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ABSTRACT

The problem of political pluralism in the Islamic legal system is a hotly debated topic and
many criticistns have been labeled against Islamic law, alleging that it recognizes only
theocracy and an authoritarian system. To date, no writing sufficiently proves whether

political pluralism is acceptable under Islamic law or not.

This study answers the question by referring to the Islamic sources i.e. Quran,
sunnah, ijma’ and ijtihad. However, the problem that would be faced in this regard is
that there is no specific Qur’anic text or tradition which clearly indicates the legitimacy
of political pluralism in Islam. Therefore, to develop a convincing argument in
supporting such an idea would definitely provoke criticism, especially from those who
oppose any creativity and fresh thinking on critical matters of significance. To
accomplish this challenging task this research presents different views with regard to
political pluralism. It includes an in-depth analysis that refutes most of the criticism

against political pluralism.

Additionally, the study highlights the Western concept of political pluralism and

compares both the Islamic and Western concepis.
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INTRODUCTION

“Ye are the best of people, evolved for mankind; enjoying what is right, forbidding

what is wrong, and believing in Allah”.'

The above Qur’anic verse shows the right picture of the Muslim society. Islam has
produced a sound and well constructed state in the era of the Prophet and the righteous
caliphs. Since that time, there have been immense changes in life: mental, economic,
political, and social; there have even been material changes in the earth, and in its
powers relative to man. It now remains for us to ask: “Is it possible today to renew
something similar to that form of Islamic society for the present and for the future?”
Thus, in our contemporary world, a chance has been given to us by the inception of the
notion of political pluralism, which makes it easier for the wmmakh to choose the right
way. The way governed by the spirit and law of Islam which alone can produce that
form of Islam we need today. Therefore, the whole ummah should strive at all time and

under the different circumstances to reach this goal.

On the other hand, pluralism is a healthy phenomenon which has been well established
in the West. It is a useful means to resist despotism. Furthermore, it gives individuals
the chance to play a significant role by influencing the government’s determination in

its social policy, through the formation of pressure groups and political parties.

! al-Qur'an, Strah Ali~'lmran 3; 110.



Unfortunately, political pluralism did not receive much attention from Muslim thinkers,
although it has deep roots in our history. Therefore, the study of this topic has a great
importance not just to cover the lack of systematic academic work in the field of
Islamic political science but also

to contribute new ideas and to clarify some

controversial issues. As a result, the concept of political pluralism will be based on

solid and sound bases.

The Qur'an and sunnah did not define a specific system for governing. Moreover, there
is no specific Qur'anic ayah or haditlh, which establishes clearly the legality of political
pluralism. However, they have laid down fundamental principles, which constitute a
solid foundation in the Islamic government system such as freedom of opinion, justice,
equality and mutual consultation which together give a firm ground for an opposition
to exist and to fulfill its functions. In addition, it may be added here that the concepts

of tajdid (renewal) and Js/ah (reform) are fundamental components in our study.

Besides the injunctions from the Qur’an and sunnah regarding the concept of pluralism,
this study discusses the importance fjmd" and ijtrhad and their vital roles in developing
new institutions and structures of government, showing the flexibility of the Islamic
system and providing a convincing answer for every matter which could arise in the
political field. It will show how the contemporary Muslim ummah has failed to
institutionalize the processes of fjtihad in the political field in order to provide new
ways of political thinking that could solve the problem of political pluralism, as well as

other debated issues.



This study discusses the views of the scholars who oppose political pluralism and reject
the party system altogether. Some of them have raised the slogan, “no place for
democracy in Islam”. Thus, this study will contrast these views with the opinions of
those who support the notion of political pluralism and maintain that Muslims should
consider the principles of the Qur’an and sunnah which accommodate the notion of
political pluralism. In addition, it will give a brief analysis of these two contradicting

views, while attempting to refute the claims held by the opponents of political

pluralism.

Besides the study of the concept of political pluralism in Islam, this study highlights the
concept of political pluralism in the West, with a brief discussion on its historical
development and the contribution of some great scholars who helped to develop the
concept. On the other hand, since the concept of political pluralism is still a debated
notion in the West, the study will present some criticism and arguments which have

been given by its advocates and the answers provided by them.,

Finally, as the Islamic concept of political pluralism has some points of similarity with
Western political pluralisrn, it is necessary to make a brief comparison between the two
systems, showing the flexibility and rationality of Islamic political pluralism and the

main points of differences between both systems.



CHAPTER 1

POLITICAL PLURALISM

1.1 Definition

Although the notion of pluralism has a deep rote in the history, the term “pluralism”
was created in legal studies and political sciences in the early twentieth century to
designate theories that strongly emphasized the importance of human associations
other than the state. The word simply means, as the Oxford English Dictionary defined
it, “the character of being plural.” It had been used more specifically in England since
the fourteenth century, to refer to the ecclesiastical practice according to which one
person held more than one benefice at the same time. It had also been applied to
philosophical theories that recognized more than one ultimate principle, as in morals or

ethics, for example.”

In Political Science and Law, however, pluralism came to be attached to theoretical
and empirical work that stressed the role played in political life by associations,
organizations, and groups that were relatively independent of the state and one

another.?

? Joel Krieger. (edit.), The Oxford Companion to Politics of the World, Oxford University
Press, New York, 1993, pp. 704-705.
? Ibid., p.704.



Furthermore, Pluralism assumes that power resides with individuals who form
themselves into pressure groups in order to assert their interest in any given issue.
Government functions as a neutral adjudicator, balancing the claims and resolving
problems by developing what it takes to be the most appropriate social policy.
Pluralism is not seen as a form of self-government but as a political process in which
individuals are able, if they so desire, to play a significant role in influencing the
government’s determination of social policy. Further, under pluralism individuals are
able to participate more directly than the other models of democracy allow, for their
participation goes beyond electoral politics or the politics of protest. In a pluralist
system, “individuals organize themselves into groups to create policy by lobbying about
anything they consider to be sufficiently important to them to justify them devoting

their time and energy”.*

In addition, Pluralism is variously defined as an ideal of the good life; as a
characterization of politics in Western capitalist democracies; as a theory of ethics
relevant to the politics of liberal societies, as a doctrine of cultural diversity that
endorses neither a relativist, nor a monist assessment of alternative cultures. Itis
possible to endorse any one of these views without endorsing all the others, but most
“pluralists” will endorse several of them. A pluralist society promotes a plurality of

goods modestly, each being confined only by the degree necessary to make space for

* Buth Gaze, Law Liberty and Australian Democracy, The Law Book Company Limited,
Sydney, 1990, p. 21.



the others. Pluralist politics combines features from the individualism of John Locke,’
the participatory of John Dewey® and the concern with the virtues of continuity and

stability of Edmund Burke”

Robert Dahl® stated that, “The terms pluralism and pluralist refer to organizational
pluralism, that is, to the existence of a plurality of relatively autonomous (independent)
organizations (systems) within the domain of a state. A country is a pluralist
democracy if (a) it is a democracy in the sense of polyarchy and (b) important

organizations are relatively autonomous. Hence, all democratic countries are pluralist

democracies”.’

Regarding the definition of Islamic pluralism, it could be claimed that there is no

* Locke, John (1632-1704), English empiricist and moral and political philosopher, Locke’s
two important works are: Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1689) and Two Treatises of
Government (1690). See Paul Edwards, (edit), The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Macmillan
Publishing Co., [nc, & The Free Press, New York, Collier Macmillan Publishers, London, vol. 3, pp.
487-488,

% Dewey, John (1859-1952), American philosopher, educator, and social critic. He published

several books on theoretical and applied psychology, including Psychology (New York, 1887; 3d rev.
ed., 1891), Applied Psychology (Boston, 1889), and The Psychology of Number and Its Applications
to Methods of Teaching Arithmetic (New York, 1895). See Paul Edwards, (edit.), The Encyclopedia of
Philosophy, vol. 1, p. 380,

? See David Miller, (edit), The Blackwell Encyclopedia of Political Thought, Blackwell
Reference, New York, 1987, p. 424,

Burke, Edmund (1729-1797), British statesman and political philosopher. His two most
important books, which were published by Sodsley, are: 4 Vindication of Natural Society (1756) and
Philosaphical Inquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas on the Sublime and the Beautiful (1756). See Paul
Edwards, (edit.), The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, vol. 1, p. 429,

¢ Dahl, Robert Alan, PH. D. (1915- ), American professor of political science. His most
important publications are: Modern Political Analysis (1963), Political QOppositions in Western
Democracies (1966), Dilemmas of Plurallst Democracy (1982), Democracy and the critics (1989).
See The International Who's Who 1996-1997, 6th ed., Europa Publication Limited, p.359.

? Robert Dahl, Dilenumas of Pluralist Democracy, Vail Ballon Press, USA, 1982, p. 5.



comprehensive definition, that gives a clear idea to the concept of political pluralism as
it is understood by the West, or as it should be understood in our modern time. Some
have attempted to define Islamic political pluralism. For instance, Abu Faris has
defined it as, “the establishment of political parties that aim to reach the power and to
manage the people's matters and the state's affairs according to the ruling party's
concept and belief. Any party which reaches power could rule the state's affairs and
people's matters according to its program. Meanwhile, the other parties stay in
opposition discussing the policy of the ruling party, controlling and impeaching it.

Besides, they have to convince people of their suitable programs, their right policy and

» 10

their eligibility for governing them”.
From what have been mentioned above, it could be observed that the concept of
political pluralism as defined by Abu Faris is too narrow and it does not cover all the
elements of pluralism, because he focuses only on the opposition of parties and
neglectes the wide concept of pluralism, which includes the role of other independent
groups, associations and organizations, that together constitute the civil society and
create a real opposition which asserts the interest of the people. However, parties in

the pluralist system are part of the political body which constitute, with other groups

and associations, a real pluralist society.

Therefore, it is very important to give a suitable definition which covers all the

elements of Islamic political pluralism and makes it more comprehensive. Thus, Islamic

10 Muhammad Abn Faris, al-Ta ‘addudiyyab al- Siyasiyyah Ff Zill al-Deovtah al-Islaiiyyah,

Mu’ assasat al- Rayan, Beirut, 1994, p. 6.



political pluralism can be defined as a theory where individuals are allowed to form
themselves into political parties, associations and pressure groups. Their aimis to
balance the claims, resolve problems and influence the government’s determination of

social policy, with the condition that they must observe the dictates of the shari ‘ah in

all their activities.

1.2 Historical Background of Political Pluralism

Although the theoretical background of political pluralism has a {ong history, it began
to be effective as a natural result of the increase in economic associations and
organizations, Political pluralism, as a new structural factor in social life, began to be
accepted as the central mechanism in favor of freedom against despotism or misuse of
power. Political pluralism, in the sense of division of power, began to be accepted as
the first condition of liberty. The institutional particularization within the state was
theorized by Montesquieu'! as an extension of the argument that the only safeguard
against power is the rival power. Lord Acton'? combined political pluralism with liberty

saying: “liberty depends upon the division of power”. "

" Montesquieu, Baron De (1689-1755), French philosopher and political theorist. His most

important publication is Les Lettres Persanes (1721). See Paul Edwards, (edit.), The Encyclopedia of
Philosophy, vol. 5, pp. 368-369.

2 Acton (of Aldenham), John Emerich Edward Dalberg (1834-1902), English Liberal
historian and moralist. Acton wrote comparatively little, his notable publications being a masterly
essay in the Quarterly Review (January 1878), “Democracy in Europe”; two lectures delivered at
Bridgnorth in 1877 on The History of Freedom in Antiquity and The History of Freedom in
Christianity (both published in 1907). See Philip W. Goetez, (edit.), The New Encyclopaedia
Britannica, 15th ed., Chicago, Auckland, Geneva, London, Madrid, Manila, Paris, Rome, Seoul,
Sydney, Tokyo, Toronto, vol. 1, p. 73.

'* Ahmet Davutaglu, 4#ternative Paradigms, University Press of America, USA, 1994, p.143,



This associational and institutional particularization of the political system in Western
societies was directly connected to the dispersion of the socio-economic power in the
hands of some functional interest groups and classes after industrial societies, as
compared to pre-industrial societies, led to a concept of pluralistic society made up of
various institutionally isolated sectors, which emerged with the dispersion of socio-
economic wealth as a realization of material power. The social roles and identities of

individuals began to be defined by these functional groups and classes.™

Later, during the first two decades of the twentieth century, the term pluralism was
used in opposition to widely prevalent doctrines about the exclusive sovereignty of the
state. Among its best known advocates were Léon Dugnit,” whose principal works
appeared in France between 1911 and 1913, and Harold Laski' in England, who
shortly thereafter not only translated Duguit, but also mounted his own attack on the
idea of state sovereignty. Also, John Dewey and William James'” in the United States

have supported the idea of pluralism.

M Tbid,, p. 144.

Y Duguit, Léon (1859-1928), French legal and political theorist who challenged the validity
of analytical jurisprudence. The most complete exposition of his views is Traité de droit constitutional
(3d ed., 3 wvols, 1927-1930). See The Encyclopedia Americana International Edition, Grolier
Incorporated, Sanbury, Connecticut, vol. 9, p.459.

'8 Laski, Harold J. (1893-1950), British political scientist, author, and educator. Laski’s

numerous writings include Authority in the Modern State (1919); Political Thought from Locke to
Bentham (1920);, Liberty in the Modern State (1930, The Stare in Theory and Practice {1935). See
The Encyclopedia Americana International Edition, Grolier Incorporated, Sanbury, Connecticut, vol.
16, p. 778.

'7 James, William (1842-1910), American psychologist and philosopher. He was the first
distinguished American psychologist and also won international fame with his philosophy of
“pragmatism” and “pluralism”. His most important publication is The principles of Psychology

(1890). See The Encyclopedia Americana International Edition, Grolier Incorporated, Sanbury,
Connecticut, vol. 135, p. 682,



These great scholars offer different ways in which various thinkers have explored the
possibilities that political pluralism offers. They are not meant to represent an
exhaustive survey of political pluralist thought, Rather, they have been chosen as
vehicles by which to elucidate different ways in the relation between the two central
themes of political pluralism: 1) the distribution of political power to vindicate
interests; 2) the distribution of political power to facilitate individual development- has

been conceptualized in political pluralism.'®

In works such as Laski’s, Studies in the Problem of Sovereignty (1917) and the
Foundations of Sovereignty (1921), classical pluralists attacked the legal doctrine of
the sovereign state, both on the grounds that it did not fit empiricareality and that as a
normative goal it was undesirable.'® On the other hand, some legal pluralists, including
Duguit, not only insisted on the rightful independence of associations other than the
state, but went even further, contending that the state was simply one association
among many, neither more important nor necessarily more powerful (in all
circumstances) than others. In the 1920s, legal pluralism acquired a substantial body of
intellectual supporters, including, in addition to Laski, Ernest Barker, J. N, Figgis, and

G. D. H. Cole” in Britain. During the next decade, however, interest in legal pluralism

" Joel Krieger (edit.), The Oxford Companion to Politics of the World, p. 705, Also see

Avigail 1. Eisenberg, Reconstructing Political Pluralism, State University of New York Press, USA,
1995, p. 6.

'? Vernon Bogdanor. (edit.), The Blackwell Encyclopaedia of Political Institution, p. 426.

2 (Cole, George Douglas Howard (1889-1959), British economist, who was a leading
intellectual of the British Labour party. His voluminous publications, some written in collaboration
with his wife, Margaret Isabel Postgate Cole, cover the following: historical studies of the working -
class movement since the Industrial Revolution; the organization of the modern Jabor movements; and
essays in social and political theory. See The Encyclopedia Americana International Edition, Grolier
Incorporated, Sanbury, Connecticut, vol. 7, p. 224,



greatly declined, and thereafter it almost disappeared in Britain and the United States.

Critics argued that the legal pluralists had overstated their case, misrepresenting the
prevailing doctrines of sovereignty and exaggerating the relative strength and
importance of associations in comparison with the state. Laski himself became a
Marxist. The great depression of the 1930s and World War 2 lent greater credibility to
the belief that strong central governments were necessary for general well being and
even for the survival of democratic systems and national independence. However, the
decisive blow to legal pluralism probably came from the rise of authoritarian to
totalitarian ideas and systems in Italy, the Soviet Union, Germany, Austria and Spain,
For these systems demonstrated beyond much doubt that a highly centralized
authoritarian state could virtually eradicate autonomous associations and political life.
Thus, while pluralism in associational life might be desirable and a basic characteristic
of liberal and constitutional political systems, the authoritarian systems demonstrated

that it was definitely not an inherent feature of all modern political systems.

From the mid-1950s to the mid-1960s, pluralism reappeared in the view that a
fundamental constituent of modern democratic orders is the existence of associations
that are relatively independent of one another and of the state. This perspective (which
we might call democratic pluralism) explicitly countered the older monistic argument,

strongly endorsed by Jean-Jacque Rousseau™ in The Social Contract {(1762). The

associations were undesirable because they expressed interests narrower than the

' Rousseau, Jean Jacques (1712-1778), Swiss philosopher, the most influentiai of all 18th
century writers in the French languge. His most important publications are: Discourse on the Qrigin
of Inequality (1753), The social Contract (1761) and Emile (1762). See The Encyclopedia Americana
[nternational Edition, Grolier Incorporated, Sanbury, Connecticut, vol.23, pp.811-813.



general good. Recent democratic pluralism had been foreshadowed by, among many
others, Alexis de Tocqueville,® who in his famous Democracy in America (1835-
1842) implicitly rejected Rousseau in contending that a rich associational life was
essential to “democracy.” With its federal system, separation of powers, relatively
decentralized political parties, and multiplicity of groups and associations, the United

States furnished a setting that was unusually supportive of pluralist interpretations.

The works of Robert Dahl and Lindblon’s Politics, Economics, and Welfare (1953) as
well as Dahl's 4 Preface to Democratic Theory (1956) and Who Governs (1961)
shared with classical pluralism an empirical observational approach and a normative
belief in limiting the power of the state. However, the new pluralism was developed not
in contradistinction to the state sovereignty but to the theory of “elite”. The central
assumptions were that there was widespread distribution of political resources, and that

different interests prevailed in different political disputes and at different times.

Pluralism was also a reaction to classical democratic theory. It played down the
importance of voting as a democratic check and provided an intellectual legitimization
of pressure group activity - activity that once had a suspected place in democratic
practice. The most famous statement of this version of pluralism is Dahl’s remark, “few

groups in the United States who are determined to influence the government - certainly

2 Toqueville, Alexis de (1805-1859), French historian and political theorist. Toqueville's

great essay is The old Regime and the Revolution (1856). See The Encyclopedia Americana
International Edition, Grolier Incorporated, Sanbury, Connecticut, vol. 26, p. 806.

# Joel Krieger (edit.), The Oxford Companion to Political of the World, p. 705, 706. Also see
Ahmet Davutaglu, diternative Paradigms, p. 144,



few who are organized, active and persistent - lack the capacity and opportunity to
influence some officials somewhere in the political system in order to obtain at least
some of their goals”. Also noteworthy is Polsby’s comment that there is an unspoken

notion in pluralist research that at the bottom nobody dominates.*

Pluralism exits in an ambiguous relationship with Dahl and Lindblom's term polyarchy.
Reserving “democracy” as an ideal type, Dahl used the concept of polyarchy as a label
for the Western political systems, which approximated to democracy. At some points,
pluratism is only component dimension of polyarchy but in Who Governs, Dahl himself
used pluralism as the natural contrast with oligarchy. Dahl’s work does not, to any
great extent, rest on the classical pluralists, but his intellectual roots go back to
Madison and Tocqueville and their arguments that since a “general will” consensus is

unattainable in complex modern states, then organizational pluralism is desirable.

Given that pluralism has been often presented as the ruling intellectual orthodoxy of
political science, Dahl’s own comments (1984) on the definitional vacuum are
significant. About Who Governs he wrote “ Pace some interpretations, the book was
not written to advance a general “pluralist theory of politics”, in fact “pluralism” and
“pluralist democracy” are not included in the index, In hindsight, it might have been
better to set out a more explicit theory, but perhaps not, “Pluralist theory” comes to
designate a strange combination of ideas. In fact, a good deal of the “theory” consisted

of interpretations by hostile critics. Frequently, the result was a “theory” that probably

** Vernon Bogdanor. (edit.), The Blackwell Encyclopaedia of Political Institution, p, 426,
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