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Thinking Muslims Have Enormous Responsibility Today

The world is at cross-roads: never the possibilities of good and evil existed side by side in such contrast and such degrees before. In this volatile situation an outcome in the Muslim world may decide the direction humanity would take for generations to come. This is a critical time in history. 

Therefore the thinking Muslims have an enormous responsibility today to come forward and lead the Muslim world towards constructive engagements and peaceful coexistence in the world. They must lead the Muslim ‘umma’ [community] out of the present predicament to help them respond to the call they received fourteen centuries ago to become the leaders and partners of peace and progress.  

 

The present situation is far from that goal: the Muslim world which contains almost 1.3 billion members, possesses 75.9 % of the oil reserves of the world [1], and which constitutes the majority in at least 53 countries of the world -- does not have any collective voice of any significance in the world affairs and does not offer a role of leadership. All the ingenuity, resources and endowments that God gave to the Muslim world are now being chewed up and wasted in dissention and infighting, blaming others and violence-mongering and egocentrism and extremism. These are the eternal symptoms of failure to comply with God’s moral law.

An effort must be made to reclaim the Muslim world from the grip of cynicism, prejudice, distrust, humiliation and insecurity, as these are the symptoms of pettiness and therefore are the biggest obstacles towards achieving leadership and success. 

The Muslim world is on a path of transformation. However, the path it is taking is causing turmoil and inhuman suffering. It is moving towards the inevitability; however, it is causing immeasurable destruction along the way. This human toll is avoidable in our time. The present mindset and modus operandi of humanity as a result of the past collective experiences, good and bad, is offering a constructive way of change. In fact the entire world is in a process of dialectic transformation: interconnectedness, openness, interdependency and an unprecedented desire for coexistence are setting the direction of humanity. The followers of the religion “Islam” which symbolizes peace and aims at peace should be the forerunners of this constructive change, and should not be its roadblocks.   

The leadership of such work can be initiated from among the Muslims who are a part of the West now. They are the common denominator of the two most conflicting components of humanity: the Muslim world and the Western world. At a critical time, they are at a critical place with an enormous legitimacy and opportunity to help achieve common good that is rare in history. Therefore, they have an enormous responsibility to be the mediator and a “watchdog” in the tumultuous places where these two forces engage with each other. 

Their primary agenda should be to help establish a civil discourse and a due process to diffuse the confrontation and to help turn the destructive elements into constructive forces. This can be achieved best through democratic systems. How many times rebels and extremists in the past suddenly became polished politicians and bureaucrats when they participated in the process of governance? The system that most effectively can turn the negative elements into positive forces is democracy when the legitimacy and empowerment need to be obtained from the common people through constructive work.

As one who gives her religion the highest priority in life and one who studies the Quran seriously, I clearly see Islamic ideals in democratic governance. There is no other system of governance that exists today that can uphold principles and sustain peace that Islam promotes better than democracy. 

The mindset of humanity has changed: world is becoming more receptive to changes through peaceful means than violent involvements of the past. The idea of non-violence has legitimacy and moral force inherent in it, but it may not work if the environment is not conducive to such ideas. The changes that took place in India, the USA [“the Civil Rights” movement, Poland [“Solidarity” movement], South Africa, Chile, etc, in our contemporary history, have enlightened the world and have given a higher level of modus operandi. This immensely better way is the way of Islam as it commands to take the best possible course of action. Muslims should use the non-violent ways to help change the inequity, injustice and oppressions in the world today. 

Democratic processes, generally, are most compatible with the ideas and strategies of non-violence to resolve conflicts, address issues and settle differences. A democracy, by providing a legitimate due process and a broad decision making system with proper balance of power, helps integrate a society and make it focus on constructive agenda of economic and social progress.    

The most effective movement to help establish democracy in the Muslim world should be starting from the place where the modern democracy started 230 years ago. This is the power-center of the world today, the most influential place from where an agenda of transformation can be launched. This superpower, contrary to many people’s wrong estimation, God willing, may not cease to be the superpower for a very long time. It is not because this nation is the super military power in the world, but because of the validity of the ideas thrust upon its consciousness from inception that drives and directs this nation. Muslims are mistaken by measuring this nation by its failures and not by its profound successes. Many of the yardsticks of this success are given in the Quran: the most pluralistic and accommodating, introspective and self-correcting, resilient and dynamic society in the world. It may continue to be a giant as long as it continues along the line of these ideas and ideals.  

 This nation is also receptive to changes if these changes are suggested through constructive engagements and the due process. And once these changes start taking place, these may create momentum that can help change the world. 

 

If the mindset is visionary and the engagements are constructive, the Muslims in America may become instrumental to help this nation transform to become conducive for the Muslim world to transform. Today it may sound paradoxical, but the true interest of the Muslim world is coinciding with the true interest of the West as well. This is the context in which a fortunate group of Muslims are brought to -- to take advantage of -- to do a great work which, God willing, may change the chemistry of humanity for generations to come. 

The area this group should concentrate is in the international arena. A critical momentum may generate in the areas where this superpower is already involved. The duty of the Muslims here should be to help change the character of these involvements and help define the objectives. The Muslim Americans are in the best position to do so.  

With this understanding I have been urging the leaders of the American Muslims last few years to form a coalition or an umbrella organization to get involved with the international affairs with the maximum emphasis on Iraq. The entire American nation and the Muslim world are all preoccupied with Iraq now: this could be the most momentous period to help create a national and international presence with a peace initiative with the right ideas and efforts on behalf of the American Muslims. In order to achieve the required level of legitimacy and to generate the critical momentum the key idea is to launch such initiative with the broad representation of Muslims in this country. 
If this organization would have been formed and involved as I suggested in 2003 [in a 19 page paper], it perhaps could have helped to identify some of the failures of the USA and the Iraqi government long before these became catastrophic. Perhaps this organization, having the legitimacy of representing the American Muslims in particular and the Muslims in general could have achieved more than others could. It is an obligation of the American Muslims to undertake such initiative on behalf of the Muslim world and its welfare. Furthermore, being Americans, the Muslims here also have the right and the responsibility to be a “watch-dog” and to help establish more transparency and accountability in the nation building process and to make it more efficient. 

Some of the serious problems I saw unfolding in Iraq since the invasion in 2003 that could have been avoided are mentioned in a recent book by Ali Allawi, a former Iraqi minister. He also think some of the major blunders the USA did could have been avoided with exercise of due diligence [2A]. 

Which group could have been more instrumental in bringing the issues before the American public than the American Muslims and help bring about the necessary focus and action as these problems of negligence, corruption, callousness and compromise were unfolding and magnified with time. In the absence of such involvement the Muslim Americans have been outsiders. A group cannot create an impact without being involved. 
This group of Muslim leaders, pursuing an aggressive agenda on these issues could have helped establish a national and global presence that not only would have been beneficial to countless people in Iraq but also would have been instrumental in empowering themselves to pursue greater agenda in our time. Thus one of my writing was captioned as “The Muslim Empowerment through Constructive Engagements with the West”.  This empowerment and creating this national and international presence are critical in this pursuit of helping Iraq succeed. 

  One critical idea this group could have and still can pursue: that in order to keep Iraq as one country and to make it successful, all three ethnic groups must be empowered and made interdependent and intensely interactive in governance [2B]. This can be achieved maybe by assigning the veto power to all three groups on major national issues and/or by designing the proper infrastructure of the government. 

A majority rule in Iraq is a recipe for disaster and disintegration. In order to reach higher goals of integration, human rights, stability and social prosperity, the idea of a majority rule can be substituted with a more appropriate ‘three-groups’ rule. This paradigm shift is necessary in a situation, such as in Iraq, with the existence of super majority of Shias [60% of Iraqis]. A majority rule not only would ensure continuous dominance of Shias in the national affairs that goes against the fundamental premise of democracy of balance of power, but also it may lead to authoritarian rule. And the repression, bloodshed and turmoil would continue to pull the entire oil-rich region into conflagration. The Sunnis even being less than 20% of the population would not accept a minority position in Iraq because of their long heritage as well as their troubled past and the chemistry of the three most volatile ethnic groups with their respective links to the regional and international powers. A majority rule is only a logistical process of a democracy, not its goal. Therefore it can be changed as long as the people of Iraq remain empowered through self-rule.  

A few clauses in the constitution and a suitable infrastructure of the government, pursued by the USA and/or pursued by this Muslim American group [if existed then] could have helped avoid this ongoing human tragedy in Iraq, by empowering the Sunnis, rehabilitating and reclaiming the Baath party people and making all three ethnic groups indispensable and interactive in running the affairs of Iraq. A huge blunder of the USA is not reaching out to the Sunnis, the only group out of the three, with whom the USA had negative relationship. The USA should have been instrumental in not letting the Sunnis feel powerless and hopeless. It has been a huge negligence of due diligence, a lack of vision, and perhaps an altruistic motive to ruin this rare chance of success in Iraq that could have helped transform the entire region and boost the position of the USA in the world. 

From the Shia’s side it has been even a bigger blunder not to pursue the course in which they would have taken away any incentive of insurgency to benefit themselves as well as the entire Iraq. The medieval mentality of ‘rule’ by force and dominance and “us versus them” are all becoming counter-productive and even detrimental. The more effective way is to share power, integrate, work towards collective presence and help achieve immensely better outcome for all.  

It has been a total irresponsibility and failure on the part of the Shia, Sunni and Kurdish leadership to lose such a rare opportunity in history to make Iraq a great nation. All three groups could have been   beneficiaries of such outcome and could have helped the rest of the Muslim world as well. 

Instead, all Iraqis including the Shias are now suffering and bearing a heavy price of death and destruction for not willing to share power with each other. However, if wisdom would have prevailed, these groups could have taken full advantage of the situation and make Iraq a success and ask Americans to leave long time ago. The US government would have to comply because American people would demand the government to leave and the world opinion would coincide with it. There still, perhaps, would be ‘American bases’ in Iraq as there are in many other places in the world where the ‘bases’ do not stop or infringe upon ‘self-rule’.   

A better relationship between the two people, the Iraqis and the Americans, would have emerged with free and open interaction that could have been the biggest roadblock against the vested interests and manipulation exercised from within and outside Iraq.

For the Muslims everywhere a democratic governance and success in Iraq is not just a success in one country. It is the catalyst of our time. The success of the rest of the Muslim world and the nature of its relationship with the West are closely tied with its success. If free and fair elections take place, if a democratic government can function, a civil society forms, and the economy containing the 2rd largest oil and gas reserve in the world starts moving, there is no telling how the pressure and the momentum it would generate could help transform the rest of the Muslim world. 

There are two deep-rooted causes for the present situation of the Muslim world: one is the puritanical propensity that has been handed down for generations resulting from ignorance and mismanagement of affairs. The other reason is the hopeless socio-economic conditions and troublesome demographic changes threatening Muslim world. The international Muslim group can address both these issues most effectively.   

This is why I desperately attempted to reach out to the Muslim leaderships in America by “ The Call” [3] to take this great initiative. This movement, if successful, could attract the leadership from the rest of the Muslim world to help make a movement of our time. Unfortunately my call fell on deaf ears. 

As for myself I blame my own deficiency in my efforts and in my approach, however, that does not absolve the responsibility of the leadership of the “umma”.  I would like to try again in reaching out to the leadership of the American Muslims to help Muslims in the rest of the world. 

This effort to consolidate Muslims is not to threat others but to help achieve goodwill and trust among others. I hope and pray that our strength and our empowerment never threat peace-loving people anywhere in the world but help stop injustice and oppression.    

One may see this write-up as a ‘lumping’ of issues belonging to social, political and theological domains, and therefore vague and spread too thin. I would understand the difficulty of such readers. However, in this comprehensive issue of transformation of the Muslim world, there cannot be compartmentalization by aspects of life. In Islam, generally, there is no such separation: all thinking and actions should have a moral basis and reason. I am presenting the ideas broadly in the following manner: what is the problem of the Muslim world, why the solutions I am suggesting are reasonable and critical, and how best can we achieve the solutions soon enough so that these are not lost through the cracks of pessimism and violence-mongering?

 

I would like to start my discussion on the issues of the Muslim world and democracy and why a constructive engagement between the Muslim world and the West can play a vital role in the development of the Muslim world? Why democracy, in the contemporary world, offers solutions to many of the problems of the Muslim societies? How does democracy comply with the values and principles of Islam and represent the spirit of Islam? And lastly what should be done to establish democracy in the Muslim world? My views and arguments are, therefore, given below:

Democracy is a Powerful Integrating Force

The Muslim world is a mosaic of different sects, tribes and groups with different understanding of Islam. Intolerance, ignorance, age-old grievances and prejudices have made this mosaic volatile and unstable. This volatility has been kept under control by ruthless dictators or authoritarian rule. However, the world is moving away from that towards democratic ideals of equality, pluralism and higher awareness of human rights and dignity. In this dialectic change Muslims cannot be frozen in the mistakes of the past.  They must eventually move forward. Therefore, the days of autocratic or authoritarian rule are numbered. If the thinking Muslims do not come forward to help the fractious Muslim world make a smooth transition through constructive engagements with the forces of change, these changes will take place on a destructive path of bloodshed and misery. 

 

Democracy provides a process of integration, which becomes most beneficial for a society. It allows a diverse community to address differences and settle conflicts through civil discourse and an impartial due process. This very process then helps build up a trust and confidence in the stability and continuity of the social infrastructure, which helps direct human energy, and strive towards constructive and creative purposes. This is the key of America’s success in becoming the richest and the most powerful nation in the world. People from all parts of humanity come here to receive that opportunity and that impartial system of due process, to feel protected and secure to pursue their dreams and potential.  In turn, the nation benefits enormously from the collective contribution of a diverse people. 

 

Integration does not mean to let go of one’s own sense of identity, religious belief and lifestyles. Neither does it mean to resolve all differences among differing groups of people.  The essence of integration is given in the Quran: 

 


“Unto every one of you have We appointed  a [different] law and way of life. And if God had so willed, He could surely have made you all one single community: but [He willed it otherwise] in order to test you by means of what He has vouchsafed unto you. Vie, then, with one another in doing good works! Unto God you all must return; and then He will make you truly understand all that on which you were wont to differ. [5:48]

 

 Essentially this and similar verses are commanding to do good work within the diversity of humanity and not lose sight of the fundamental purpose of serving God through justice, peaceful coexistence, goodwill and universal brotherhood. 

 

Unfortunately, the propensity of the Muslim world has been towards disunity and disintegration, which is the biggest contributor towards conflicts, conflagrations, depletion and decay of communities. This is taking away an enormously better future the Muslim world can have and is instead throwing the “umma” into violence, despair and deep uncertainty. This is indeed a failed state of the followers of the Quran, which commands unity, moderation and reaching out to others and to one’s own potential to do common good in humanity. 

 

In the absence of an impartial and trusted due process in the Muslim world, conflicts are often settled through brute force and turmoil. A rapidly growing young generation [75% is 35 years and younger] is living in societies marked by extreme inequity, unacceptable levels of concentration of wealth, poverty and hopelessness. These are all contributing to further polarization and radicalization of Muslim societies. Extreme situations breed extremists. Unless and until these degrading situations are changed, the destructive activities of infighting may continue to victimize the Muslim world.


 
The Solution Democracy Offered in the Past

The solution for the Muslim world lies where others found a solution in the past: self-rule and the empowerment of people through a transparent and accountable governing system in which people have the trust and confidence to live free and hopeful for the future and to invest in the society. Fear and frustrations are enormously depleting factors towards building successful societies and are contributing factors towards dissention, disunity and destructive behaviors. The lack of trust and confidence due to the absence of a fair and neutral due process arouse hopelessness and decay in a society. 

 

Democratic systems tamed violent and aggressive nations like Germany and Japan to prosper after the World War II. These countries – completely ruined and devastated in the war-- were built back up under the occupation of the USA with the Marshall Plan [ 4A] . Many thought the USA would never build democracy there, but after seven years and ever since the world has seen the economic and political success that has been brought about in those countries under successful democratic governance. A possibility of extremism and terrorism was pacified and neutralized by democratic processes.

 

Since the inception of modern democracy 230 years ago by the American people, over a hundred countries of the world accepted democratic rule of one kind or anther. This is not because of any Western agenda or onslaught, this is because the democratic ideals -- freedom, equality, justice and dignity – appeal to human nature and make sense. This is how common people feel empowered and see that their views and presence count. The countries that embraced democracy are more prosperous because they can focus on a constructive agenda of political integration and economic growth.

 

The reverse of that is also true. The nations that could have avoided bloodshed and turmoil through a democratic system did not take that route and as a result suffered and disintegrated. Among many examples, a paramount one in our time is the case of Balkans. I believe that the whole ethnic strife and turmoil in the Balkans could have been avoided if a democratic system had been established and a proper balance of power among the six republics instituted after World War II or even as late as in 1971 when President Tito established a collective leadership system with rotating posts, meant to unite the diverse nationalities. Only a democratic system with the balanced empowerment of each and every group could have tied the diverse community together to achieve their collective welfare and to avoid the horrendous blood-bath and misery that took place later. 

Democracy provides differing and conflicting parties a slow and systematic release of tension through an impartial due process. This gives an opportunity to coexist and interact over time in order to help establish trust and goodwill, or at least a constructive working pattern among the parties.  Democratic system also produces a taming effect on the extreme elements in a society. If extremists come to power through undemocratic means they become extremely authoritarian and repressive. If, however, they participate in a democratic process, under the tremendous pressure of politics and governance exerted by a democratic system to remain accountable before public, they often become polished politician and moderates. Our contemporary history is a testament to this fact. This is an extremely important consideration for the Muslim visionaries to pursue democratic rule in the Muslim world. 

This is the core component of any solution. The differences would not cease to exist, but if a way is provided to different conflicting groups to work together constructively that would help bring about a dialectic change: the change that would benefit not only the various groups but the entire Muslim world. And it can happen in a relatively shorter period of time in the contemporary world which provides a much more conducive environment for such changes than ever before.
 

This opportunity to build a healthy relationship with others, who differ, is completely ruined by violence and bloodshed. The distrust and cynicism spiral quickly downward out of anyone’s control and there is no opportunity for constructive engagement. No one wins: both the people and the society become victims of such destructive behavior. 

 

A democratic process helps avoid that outcome: this is how the original thirteen diverse colonies came together to form the USA, and their recipe was a federal democratic system. If one single factor could be attributed to the stupendous success of the USA, it is this recipe of integration.


 

Fourteen hundred years ago The Charter of Medinah, established by the Prophet, applied this formula of integration to a community that was disintegrating through continuous internecine fighting and tribal blood feuds.  This neutral and federal democratic governance helped brought about stability and harmony, by providing freedom of religion and constitutional rights and responsibilities for the Muslims and their non-Muslim counterparts, on an equal footing [4B, 4C].  The Muslims benefited and empowered themselves through coexisting and working with ‘others’. The empowerment through pluralism could be seen as the Divine will, if God wanted differently He could have empowered Muslims through different way at that time. This also should have served as a directive for the Muslims in the past and now in the present. 
Islam & Democracy

A theocracy, such as an Islamic government exclusively based on the Sharia law, may violate several fundamental Islamic principles. 

First, God’s law needs a human interpretation, and in the absence of a prophet, this can be varied and contentious for a society.  There has not been a consensus about the Sharia law since the Prophet died 14 centuries ago. This fact poses perpetual questions such as whose Sharia law would be enforced and who are going to decide on that? These issues have caused dissention, hatred, turmoil and bloodshed in the Muslim communities in the past [5]. A state of perpetual conflict and dissention in itself is un-Islamic in spirit. The religion that promotes harmony and advocates stability and continuity, this situation of perpetual instability and vacuum of public consent goes against its fundamental objectives. 

In Islam no one, much less a government, is a ‘keeper’ of another’s faith or morality. Even the Prophet did not have that jurisdiction over another human being [3:20, 4:80, 4:84,  5:92, 6:104, 13:40, etc.]. A government can help provide a secure, stabile, neutral and conducive environment for the citizens to practice their respective religions, but it never should enforce one.

There are two basic kinds of human behaviors: one kind is enforced and the other kind is inspired. 

The enforced behavior is very limited in scope. A government or other institutions in a society could accomplish very limited objectives through all their laws and rules. It is the inspired behaviors that accomplish the greatest and the broadest objectives in a society. A religion through the way of inspiration, and not through the path of enforcement, can best achieve these goals.   

Secondly, even with the agreement of a majority, if an interpretation of the Sharia is incorporated as the law of a State, it would violate the rights and dignity of others who do not agree with that interpretation as God’s law, Muslims or non-Muslims. Religion is an extremely sensitive issue in humanity. Often the identity of an individual and the mission in life are defined by a faith. If the ideas of one faith or an interpretation thereof becomes a State law enforceable on all citizens, this situation violates the rights and dignity of others that Islam cannot condone. 

Thirdly and most importantly, the Quran promulgates in the clearest and most profound terms that there is no compulsion in religion [2:256]. State machineries are enforcing and compulsive in nature. Therefore, if an institutional religion is enforced through the instrument of governance, it would violate this fundamental right of humans that God has granted them.

However, a governing system needs a moral code of conduct, without this code a system becomes dysfunctional. And a religion is the deepest source of such a moral code. Therefore, there seems to be a dilemma in separating a religion from the State. Islam provides a comprehensive timeless solution to this problem by handling religion from different levels. At the deepest level the Quran provides a definition of religion for humankind that is neutral, broad and applicable to entire humanity: 


“And so, set your face steadfastly towards the [one ever-true] faith,  turning away from all that is false, in accordance with the natural disposition which God has instilled into human: not to allow any change to corrupt what God has thus created – this is the [purpose of the one] ever true faith; but most people know it not” [30:30]. 

At the most fundamental level, all religions have the same core values. This is because Islam proclaims that all religions came from the same source and at the core there is One Moral Law that all religions recognize. This universal code of conducts comes from the one true ‘nature’ [‘fitra’] or conscience God has created in each and every human being compliance with which constitutes the one ever true religion of humanity. Therefore this universal ability of conscience can discern right from wrong and revolves around what constitutes good and moral in this life. The Quran asserts that there is absolutely no change in this primordial ‘nature’ of humanity. Therefore this one ever true standard -- manifests itself in the universally accepted moral codes of conduct -- can be the foundation of morality and ethics of a government. 

These ideas of ethics are generally recognizable and acceptable by most of humankind because these ideas are the basic truths about human nature [‘fitra’]. And by applying this generally accepted moral standard of the ‘religion of humanity’ a governing system would not violate the “free-will” of an individual or impose a set of doctrine of one group of people on another. 

The separation, however, between a state and a religion should take place at the level which entails one’s choice of taking a specific understanding or path [sirat or minhaj] towards that One True Moral Law [“Din”]. Here lies the domain of the institutional religions with their differences of interpretations and opinions about truth. Islam declares that there is no compulsion in that choice.

The Western democracies are generally viewed as “Godless secular states” [6] And this erroneous mindset has been cultivated by many prominent scholars who conveniently ignored the fact especially in the case of the USA that this is not a state that discourages or prohibits religion. To the contrary every session of congress starts with a prayer to God, every oath of an office takes place swearing on a sacred scripture and invoking God for help, every coin and paper money is printed with the proclamation “In God We Trust”, etc. These are not signs of discouraging a religion. Most of the founding leaders were deeply religious believers in the One unseen universal God and His moral law and they initiated the above mentioned symbolic religious traditions in the operation of governance. However, to save the nation of conflicts and abuse of the religious institutions, they kept the governance from enforcing or advocating a particular institutional religion. 

God’s sovereignty in social context means upholding God’s moral laws. God’s moral laws need human interpretation. This interpretation varies when it comes to detail ‘dos and don’ts’. The Quran provides glimpses of truth, from different angles in different contexts. In order to grasp the spirit of the Message one needs to reconcile these various angles given in various contexts to extract the fundamental ideas and principles applicable for all people for all time to come. The Quran proclaims that if the understanding is right one would never find an inconsistency or contradiction in the entire Quran. However, at a superficial level it may appear that for about 145 different cases there are clashes or even contradictory ideas in the Quran. For those who believe that this is the “word” of God, the challenge is then to look deep in the different contexts of these revelations and to extract the principles.

The alarm is that a scholar may stretch a meaning to an extend that becomes irreconcilable with the other clearly laid down ideas in the Quran. For example a contemporary renowned scholar [late] Muhammad Asad concluded that the Quran lays down a conceptual basis for an Islamic state in verses 4:59 [7]
“O you who have attained to faith! Pay heed unto God, and pay heed unto the Apostle and unto those from among you who have been entrusted with authority; and if you are at variance over any matter, refer it unto God and the Apostle………..”
First of all this was reveled in Medina where the Prophet already established a neutral and federal state where both Muslims and non-Muslims shared power and responsibilities in governance. The non-Muslim leaders were part of the decision making process of the affairs of the community and the Prophet regularly consulted them. This is the context of this revelation. Therefore, the non-Muslim leaders were also the ones who were entrusted by their respective communities at that time and cannot be left out from this group of “entrusted with authority”. The revelation is addressed to the believers because the Quran’s command is for the believers, it does not hold any significance for the non-believers. This addressing does not exclude a non-Muslim to be “entrusted with authority” and does not establish the basis for a Muslim state as the scholar and others claim. 
It merely commanded the followers to be law abiding disciplined and organized people to form a strong civil society and a due process of governance to achieve harmony and stability. As long as the Prophet was alive in the community this was the command for his living authority. In his absence his fundamental teachings remain as the authority and need to be heeded by the believers in all spheres of life. However, this is a choice not an imposition.  

He further concluded: “Political power is held in trust (amanah) from God; and His will, as manifested in the ordinances comprising the Law of Islam, is the real source of all sovereignty.”

The trust ‘amanah’ on believers is a general term that goes for all aspects of life and living to uphold God’s moral law. The accountability of which will be decided only in the Hereafter and not here in this life, and definitely not by a society or by its government. This general trust applies to all human beings, individually, and not collectively. All human beings, Muslims and non-Muslims, would be on trial on the Day of Judgment. 

Furthermore, certain injunctions and ordinances that were revealed to run the city-state of Medina are absolutely obsolete today regarding how to conduct a war and maintain an adequate defense, prisoners of war and distribution of war booty, slavery, etc. However, what remains is the message of keeping a coherent and disciplined society with a proper chain of command, a strong and adequate defense, a proper assimilation of immigrants and a proper handling of prisoners of war, delegation of duties according to the ability, expertise and trustworthiness, systemic incorporation and dependence of consultation in the affairs of a State and society to help achieve prudence and balance of power, an equitable distribution of wealth and property through a fair and just system of remuneration, compensation and market forces, record-keeping, witnesses, etc. and above all a due process which upholds justice along the line of the individual and collective rights and welfare of a society. These ideas, fundamentally, are universally accepted and perpetually enforceable. Therefore the political implications of Islam are in its fundamental principles. 

 

The fundamental pronouncement “There is no god but God” essentially makes all human beings, as creations of God, intrinsically equal before God’s law and social law. If a system upholds that equality in a society that is upholding God’s fundamental law as proclaimed in Islam. Essentially God’s sovereignty is then upheld. 

Next, human freedom is the fundamental concept in Islam that gives validity of the accountability before God on the Day of Judgment. If a governing system defends that right it is essentially upholding God’s law and His sovereignty. 

If a governing system is better equipped to uphold equity and justice and promote social welfare, it is upholding God’s law and upholding His sovereignty. These ideals of democracy are also Islamic to the core.

Islam promulgates that God has delegated a sovereign power to humans on earth [2:30, 6:165] by proclaiming them as His vicegerents [“Khalifa”]. Every position comes with rights and responsibilities. There are thus inalienable rights of each and every human being that a social system must uphold in order to help an individual [Muslim or non-Muslim] to discharge the responsibility of “khalifa”. 

As God’s “khalifa” a human has the responsibility to run his/her affairs [individual and social] the way God runs the universe: with justice, balance, compassion and wisdom. The rights that are necessary to fulfill this obligation are: right to life, liberty, equity, property [tangible and intangible] and dignity. A society must uphold these rights of a citizen, irrespective of differences of faith, gender, ethnicity, etc. A democratic system has demonstrated to uphold these rights better than any other governing system humans have so far devised. Therefore, Muslims -- followers of a religion which promotes the best course of action in any given situation of life and which commands to uphold these fundamental rights of a life – should practice democratic governance.    

The Quran proclaims that God empowered each and every human being with His spirit [15:29]. God Himself honors [17:70] the creation of human beings. He endowed them with the capability of righteousness [30:30], and sanctified their position by commanding the angels to bow down before them. These ideas of honor, dignity and empowerment all support the God given legitimacy of “self-rule”. It is God who granted humans the right to choose and to run their own affairs; governance is but one aspect of it. These inalienable rights and positions of humans and citizens are the same or similar both in Islam as they are in a doctrine of democracy.   

The thinkers of the European Enlightenment and the founding leaders of America deeply thought about these intrinsic values of human life in terms of equality, freedom and justice and wanted to establish a governing system that would uphold and preserve these ideals, the ideals that Islam propagates and promotes. The people who should be most eager to uphold such doctrines and establish such systems of governance are the people who follow the Quran.

The spirit of Islam is to establish peace and harmony. These are not possible without justice and stability. History is a testament that true democratic systems move towards stability and continuity whereas theocracies move towards abuse of power, instability and repression. The Quran urges to take note of the past events and learn lessons from the pattern of causes and consequences. Therefore historic patterns should be a lesson for Muslims. Even in the distant past more successful rule have been associated with more democratic and pluralistic governance, such as the rule of Murad I (1359-60), Muhammad II (1441-1512), Suleyman the Magnificent (1520-66) and Mahmud II (1808-39) of the Ottoman empire, and Babur [1526] and Akbar’s [1600] rule of the Mughal empire are some glaring examples of success. The examples of the reverse are also there: the extreme puritanical rule of Aurangazeb was responsible for the end of the Mughal dynasty in India. In the modern world Iran’s and other theocracies are neither demonstrating success nor stability; rather they are demonstrating rampant corruption, repression and degradation of lifestyle. None of the three great Muslim empires –Ottoman, Mughals, and Safavids—was a theocracy [8] 
A democracy achieves stability and continuity through an impartial rule of law [constitution] that is acceptable by the most of the citizens. It further solidifies its operation by a representative government with an infrastructure based on proper balance of power, broad decision-making process with multi-layered consultations, transparency and accountability to people. 

A key underlying idea of a democratic rule presupposes human fallibility. A governing system, therefore, is designed to sustain human weaknesses and discrepancies. On the other hand a theocracy generally assumes infallibility of the rulers and the people who sanctify such rule. There is absolutely no sanction of such human infallibility in Islam. The Quran established the fallibility of the Prophet himself and exposed his weakness and failures as a human being several times [17:73-75, 18:23, 80:1-11, etc.]. If a Prophet of God is not infallible then no other individual can claim infallibility to himself/herself. This is the spirit of Islam that teaches to build healthy and balanced social and governing systems with due consideration for human weaknesses.

Some scholars are upholding “Shari’ah” as “the Way and Law of God” [8] and therefore it is infallible and not negotiable. But then they are also saying that it requires human interpretation. If it requires human interpretation then it is not infallible. There is a deep flaw in this viewpoint. First of all “Sharia” is not the Quranic revelation but laws developed by human understanding of these injunctions. Depending on the context and the complexity, these understanding can change and should change in order to achieve the fundamental objectives of justice, welfare and peace.  A people often are captives of their time, limited by the cultural experience and knowledge. It would be stagnant if most of the ideas are frozen in time.   

From another angle, human sovereignty does not undermine God’s Sovereignty, the former derives its legitimacy from the later. These two operates from different levels of reality, one does not clash with the other. It is similar in the case of ownership of property in this life. God’s ownership is eternal and infinite, human ownership is limited by time and quantity that God grants and decides. The human ownership does not undermine God ultimate and eternal ownership of everything. The parallel idea has the same spirit for God’s and human sovereignties. Since it is God who delegated His sovereignty to humans by making them His “Khalifa”, then upholding human [or popular] sovereignty is essentially upholding God’s sovereignty.  

Out of over 6,600 verses in the Quran less than 300 are of mandatory nature. The rest are allegorical and anecdotal. Regarding constitution and governance there are perhaps only about 10 verses. The Quran does not lay down any particular system of governance but gives ample examples and anecdotes for morals and principles. This leaves a situation with varied interpretations and dynamism in a social system. A system should evolve through time as human knowledge progresses and the modus operandi changes. Then again the trust is placed on human faculties of wisdom [hikmah] and reason [aql] to make the needed changes.  

Islam and Pluralism

The universal idea that is laid down in 30:30 is well explained to support religious pluralism in Islam by Professor Abdulaziz Sachedina [9] Islam promotes pluralism in humanity because Islam is for the entire humankind. Democracy is based on such attitude of universalism and human equality that Islam promotes.   
“For every community faces a direction of its own, of which He [God] is the focal point, vie, therefore, with one another in doing good works….”[Q. 2: 148]


“Say: ”Everyone acts in a manner peculiar to himself – and your Sustainer Is fully aware as to who has chosen the best path.” [Q. 17:84]

There are verses that give validity to other faith [Q 2:44, 2:113. 5:43, 6:52 ] and confirm that righteousness and salvation is not the exclusive claim of one brand of faith or another but is available to anyone in humanity who believes in God, the Hereafter and does good work in this life  [Q. 2:62, 2:112, 5:69, …]. The Quran gives sanctity to the temples, churches and the places of worship of other religions commanding one to enter those places with reverence because those are the places where ‘God is being worshipped’. This gives validity to their worshipping God as well. 

The Quran commands the Prophet and the community: “Hence, repulse not [any of] those who at morning and evening invoke their Sustainer, seeking His countenance. You are in no wise accountable for them –just as they are in no wise accountable for you – and you have therefore no right to repulse them: for then you would be among the evildoers.” [6:52]

The Quran claims a continuity of God’s revelation to humankind – the same Message to almost all communities of humanity down through the time [3:3, 3:144 ]

It says no new fundamental idea is given to Prophet Muhammad, he is just another prophet in a succession of many prophets sent to almost every community of humankind with the same fundamental revelation: there is One God and the true religion for humankind is to comply with His Moral Law.  Muhammad is just confirming what was sent before him and nothing new is sent through him: “nothing is being said to thee but what was said to all (of God’s ) Messengers before thy time. ( Q. 3:144, 41:43, etc.). 

People may become confused about these verses when they compare these with those which say that God will not accept any other religion except Islam, and people should die as a Muslim, that is the only condition of salvation, etc. There is no contradiction in the Quran and no confusion arises if one considers the meaning of these terms from different levels. 

Muhammad Asad, a renowned contemporary scholar who translated the Quran clarified this idea succinctly: “Throughout this work [his Quran translation] I have translated the terms ‘muslim’ and ‘islam’ in accordance with their original connotations, namely “ one who surrenders [ or “has surrendered”] himself to God”, and  “man’s self-surrender to God”….It should be borne in mind that the “institutionalized” use of these terms – that is, their exclusive application to the followers of the Prophet Muhammad – represents a definitely post-Quranic development and, hence, must be avoided in a translation of the Quran.” 
Erroneous ideas about these key terms in the Quran have contributed towards disservice to the Muslim world. These misconceptions have caused attitudes towards non-Muslims and pluralism that are wrong and self-defeating. The Quran further clarifies by proclaiming that the entire universe is in a state of ‘islam’. This conveys that this state of islam is the state of ‘fitra’-- the natural law God has implanted in the universe as He has implanted a natural disposition in humans.

As to the different path and different institutional religions Islam gives free will: “Unto you your religion, and unto me my religion” [Q. 109: 6 ] and it declares that only God knows who is complying with His laws, a Muslim or a non-Muslim. The individual accountability to God would not be measured by belonging to any brand of faith but solely by one’s true compliance with God’s laws.

There is absolutely no place for creating dissention and unnecessary barriers of differences in humanity. Because that helps create prejudices and hatred towards other fellow human beings and become an obstruction of justice and peace. There is no “us vs. them” in Islam, there is One God and there is one humanity. This is the essence of pluralism in Islam. 

Upholding Justice

The root of Islamic ideals is to uphold justice. The Quran gives a clear idea why it is a human imperative to establish justice in all spheres of life. 

God has implanted an innate nature or faculty [“fitra”] in human beings [30:30] by giving a part of Himself, compliance with which constitutes justice. Any deviation from this ‘primordial’ human nature amounts to injustice. From another angle, Peace is the pure or true state of this human nature, and peace is sustained by justice and justice is sustained by truth. Falsehood, prejudice, hatred etc. all disturb justice and peace by distorting truth. Then facing the truth is the essence of Islam. God himself is declared to be the ultimate Truth. The submission to the moral law of God is possible when one faces truth and upholds justice. 

The capacity to know truth is given to all human beings, and not only to Muslims, an unseen umbilical cord with God, purer it is kept better it is in sensing truth and receiving guidance from God to uphold peace and justice. It is not relative or variable. It is as unchangeable as “fitra”. 

In this regard, I do not agree with the implication made by Professor Khaled Abou El Fadl [10] that there is an issue of relativity in defining the nature of justice.  Justice is universal and unalterable because it is tied with the ‘primordial’ human nature or faculty [“fitra”] created with the spirit of God.

Therefore, his rhetorical question regarding the nature of justice: “Does the divine law define justice or does justice define the divine law?” is irrelevant. The divine law and justice are one and the same, one does not deviate from the other. When justice is upheld God’s moral law is upheld, if justice is violated then God’s moral law is violated as well. 
El Fadl continued saying: “Although the Qur’an does not define the constituent elements of justice, it emphasizes the ability to achieve justice as a unique human charge and necessity—an obligation that falls on all of us in our capacity as vicegerents.”

The reason why, I believe, the Quran does not define ‘the constituent elements of justice’ is that God has already provided each and every human being the ability to detect and dispense justice. A reality in which a human is brought to deal with is often diverse and complex and ever changing.  However, irrespective of the complexities, diversities and dynamism of any given situation of human affairs justice would be the outcome if there is the due exercise of human mind. 

Therefore, in a democratic society, if the due process provides an environment of openness and stimulation and does not inhibit the exercise of the human faculty of reason and conscience, justice would be the natural and consistent outcome, irrespective of the complexity of time and culture. This is what the Quran is repeatedly expounding. Islam is dynamic in offering timeless guidance by the glimpses of this fundamental truth of life and God’s laws.

A conducive environment for upholding justice consists of two fundamental elements: human freedom to exercise due diligence in an environment of pluralism and a rule of law to uphold the understanding and decisions that come out of such pluralistic system.  Pluralism or diversity helps shed light on ‘truth’ better. God’s guidance comes through diversity and consultation with different human agents. That is why consultation is advocated in every aspect of life and living.  Consultation help bring pros and cons from different angles of an issue by using different human agents and this exercise help bring one closer to truth. This conducive environment is best offered by a democratic system. 

Diversity is God’s pattern of creation. In nature God has given different ability and function to different things. Each help bring about certain edge, but all collectively and harmoniously serve to render God’s reality. This principle of diversity also exists in humanity: each brings a slightly different shade of perception and understanding. But collectively all human beings are helping bring a better understanding of the reality. I believe this is exactly what is conveyed by the Quranic expression “come to know one another” [49:13]. A social system should then benefit incorporating this mindset of pluralism showing confidence on the innate human nature [fitra] capable of sensing and implementing moral laws and taking precaution as well against human fallibilities.

Democracy Needs to be Redefined

A democratic governance is not one standard fits-all system. It can be tailor-made and adjusted to the belief system and the modus operandi of a society as long as the fundamental objectives of self-rule and citizens’ rights are protected. A separate religious court parallel to the mainstream court system can be established to uphold religious injunctions, and a Shura council can be incorporated into a legislative body as long as these features do not infringe upon the rights of others.
 The word ‘secularism’ has a very negative connotation among Muslims. They generally take it as a tool that works against religion. In that case the word “secular” should be substituted with “neutral” or “impartial” in the doctrine of democracy. Democracy is not anti-religion, it is only neutral to different institutional religions to avoid conflicts and dysfunction. 

In order to establish a genuinely functioning democracy, the goals of democracy must be clearly envisioned and pursued separately from the logistics of the system that are designed to attain such goals. An electoral process, majority rule, balance of power, etc. are all but logistical processes of a democracy and not its goals. The goal is best articulated by Abraham Lincoln in a famous speech: a government “of the people, by the people and for the people.” 

 

In spite of the logistical processes present, if a government becomes “by the few and for the few” due to the colluding and manipulating power of vested interests, then the system becomes a dysfunctional democracy. This is an ever-increasing trend in the Western democracies where the majority is feeling increasingly powerless before the enormously powerful elites and the multinationals.

 

Furthermore, a democratic system also becomes dysfunctional due to an excessive focus on individual rights and individualism to the detriment of the collective rights of a society. It is understandable that a paramount focus on individual rights existed at the time of the American Revolution, when the monarchial and tyrannical rule trampled these individual rights. But now unfortunately the pendulum has swung to the other extreme and there is a need to bring it back in balance with the collective rights and welfare of a society. The Western societies are suffering from the consequences of such an imbalanced state of affairs – extreme materialism and greed, irresponsible behavior towards family and social traditions, etc. -- and the rest of the world seems to be following suit. 

This leaves a responsibility and an opportunity for the Muslim world to be the leader in promoting these most profoundly needed changes in democracy to make it better for humanity.  

In order to make a self-rule genuine and functioning there are three structural features that needs to be established: 

1. The constitution is of extreme importance in shaping the mindset and directing the course of a nation. This is the instrument that upholds the rights and freedom of each and every citizens and even the majority rule cannot trample over the rights of minority. This also helps establish balance of power not only among the different branches of a government but also between the government and the civil society, helps create a conducive environment of constructive engagements among the different political groups, helps proper functioning of day to day affairs, etc. This is the trust building foundation of a society.

Therefore, the process of drafting the constitution and establishing it with proper legitimacy is a critical building block of democracy. In today’s interacting global world, the drafting should be done by a team of national and international experts. In the present context of the Muslim world with an undemocratic past and in the absence of an effective civil society yet, an exclusive domestic team may exert an undue influence in the process. An involvement of an appropriate international group without conflicts of interest can help avoid the influence of the vested interests and the loopholes of future conflicts. In today’s world – for the sake of the welfare of a country -- consultation with outside experts should be considered a protection against the misuse and abuse of the inside power-brokers and should not be seen as a compromise on the sovereignty of the people.

Consultation has two aspects: one aspect is to procure the right ideas by considering and weighing different pros and cons of an issue suggested by a diverse group of people such as the religious experts including the Ulamas, social scientists, specialists, etc. These people, national and international, collaboratively should draft the constitution of a newly establishing democracy.  However in order to obtain the proper legitimacy there needs to be a public consent through a referendum, a final consultation with the citizens of a nation.  

2. Designing and orchestrating an electoral process to elect the representatives of the people to conduct the affairs of governance on behalf of the people. This process must be fair, free and such that leaders and people from the whole spectrum of socio-political levels can effectively participate. If wealth and connections dictate the means of representation, a democracy may slide down the path of dysfunction.   


Forming the civil society to help bring about a transparent and accountable government through its proper participation is a must. A civil society is the ‘powerhouse’ of democracy, without it democracy cannot be sustained. 

Today’s world need countervailing partners of governments from the civil societies: these countervailing partners may have both a vertical base in a society and a horizontal international network to make societies stable, progressive and prosperous. This set up is possible only in a democracy.  

A governing system needs to be dynamic and reflective of its time and issues: a stagnant system becomes inadequate and dysfunctional when it faces the changes and challenges of time.  

The Quran is indicative of this truth: that is why in well over six thousand verses, the Quran deliberately abstained from giving a detail formula of governance. A system should evolve as social modus operandi changes and as humanity progresses. What the Quran provides, instead, is a timeless set of principles and fundamental guidelines that are required to be complied with in order for a society, in any place or period, to be just, peaceful, stable and successful.

In Iraq none of these took place except the electoral process but then the representatives could not function due to violence and turmoil. The civil society never was established and the constitution has major flaws due to the conflicts of interest of the people who drafted it. A majority rule and a centralized government would not work in Iraq. An involvement of an international team could have helped avoid this recipe of disaster concocted by the Shiia majority with behind the scene collaboration of the USA. 

The Problems of the Muslim World

The Quran teaches that the consequences of our attitudes and actions are not only reserved for the Hereafter but are also reflected in the reality of this world. The reality of the Muslim world has not been good for a very long time: hundreds of years of false indoctrination, ignorance and prejudice have helped create not only reactionary tendencies and intolerance for differences and diversity but also infinite tolerance for unending violence, mass murders, rampant corruption, dysfunctional governments, flagrant human rights violations and degrading conditions such as poverty, disease, and illiteracy. All these are reflections of a much deeper problem of conviction and character. The people who are given the responsibility to convey the Message of God to humanity are in fact the biggest violators of its teachings. This is indeed a disgrace.

 

The biggest contributors towards such a failed state have been the misuse and abuse of religion and religious authority by the few who claim to know God’s Message and God’s mind. In this regard, perhaps, the track record of Muslim clerics is not much different from the abuse perpetrated by the clerics of other religions. In God’s name much wrong has been done throughout history. A religion is a powerful and sensitive tool indeed if it can be exercised from the pulpit of exclusivity. The most fertile ground of this abuse is ignorance and blind followings of the people. There is no blind following in Islam. One is responsible for one’s conscience. God granted humans the capacity “fitra” [30:30] and the power of His own Spirit [15: 29, 38:72], each and every human being is then empowered for self-rule. 

This has been denied to Muslims for centuries by the self-proclaimed authority of the Ulama of translating God’s will. The very process of education and implementation of the religious law, especially since the closing the door on free-thinking [ijtihad] is problematic. Professor Fazlur Rahman pointed out this: “Even more important was the way in which the content of the orthodox sciences was developed so that they would be isolated from any possible challenge and opposition.” [11]
It is amazing to note that since the closing on ‘ijtihad’ [in the 10-11th century] the Muslim Golden age started to disappear and the dark ages ensued. On the other hand using the same tools of knowledge that the Muslim scholars used during the Golden Age -- search, analysis, free thinking and consideration of everything about reality – the Europeans prospered.

The Quran is full of exhortations appealing to the human faculty of reason and understanding. The openness and consultation to help bring about different aspects and angles of truth and the use of human ability to search, analyze, reason and learn in order to pursue truth are fundamental and repeated commands of the Quran. The pursuit of truth is the essence of the religion. God Himself is claimed to be the ultimate truth or reality. Truth upholds justice and justice upholds peace. In order to establish peace one needs to pursue truth using the faculties of reason, wisdom and conscience God has implanted in each and every human being, and not only among the scholars. In exercising one’s intellect to run one’s own affairs Islam is democratic to all. 

In the Muslim tradition the fundamental ideals have been overlooked in allowing layers of lifeless rigid rules and rituals often to protect the status quo of the clerics and/or the ruling class. These layers -- with many false ideas and indoctrinations – have been systematically sanctified and solidified over time. To sanctify these rigid formulas often the orthodoxy is established as almost infallible and unquestionable authority on Islamic jurisprudence. Therefore the rituals became frozen in time, lifeless. By incorporating religion with governance, the clerics helped to corrupt both. When a religion is enforced through the State, it sanctifies the rule and gives undue power that corrupts the State. On the other hand in pursuing this sanctification the State in turn offers the group of clerics its support, and can corrupt the religion. Instead of upholding the tenets of Islam in a society the intertwined system of religion and governance have successfully corrupted and mislead the Muslim umma. This is the backdrop of our contemporary Muslim world.  

Since the colonial period the attempts to use religion for the political purposes has been taking a different twist: a wholesale opposition to the Western world and rejection of its ideas. Professor El Fadl succinctly put it: “However, the Islamic revival consisted of the emergence of mass movement, which were often led by self-proclaimed experts in Shari’a who took advantage of the existing vacuum in religious authority. In response to the severe blows to the national pride of Muslims, these self-proclaimed experts were not interested in furthering the integrity or development of Islamic law or thought. Increasingly, their central interest became to augment the Islamic tradition’s mass appeal by transforming it into a vehicle for displays of power symbolisms………..these power symbolisms became a means of expressing resistance to Western hegemony in the contemporary age,………”  [12] 
This is a reactionary stand and not Islamic at all. A leadership is not reaction and wholesale rejection. A leadership is to offer a better way to fight against wrong in establishing right: “invite unto all that is good, and enjoin the doing of what is right and forbid the doing of what is wrong “ as it is exhorted throughout the Quran [3:104, 3:114, 9:71, 22:41, etc.]. Good and bad exist among all groups of people and nations; therefore a wholesale rejection and hatred constitute prejudice and injustice and do not help establish what is right. 
Many Muslims see democracy as the ideas of the West and therefore inherently un-Islamic. This very attitude is fundamentally un-Islamic itself. Truth belongs to God and therefore any good idea that serves humanity better belongs to humanity. No one group has any exclusive claim on ideas and truth.

A Muslim should consider any set of ideas brought before him/her by any source or anyone, Muslim or non-Muslim, and accept the right ideas and reject the wrong ones to do good work to serve God. There is no piety without humility. The essence of the Islamic teaching is to help establish peace among humankind -- a spectrum of people diverse in ideas and ways of life -- through mutual respect and understanding and through amicable dealings and gesture of goodwill. If a Muslim wants to fulfill the duty to convey the Message of the Quran, he/she should wear this spirit of goodwill towards all of God’s creation. 

If ideas remain just ideas and do not help to change for better, the ideas are useless. The modern Muslim scholars are doing a disservice to their fellow Muslims for failing to bring the ideas into the consciousness of the Muslim world. Very few in the past have broken the barriers of apprehension of reprisals and persecution to come forward in the endeavor of ‘saying what needs to be said and doing what needs to be done’ in order to pull the “umma” out of this degrading situation.  


Democracy is the Best Protection from the Negative Influence 
and the Exploitation by the Western Governments and Vested Interests

There are moral decay and failures in the Western societies as well. The powerful elites and the vested interests of the West are colluding with those of another underdeveloped country to exploit the people of both countries. Wealth and power gravitate towards each other to form indomitable forces in history to do a terrible disservice to the common people. An empowered people through self-rule and a strong civil society are the best protections from the abuses of the elites and the vested interests. In order to be vigilant against such formidable collusions of wealth and power a society should install a transparent and accountable government and form a strong civil society to sustain such governance. 

 

A democratic system where there is a broad decision making process and accountability before the public can handle foreign interests and agendas better than an authoritarian regime where only few people decide the fate of the nation. The risk of collusion is the highest in these kinds of undemocratic systems including a theocracy where a religion is used to legitimize the rule often by the few self-proclaimed “keepers” of the religion. 

Since the period of colonialism, neo-colonialism and the Cold War, the Muslim world has been paralyzed and polarized by the fear of Western exploitation. This fear and insecurity is robbing the Islamic spirit from the Muslim world and keeping it from the bright future it can have. Rather than being something to fear, a democratic system is the answer to this problem of foreign dominance and exploitation.  

A Constructive Engagement between the Muslim world and the West is a Must

A close and positive relationship between the two most interdependent components of humanity is critically important not only for themselves but also for the entire world. There is an adversarial relationship existing now between the Muslim world and the Western world. Both are responsible for conveniently and ignorantly vilifying the other, but the degree of aversion and prejudice in the Muslim world against the West perhaps has broken all time records of ignorance. This is the most un-Islamic and most detrimental mindset.  

It is one thing to criticize and act against the wrong policies and the failures of a government but it is quite another to demonize the entire nation. In demonizing the American people and making them an adversary, the Muslim world has done a terrible disservice to itself.  The deliberate attempts of the Governments of many Muslim countries and the media in creating such prejudices and wrong ideas about the West may have served the interests of the few, however, definitely have not served the welfare of the Muslim world.  

Neither American people nor their government is monolithic. At any given point in time with any issue there are opposing forces in America interacting to make an outcome. In fact no society or a community generally is monolithic. Diverse point of view and understanding is ever present in any cross-section of humanity. To label a nation or the followers of a faith under one negative category is unfair and wrong. 

Constructive engagements with the right kind of people on the right agenda generally help tilt a balance towards positive outcome. This is what the Muslims should do in the West. Align themselves with the groups of people with the right mindset pushing for the right ideas. These positive groups and factions of a nation have an uphill battle to push the right and beneficial ideas for the Muslims when the Muslims are seen as the unmitigated enemies who hate, kill and call the Westerners “infidels”. These stereotypes are very well used by the vested interests who achieve theirs objectives by portraying Muslims as such. Many Muslims, through their wrong and destructive behaviors, are playing into the hands of these Western vested interests and are working against the true welfare of the Muslim world.  

 In the USA the people’s sentiments and ideas play a big role on the national agenda. The American public still hold the strings if they decide to. Vietnam was lost for this mood swing of the nation, and President Bush could invade Iraq because originally there was an overwhelming public support for this invasion. 

Two important sentiments work very powerfully on the American psyche: one comes from an altruistic desire to help others to be free from the grip of tyrants and oppressors. The other comes from a strong desire of self-protection and security of the nation. These sensitive national nerves have been used and abused by the vested interests very successfully in the past. Both of these sentiments were capitalized on fighting the Cold War and now the war against the Muslim world under the shadow of “Islamists”, “Jehadists” and the extremism.  President Eisenhower warned the nation against such fear arousing collaboration to serve the mighty “Military-Industrial [and Congress]” complex. And now a similar warning is due. Only the Muslims themselves, not knowingly or carelessly, are collaborating in this grand scheme towards their own detriment. 

The factors which can help fight against this scheme most effectively is a constructive engagement of the Muslims with the American public in particular and the West in general. I advocated this for a long time [[ see Ruby’s website]]. However, since 9-11, I proposed a concrete agenda by the American Muslims, through an umbrella organization, to be involved on the international front as an ad hoc committee to be a watchdog and to be a mediator at the conflicting spots. This involvement could have helped create a national presence with the issues of government’s mismanagement, wrong agendas and wastage of the tax payers’ money through corruption. I suggested that the American Muslims in particular and the Muslims in the West in general have a legitimate role to play as “go-in-between” the two most conflicting and confrontational worlds. One of the main reasons I suggested that was to empower the Muslims as a trusted partner of peace before the West as well as before the Muslim world through constructive engagements and trust-building programs. Without getting involved a Muslim group remains an outsider and not an insider. Without the involvement and the efforts the Muslims do not materialize their legitimate role.  

It is extremely important that the Muslim world understand the ‘grain’ of this formidable partner, the American public. And the potential they possess in bringing about success in their own lives if the situation turns around. The situation can turn around only if the majority of Muslims see the actual face of the American people and their true spirit that is buried deep in the failures of some wrong government policies. 

America is the most powerful and most influential nation towards which the entire humanity turns to. Paradoxically it is also the most feared and now most disliked nation in spite of the fact that it is the microcosm or the “melting pot” of the world as well. 

This nation is the most pluralistic, open and self-corrective nation in the world. History is a testament to this truth. At the time of the American Revolution, many of the ideas of freedom, equality and dignity of all citizens were not achieved yet. Down through the two hundred years of trials and tribulations the people of America fought a bloody civil war [over 600,000 died] for over four years against slavery and disintegration of the nation itself, then it continued to struggle through many movements to achieve equality and freedom of all citizens, women’s rights, workers rights, immigrants’ rights, and finally the “Civil Rights” in 1960s. Through all these national struggles, some were very difficult and violent indeed, the nation remained committed to the cause and achieved moral victory in each and every case. There are of course many details and many deviations along the line, but overall this is the truth that comes out about the character and the commitment of this nation. Then it fought to emancipate other nations as well from the grip of the World wars as well as from many tyrants. This resiliency and strength of this nation should not be overlooked or down-played due to some failures.
The real set back on this moral agenda took place when the USSR, an extremely closed-door authoritarian socialist regime, acquired the nuclear power 1949. The fear of a nuclear confrontation at that time was real and the nation, as well as the world, was totally gripped with that fear. In the name of saving the people from catastrophic destructions, the government and the vested interests got an unconditional support for a lot of wrong doings in pursuing the “Containment” policies of the Cold War: ousting democratically elected Mosaddeq of Iran, killing Allende of Chile and placing President Diem in Vietnam are all part of these mistaken policies. These wrong-doings successfully wiped out the goodwill and the trust this nation generated during Woodrow Wilson, FDR and the Marshall Plan. The respect and trust America had around the world could have helped achieve most of its goals at the fraction of the price America paid and still failed to achieve through the wrong policies: putting puppets in power and not reaching out to the people. This brought on miserable sacrifice of the long term interests and victories at the altar of the short-term fixes. A lesson of history, indeed!

An amazing parallel is taking place now in arousing fear about the Muslim world. However, the big difference today is that the American people are more aware of these failures of the past and more understanding about the anger in the Muslim world. 

The American people may be blamed for their indulgence, ignorance and laid back personalities but it would be unfair and detrimental to label them with characters which they are not: cowardly and indifferent. They have fought and paid a heavy price for the ideas they considered right and worth fighting for. They were initially reluctant to fight in the World Wars of the last century as they are always reluctant to cause or fight a war, but when it came to the point of a moral call of not only of self-defense but also of liberation of others from the grip of Nazism, Fascism and the Japanese extremism, they responded and the entire nation rallied behind such a moral call. The nation again demonstrated the good spirit of helping the devastated enemies in whose hands hundreds of thousands of Americans died during the war. After the victory the nation remain committed to the cause of peace. The Marshall Plan is remembered by this nation with pride and affection, this again shows its propensity. The bombing of Kosovo and helping save more than six hundred thousand Muslim lives in the Balkans also exemplifies this commitment to good cause. There is no oil or other resources to go after in this region to give such importance of involvement—going against the European allies-- except the cause of saving human lives and freeing others from bondage.   

 

Many Muslims like to believe that that spirit of America is long gone, but they are wrong. A long national heritage of upholding human rights and dignity cannot evaporate in a generation or two, the spirit sometimes can be dormant awaiting for the right stimulant, the stimulant that the Muslims can provide by arousing such a moral call of constructive engagements. 

There are definitely most urgently needed changes to be done, but these changes need to be brought about through due process and civil discourse. 

The nation is in a state of soul searching and debate: this is an opportune time to suggest what did not work in the past and what could work going forward.

 This is not to say that the Muslims would subscribe to the wrong policies and agendas of the West. On the contrary, a direct and positive relationship of two people, based on understanding and trust, can most effectively fight against such collusions and such wrong doings of the vested interests.

The West, through many trials and errors, is more experienced with democracy. The Muslim societies in the process of establishing democracy and building civil society can learn a lot from the mistakes of others rather than repeating those themselves. The ideas of “home grown”, “organic” democracy etc. have some validity but beyond a point these are tools of vested interests. This tenacity to cling to the old idea of ‘self-made’ self-rule is unproductive and self-defeating in this most intensively interdependent interactive global culture. Societies and nations are progressing because they are sharing ‘know-how’ with each other and learning from each other. Some of the successful democracies of the world were not “home grown” at all but now they are independent and free to pursue their lives with self-rule.


Establishing an Islamic theocracy is not only against the Islamic ideals but also against the interest and welfare of the Muslim world. An Islamic theocracy is seen as a threat to the Western people and power, therefore it would always invite confrontation. Instead, Muslims should work from a moral high ground and aim to help themselves and the West change for better. That is the spirit of Islam. Democracy would help achieve that in a deep and profound way. 

What Needs to be Done Now

A catalyst is most urgently needed now. An enormous influence and pressure would be exerted if one country such as Iraq can be seen as a success story. The confidence and hope generated from such a success can be dialectic and transformative in the Muslim world. Therefore the Muslim leaders and thinkers should concentrate on Iraq. Iraq may appear hopeless now but there is still a good chance that situation may turnaround. 

In order to make democracy work, establishing a viable civil society is absolutely critical. In its absence, a democracy soon becomes dysfunctional and authoritarian. The logistics such as an electoral process, three branches of a government, etc. all become ineffective infrastructure unless and until a civil society starts functioning and participating with the government. Building civil societies in the Muslim countries now is a difficult challenge against the long established vested interests and the elites. 

The involvement of powerful outside and/or international community can help overcome this obstacle and expedite the process of building civil societies. 

The speed of building a civil society and establishing democracy is of utmost importance in avoiding insurgencies and extremism. In the Muslim world insurgencies and terrorism are taking place in an environment of hopelessness and dire economic situation [13]. Extreme situation, ignorance and desperation breed extremists. The main objective of the Muslim leaders should be to come up with a concrete program how this situation can be changed with a critical speed that would make radicalism and insurgency unjustified and unpopular among the vast number of Muslims who are suffering.
 

 In the present context of the Muslim world the speed of transformation of societies is absolutely critical in order to make a process viable. Many experts express that ‘it takes time’ to establish democracy and form a civil society, but this stand is devoid of the understanding that the Muslim world in the present global context of polarization and extremism cannot wait for that usual time factor. Drastic measures must be incorporated to help create a critical momentum to dissuade pessimism and hopelessness in the Muslim societies. This critical momentum cannot be achieved without the help and support of the international community in general and the West in particular. 

The possible negative elements related to the involvement of a Western power can be minimized by the involvement of the Muslim group from the West. 

The modus operandi of the world has changed since the Cold War and with the globalization. The means of exploitation and dominance do not come through the door of occupation. 

These come through a different path: collusion of the domestic and foreign vested interests, diplomatic manipulation and the collective bargaining power exerted through a regional and/or international cluster of nations along the line of common interests. 

The Muslim countries are not adequately prepared for this culture at all. They are choosing outdated and ineffective means to deal with these sophisticated ways of dominance and exploitation. Neither do they have the democratic infrastructures to generate the legitimacy and resiliency to withstand international manipulation nor do they have the united front such as the European Economic Community to exert their collective bargaining power. In the absence of a democratic infrastructure and the strength it generates, the Muslim countries are compelled either to comply with such international pressures or to react most adversarial and unproductive ways. 

The most effective way to face these negative forces is to help create an open environment of constructive engagements. And these constructive engagements with the Western powers involvement with a Muslim-majority country or a region can best be done by two groups: 1) an open and effective civil society, and 2) a Muslim organization, based in the West. A democratic set up is essential for these roles to play most effectively.
By empowering a people -- through “self-rule” -- and making civil societies strong to generate and sustain genuinely transparent and accountable governments provide the best roadblock to inside-outside collusion of vested interests. This open context provides an effective means for civil discourse on major foreign relations and interests and a foreign interest is forced to deal with the society instead of the few government officials. 
In the world of ‘globalization’ the role of a civil society may not be enough, a Western based organization, especially linking to the particular Western nation, dedicated to the cause of “overseeing and monitoring” would increasingly become necessary to help create the exposure and attention needed for the constructive engagements. Again a democratic set up is necessary in the host country in order for the constructive engagements to be effective. 
If even a majority of Muslim countries become democratic and their social and political modus operandi become pluralistic, open and progressive, these countries eventually would find it imperative to respond to the call of Islamic unity to form a consolidated “umma”. This consolidation or confederation – similar to the format of the EEC – of the Muslim countries could exert an enormous influence and a leadership role in the world. The undemocratic governments with their inherent weaknesses and uncertainty fail to pursue such international union. [14]
A lot of things have gone wrong in Iraq since 2003, and there have not been any Muslim American involvement to raise issues with the failures yet. Without getting involved we cannot claim the legitimacy of our role and an attentive ear of nations: Iraq, the USA and the international community.

If this organization would have been in force, it could have raised the following issue in 2003, and by the virtue of this stand today it could have been immensely popular and powerful to promote the policies that would work. Some of the issues that it could have raised at that time are as follows:
1. To fail to empower the Sunnis as an indispensable partner in the Iraqi governance right from the beginning through the constitution and through rehabilitating the Baath party after Saddam was gone.  


2. The USA failed to generate a goodwill capital in the Middle East. The Palestinian issue is the paramount symbol of injustice and oppression in our time. Without resolving this issue and handling the affairs to establish America’s commitment to fairness in the Middle East, there cannot be any good outcome in the area [15]. Because nothing good is seen through the prism of the Palestinian suffering for almost 60 years. This needs to be addressed first if Iraq can be successful. 
3. The mishandling of the oil issue in Iraq. An absolutely transparent internationally managed oil fund for the Iraqis to own and benefit could have helped build the trust of the Muslim world on America’s integrity and intention. This goodwill could have been similar in effect as it was in Japan due to the “land reform” during the Marshall Plan. This goodwill is necessary to generate an impetus for a nation building in a land of adversaries. 

4. The corruption and misuse of funds by the vested interests in Iraq and outside Iraq is all time high. This has demoralized the Iraqi people as well as the American people alike. A similar situation arose in Vietnam after President Diem started a ruthless corrupt reign. There were concrete steps that could have taken to help minimize this discrepancy. 


5. The diplomatic Involvements with the neighbors of Iraq, especially with Iran, in which this Muslim American organization could have been instrumental and constructive.

6. A well thought-out ‘after the war’ plan of engagement to help build Iraq including but not limited to: the use of much bigger military force to maintain law and order and to train the Iraqi forces at a speed that would give less time for the insurgency and more time for the confidence building and the nation building measures. 
7. The resolution of the Islamic issues with democratic governance.

All these were mentioned in my paper called “The Call” in 2003 and this was distributed to the Muslim leaders of this country, some were even hand delivered by me at the Los Angeles ISNA convention.  
Conclusion

Today we are facing an extremely difficult situation, the extremists may be few but they are organized, focused and very aggressive in achieving their objectives that are victimizing the vast but silent majority of the Muslims. The people who are the thinkers are not organized to help bring about an agenda that can effectively lead the Muslim world in the right direction. This is a sad situation.

Ideas are worthless if the ideas do not help transform people to fight against injustice and to help bring about common good. What is more unjust than to drag hundreds of millions of people into despair and misery when they should be offered better future through thriving economies and flourishing civil societies under “self-governance”?

In the past visionaries took enormous risk to pursue such goals of change that benefited countless men and women. They complied with their conscience. With better tools of modern age at our disposal and the context of the global culture, should not we then answer the call of duty? 
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