part one of this volume focuses on constitutionalism and the rule of law. In 

chapter 3, N. A. Fadhil Lubis explores possible foundations for constitutionalism in 

Islamic values and jurisprudence from an Indonesian Sunni perspective. He argues that 

the technicalities of Islamic jurisprudence make possible a gradual assimilation into 

Islam of concepts from Western political theory. However, the increasing call to 

incorporate and implement Islamic law into the Indonesian constitution makes it crucial 

to clarify which constitutional values should be embodied in an Islamic state. In chapter 

4, Adnan Buyung Nasution identifies areas of potential conflict between a modern 

constitutional state and a state that adheres to Islamic values. He explores how Islamic 

values can be deployed to moderate the apparent opposition between democratic and 

absolute law. Nonetheless, as Brian Galligan argues in chapter 5, Western democratic 

constitutionalism is not itself without ambiguities.  More attention should be given, 

Galligan argues, to the ethical basis for law, specifically as to how it grounds the 

establishment and amendment of constitutional systems and provides a reference for 

assessing the justice of particular laws and acts of government. Galligan’s approach to 

Western constitutionalism opens up the possibility of a dialogue with Islamic 

approaches to governance. Still the fact remains that in Islamic legal-political thought 

God has sovereignty and the state is not recognised as an independent object of 

allegiance. Instead, the role of the government is to implement and enforce divine law. 

This role of the state leads to problems which remain to be resolved. In chapter 6, 

Spencer Zifcak argues that a more developed doctrine of rule of law needs to be 

developed to handle these tensions. Without clear distinctions between religion and 



 12 

politics and between personal and institutional authority, the rule of law may prove 

difficult to establish and enforce in an Islamic society.  

Democracy is the theme of part two, with Bahitiar Effendy (chapter 7) and Syafii 

Maarif (chapter 8) discussing conceptions of democracy from an Islamic perspective, 

and Graham Maddox (chapter 9) and Haig Patapan (chapter 10), examining the tensions 

between Eastern and Western approaches to democracy and the state. Because Islam has 

a number of tenets that seem in line with the general principles of democracy, many 

conclude that Islam is compatible with democracy. Bahtiar Effendy argues, however, 

that the realities are more complex, especially since Islamic tenets which contradict 

democratic values are often brushed aside in the standard discussions. Syafii Maarif, on 

the other hand, argues that Indonesian Islam is well suited to engaging the challenges of 

governance in the twenty-first century and may serve as a model for the rest of the 

Muslim world. He suggests that democracy and Islam have a long concurrent history in 

Indonesia and, although colonial apologists attribute the arrival of democracy in 

Indonesia to the Dutch, Maarif points out that popular consultation and participation in 

decision-making were actually heralded much earlier by observance of shari’ah law in 

Islamic communities. Moreover, the case of Indonesia is distinctive because Indonesia 

was never involved in the philosophical and theological controversies that plagued 

Islam elsewhere. Graham Maddox questions, however, how far a Western conception of 

the state can be implemented in an Islamic society such as Indonesia, especially if 

robust democracy requires a secular state which can tolerate and accommodate a range 

of legitimate worldviews, religious beliefs, and philosophical positions. Haig Patapan, 

in turning his attention to leadership, also questions how far Western notions of 

democratic leadership can be reconciled with Islamic traditions which maintain that a 
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just ruler is one who upholds shari’ah. Just as Galligan notes the tensions and 

ambiguities in relation to democratic constitutionalism in Western political theory, so 

there are tensions in Western thinking, Patapan points out, between the principles of 

freedom and the principles of leadership which may be further aggravated in the Islamic 

context. 

Chapters 11 to 14 examine the notion of citizenship. N. A. Fadhil Lubis argues 

from an Islamic perspective that there are elements in Islamic legal philosophy and 

jurisprudence which facilitate the development of a modern Islamic approach to 

citizenship. Lubis examines the question of who is a Muslim, and then deliberates on 

the concepts of usul (roots) and qath’iyat (absolutes) vis-à-vis furu’ (branches) and 

zanniyat (relatives). The first two represent matters that Muslims are obliged to listen to 

and obey, while the latter are considered matters on which Muslims have the freedom to 

hold variegated opinions, or to exercise personal independent reasoning (ijtihad).  Lubis 

then raises the issue of how unity and diversity are dealt with in Islamic thought, 

including the issue of apostasy. Geoff Stokes, in contrast, draws on Western 

conceptions of citizenship and deploys them to propose a conceptual framework for 

citizenship. He then argues that recent developments in the Western theory of 

citizenship contribute significantly towards the development of a modern Islamic 

conception of citizenship. From a different perspective, Janna Thompson argues that 

recent liberal and communitarian approaches to citizenship are relevant to Islamic 

societies, especially since they illumine difficult issues such as the relationship between 

citizens and ‘outsiders’ and the question of our duties to non-citizens. Barry Hindess is 

less sanguine, and insists that citizenship is too often seen as a matter of internal 

relations between the individual and the state. In Western discourses, he argues, the 
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exclusionary and divisive aspects of citizenship are often overlooked.  It follows, he 

suggests, that Islamic approaches to citizenship will need to address the negative as well 

as the positive aspects of citizenship. 

Part four explores the impact of pluralism on contemporary Islamic thinking with 

Azyumardi Azra asking what an Islamic pluralism would look like. Azra discusses 

particular challenges raised by intercultural and interfaith encounters and concludes that 

the strengthening of democracy and the enforcement of law are crucial for the evolution 

of a democratic Indonesian state. John Kane, in contrast, argues that the question of how 

far pluralism can be applied to Islamic societies needs to be translated into realistic 

terms which recognise the tension between liberalism and nationalism in Western 

political theory. Liberal democratic nations embody three different political traditions – 

liberalism, democracy and nationalism. Although these traditions have come together at 

different times and in different ways, in practice their theoretical fit is imperfect and, he 

suggests, an Islamic version of liberalism needs to take this into account. A major 

challenge for Islamic societies is how far to accommodate and how far to reject Western 

pluralism. George Crowder clarifies this issue by arguing that Berlinian pluralism does 

not impy relativism or undermines personal autonomy as a universal value. Correctly 

interpreted, he argues, it provides a framework which may be directly relevant to an 

Islamic society such as Indonesia. The essays in this section suggest, however, that any 

attempt to make pluralism relevant to Indonesia will need to subject existing institutions 

to probing scrutiny in light of both universalist and particularist principles. 

In part five, the contributors explore a number of dimensions of human rights and 

their relationship to traditional values in the context of governance reform. N. A Fadhil 

Lubis proposes that traditional concepts from classical and medieval Islamic law and 
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jurisprudence can form the basis of a contemporary Islamic approach to the theorisation 

of rights and their enforcement, especially in the Indonesian context. Joseph Camilleri 

argues that human rights should not be understood as immutable or absolute but as 

evolving outcomes of negotiation and of consideration of civilisational diversity.  

Civil society is the focus of the last section. From an Islamic perspective, Saiful 

Mujani argues that the democratic values, secular civic engagement and ‘Islamic’ civic 

engagement in Indonesia all contribute to a tolerant society in ways which significantly 

modify claims by Western scholars such as Bernard Lewis and Samuel Huntington 

which suggest that prospects for the development of civil society in Islamic countries 

are poor. In the next chapter, Philip Kitley examines the role that the media plays in the 

construction of a public sphere in Indonesia. Kitley argues that greater attention should 

be paid to the unique features of civil society in Indonesia, where the intersection of 

civil society and the media makes it possible for Islam to play the role of a public 

religion in debate with other faiths and conceptions of social life. In the final chapter, 

the editors sum up possible convergences between Indonesian Islam and Western 

political theory and conclude with some suggestions for further research.  

 


