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Introduction: what will be discussed and why 

In search of a new paradigm 

There is a grand-narrative stating that democracy pre-supposes secularism: democracy can only 

arise and function when the religion has faded away or at least has been stripped of its societal 

influence. According to this narrative a society must be secular first in order to have a stable 

political order, especially a democratic order in which the people are ‘sovereign’.1 This study, 

however, aims at introducing another narrative implying that religion can also be a source of 

democratization.  

It might be said that the claim that religion can be a source of democratization would 

not be plausible unless religion itself is somehow transformed into a liberal type, abandoning 

its orthodox stance. To be sure, transforming religion into liberal forms in order for religion to 

contribute to democratization is not what this study focuses on. Rather, this study will argue 

that it is possible that religion can substantially support a democratization process from within 

its own orthodox stance. This study, therefore, aims at making a case for what might be called 

a ‘religiously motivated democracy’. 2  Arguably such a claim might be considered overly 

optimistic or even a daydream, especially given the rise of Islamic fundamentalism in the last 

few decades. Since a positive Islamic contribution to democracy might seem impossible, our 

study includes an extensive discussion of the relationship between Islam and democracy.  

 1 Generally speaking, this is the immanent narrative of Western Modernism/Secularism since Hobbes and the 
social contract tradition; especially that of John Locke. However, one may refer to some contemporary 
philosophers in this respect. John Rawls, for example, firmly stands on Kant’s notion of ‘public reason’ and Mill’s 
‘individualism’; introducing a just democratic society based on what he calls ‘original position’. Rawls suggests a 
double identify for religious people: private religious identity in the background culture and a public political 
identity; in the sense that persons recognize a highest interest in autonomy and individuality and separate 
themselves from the enduring comprehensive religious attachments; see John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, 
(Harvard University Press, 1971); John Rawls, Political Liberalism (Colombia University Press, 1993); John Rawls, 
“The Idea of Public Reason Revisited”, in University of Chicago Review of Law, Volume 64, Issue 3. 1977, article 
1. Will Kymlicka, however, points out some crucial difficulties in Rawls’ position, see David Heydd, ed., Toleration: 
an Elusive Virtue, Princeton, (Princeton University Press, 1996), 90-95. Another example is Richard Rorty who 
even claims that atheism would make a better citizen and safeguards democracy. That is why in his writings he 
projects a utopia, in which religious people not only keep their religious belief in the private sphere of life, but 
they disappear altogether from the scene; see Richard Rorty, Philosophy and Social Hope, London (Penguin 
Books, 1999), especially his discussion on “Religion as a Conversation-Stopper”, 168-175. A critical stance on 
Rorty’s claim, however, is taken in Jeffery Stout, “The Folly of Secularism”; in Journal of the American Academy 
of Religion, volume. 76, Number 3, (American Academy of Religion, September 2008), 533-546. Thus, Francis 
Fukuyama, who claims that ‘liberal democracy’ is the final stage in the human development, and that the human 
history has been fulfilled and has come to its end; see Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man, 
New York, (The Free Press, 1992). In this immanent narrative a role for religion in the public sphere is unthinkable. 
2  See Raja Bahlul, “Democracy without Secularism?” in Gura Gentium: Rivisita di filosofia del diritto 

internazionale e della politica global, 2009, 1-11.
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Jean Bethke Elshtain (1941-2013), professor of political science at the University of 

Chicago, observes that secularism has failed to prove itself to be the only authentic pre-

condition of democracy. And hence, she calls for a new paradigm that would take into account 

the positive role that religion can play in the public domain, especially with respect to 

democracy. She writes: 

During the last few years, we have been treated to a spate of work blaming religion for every evil 

under the sun while conveniently ignoring that the greatest horrors of the twentieth century –the 

bloodiest of all centuries- were fuelled by two antireligious totalitarian regimes, Nazi Germany and 

the officially atheistic Soviet empire. Nonetheless, many continue to insist that every religious 

believer … is a lurking theocrat lying in wait and scheming to impose an official theocratic order.3  

 

She also adds:  

The secularization hypothesis has failed, and failed spectacularly. We must now find a new paradigm 

that will help us to understand the complexities of the relationship between religion and democracy.4  

 

This present study is a contribution towards such a paradigm; a paradigm that positively 

considers a role for religion in the public domain, more precisely in relation to democracy. It is 

time for religious people to bring their own contributions to the public discussion with regard 

to democracy and to change the stereotype that religion is in principle pro-authoritarian regimes 

and a source of every evil under the sun. 

 

 

The key problem introduced 

 

Nevertheless, key-features of religion seem to stand in fundamental opposition to democracy. 

Consider, for instance, notions such as the ‘sovereignty of God’ and the ‘truth-claim’ central to 

religious beliefs, versus the idea that the ‘sovereignty of the people’ and ‘diversity and plurality’ 

are essential to democracy. In undertaking the task of making a case for a religiously motivated 

democracy, our study will pay special attention to these seeming contradictions. These stem 

from differences in views of the nature of both religion and democracy. To be clear, religion 

brings with it the idea of an ‘authority from above’ that is, the authority of God to which humans 

have to submit and obey; whereas democracy is fundamentally based on the idea of ‘authority 

 
 3 Jean Bethke Elshtain, “Religion and Democracy”; in Journal of Democracy, (April 2009), Volume 20, No. 2, 
(National Endowment for Democracy and The John Hopkins University Press, 2009), 8. 
 4 Jean Bethke Elshtain, “Religion and Democracy”, in Journal of Democracy, (April 2009), Volume 20, Number 2, 
(National Endowment for Democracy and The John Hopkins University Press, 2009), 5; also Jean Bethke 
Elshtain, Sovereignty: Good, State, and Self (Basic Books, 2008). See also, Ian Ward, “Democracy After 
Secularism”; in The Good Society, Volume 19, number 2, (Pennsylvania state University Press, 2010), 30-36; and 
Levine Andrew, Liberal Democracy: A Critique of Its Theory, New York (Columbia University Press, 1981). 
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from below’, that is, the authority of the people by which the human society is to be politically 

organized. Furthermore, it is usually proper for religion to claim an ‘absolute certainty’ and the 

right way of salvation.5 Democracy, on the contrary, can only function within the framework 

of accepting diversity and plurality. Our study will examine how these contradictions would be 

substantially reconciled in order for religion to positively contribute to the democratization 

process from its own perspective.6 

 

The leading questions of this study, therefore, would be: Can there be a religiously 

motivated democracy? And if so, how can the concern of especially the so-called monotheistic 

religions about the ‘sovereignty of God’ be reconciled with the democratic notion of the 

‘sovereignty of the people’? Thus, how can the religious tendency to claim truth and absolute 

certainty be reconciled with the democratic notions of diversity and plurality?  

 

 

Short overview of the theoretical framework of this study 

 

In order to answer these questions, this study is divided into two main parts. The first one serves 

as a theoretical framework. It articulates the theoretical field within which this study is situated. 

This study is situated in the wider discussion of the tension between the transcendent and 

immanent orders. These tensions that have historically emerged, have significantly affected 

human life. Thus, I will explore the relationship between this tension and our topic, religion and 

democracy.  

The question now is: Why does this transcendent-immanent tension concern us in 

discussing the complexity of the relationship between religion and democracy? I will first 

elaborate briefly on how this tension between transcendent and immanent manifests itself in 

history and then make some introductory remarks on the concept of democracy. In this way I 

will give a short initial clarification of the possible friction between religion and democracy. 

 The transcendent-immanent tension is as old as the human awareness of 

‘transcendence’, the key-element of what is widely known as the ‘Axial Age’, the term 

 
 5 This, of course, can be the claim of each single religious belief vis-à-vis other ones. 
 6 Raja Bahlul is emphasizing these difficulties from an Islamic perspective. He calls them difficulties in “the 
question of sovereignty, People vs. God; and the question of “diversity and toleration”. He points them out, but 
it seems that he left them open to the Islamic Jurisprudence; see, Raja Bahlul, “Democracy without 
Secularism?” in Gura Gentium: Rivisita di filosofia del diritto internazionale e della politica global, (2009), 5, 6.  
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introduced by Karl Jaspers.7 With the human awareness of ‘transcendence’, new ontological 

and epistemological conceptions emerged. These new transcendent conceptions gave rise to a 

tension between this immanent world and the transcendent order. The core of this tension rests 

on the fact that the transcendent order appears to suggest ‘perfection’ and ‘highness’, whereas 

the immanent world is conceived of as ‘imperfect’ and ‘inferior’. The tension between ‘perfect’ 

and ‘imperfect’ orders suggested the necessity of a salvific move from this imperfect immanent 

world to the perfect transcendent order. Numerous attempts have been made throughout human 

history to fully achieve such a salvific move, seeking to re-construct the imperfect immanent 

society in accordance with what has been believed to be the perfect transcendent vision.  

Our study will point out that there are two directing forces determining the transcendent-

immanent tension. These two directing elements can be identified as related to respectively the 

concept of ‘perfection’ and the concept of ‘control’. The first one, perfection, concerns the 

human aspiration to achieve a full and complete salvific move from this imperfect immanent 

world to that perfect transcendent one. The second one, control, concerns the extent to which 

the state is engaged in making that dream come true in history; trying to establish the ultimate 

eschatological condition of life right in the here and now by using every means possible, 

especially political and military means, i.e., state’s power.  

The notions of perfection and control can occur in two opposite modes directing all 

attempts to make a salvific move from the imperfect immanent to the perfect transcendent 

orders. These two modes are called in this study, ‘perfection-totality’ and ‘imperfection-

plurality’. The first one, perfection-totality, refers to the view that the perfect transcendent 

vision can be fully and completely achieved in history. And there is one, and only one true 

transcendent vision, and one way to implement it in order to transform this world into the 

Kingdom of God; using maximal state’s power. The second, ‘imperfection-plurality’, refers to 

the awareness that the immanent world is imperfect and will not be perfect in history. A perfect 

human order or the Kingdom of God in its completeness and fullness is in fact preserved for 

the eschaton. There is a legitimate place, therefore, for diversity and plurality in the 

interpretation and in the ways of implementation of transcendent conceptions. Most importantly 

is that the state should not seek to transform this immanent world into an immediate Kingdom 

of God by using political and military means. Both, ‘perfection-totality’ and ‘imperfection-

 
 7 With the term ‘Axial Age’ or in German Achsenzeit Jaspers denoted a period of time in which humans have 
become aware of ‘transcendence’, see Karl Jaspers, The Origin and the Goal of History, translated from German 
by Michael Bullock, third print, (Yale University Press, 1965). The original German Vom Ursprung und Ziel der 
Geschichte was published in 1949. 
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plurality’ are inherent in all the axial religions since their early formulation and have directed 

all the attempts to make a salvific move from the imperfect immanent to the perfect 

transcendent orders. 

 

In this study the tension between immanence and transcendence is related to the idea 

and practice of democracy. To be sure, democracy is a contested concept.8 It can be dealt with 

from a wide range of perspectives. Consider, for instance, social democracy and liberal 

democracy and so on. Democracy, according to Schumpeter is ‘a political method, that is to 

say, a certain type of institutional arrangement for arriving at political–legislative and 

administrative- decisions, and hence incapable of being an end in itself’.9 Democracy is always 

bound to a certain framework of thinking and a view of reality and the conditions according to 

which it might be applied.10 Thus, it can be implemented in different ways, types, and models.11 

To many people democracy is understood as merely the procedure of elections. The concept of 

democracy that is confined to mere ‘voting’ is a very thin, distorted understanding of 

democracy. Obviously, ‘voting’ is necessary for democracy; and yet ‘voting’ is not sufficient 

if we are concerned with a good and healthy democratic order. A healthy democratic order 

requires something thicker and deeper than merely the procedure of elections. To other people 

democracy is understood as the rule of the majority. It is true that a democratic procedure would 

 
 8 See Howard A. Doughty, “Democracy as an Essentially Contested Concept”; in The Innovation Journal: The 
Public Sector Innovation Journal, Volume 19, number, 1, (2014), article 9; and J.N. Gray, “On the Contestability 
of Social and Political Concepts”; in Political theory, Volume 5, No.3, (1977), 331-348. 
 9 Schumpeter, Capitalism, Socialism, and Democracy, London (Allen and Unwin, 1954), 242. 
 10 The concept of democracy has a long history of dispute; see for example, Seymour Martin Lipset makes the 
point that the lower social classes and religious people are a threat to democracy. The lower social classes were 
the force behind Fascism. He predicted that the other force that would threat democracy is religion, see Lipset, 
Political Man: The Social Basis of Politics, New York, (Doubleday & Company INC., 1960) first print; especially 101-
172; Lipset, Some Social Requisites of Democracy: Economic Development and Political Development, 1960. 
Lipset’s article has been re-published in The American Science Review, Vol. 53, No. 1, 69-105; Robert Dahl, Who 
Governs? Democracy and Power in an American City, New Haven, (Yale University Press, 1963); also, Berelson, 
1956; Mayo, 1960; Milbrath, 1965; Morris-Jones, 1954; and Plamenatz, 1958; Bollen & Jackman 1995; Muller 
1995; Diamond 1992; Inglehart 1988, 1997; Muller & Seligson 1994; Burckhart & Lewis-Beck 1994, Leblang 1997; 
Vanhanen 1984, 1990, 1997; and Barro 1999. 
 11 See David Held, Models of Democracy, California, (Stanford University press, 2006), third edition. It is not 
surprising that after his discussion of different models of democracy since the direct model type of Athens until 
the most recent legal and Parliamentary types of democracy that Held raises the question of what should 
democracy mean today? 221-ff, which indicates that the discussion on the concept of democracy is an open one; 
Manfred G. Schmidt, “Political Performance and Types of Democracy: Findings from comparative studies”; in the 
European Journal of Political Research, Vol.41, 147–163, Germany, (Heidelberg University, 2002); André Kaiser 
,“Types of Democracy From Classical to New Institutionalism”; in the Journal of Theoretical Politics ; and Jürgen 
Habermas, “Democracy and Constitutional Theory Today: three normative models of democracy”; in 
Constellations Volume 1, No 1, Oxford, UK and Cambridge, USA, (Blackwell Publishers, 1994), 1-10. 
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result of the rule of the majority; however, this not the exclusive understanding of democracy. 

A good and healthy democratic order must include an equal concern regarding the protection 

of the rights of minorities and of the fundamental human rights, including freedom of belief. It 

is out of this long historical dispute about the concept of democracy that religious people may 

derive legitimacy, when they bring their distinctive contribution to the discussion.  

A healthy democratic order from within the perspective of the transcendent-immanent 

tension has to consider two crucial elements. One is the extent to which the imperfection of this 

immanent world is admitted. The other is the extent to which the state is engaged in the 

implementation of a given transcendent vision to achieve an immediate earthly perfect order. 

These two considerations are indeed relevant to a healthy democratic order; in the sense that a 

healthy democratic order would not be possible if the imperfection of this immanent world is 

not admitted and an immediate Kingdom of God in its fullness and completeness is perceived 

as attainable in history. Thus, a good democratic order would not be possible if the state 

understands itself as the agent responsible for the creation of an immediate Kingdom of God 

and from that draws legitimation to extend its power to embrace all the non-political spheres of 

the human life in order to achieve this aim. In such a case, the state becomes omnipotent, 

becomes a god, hegemonizing the human society under a certain transcendent conception. The 

independence, the diversity, and the freedom of the non-political spheres will then be lost. A 

good democratic order in relation to the transcendent-immanent tension, therefore, means above 

all a system of government that prevents tyranny and dictatorship. This requires a fundamental 

emphasis on the limitation of the state’s power and the freedom of conscience of the individual 

persons and the non-political spheres as the true pre-requisites for democracy. In other words, 

religion may foster a pro-democratic culture inasmuch as it can intrinsically argue for both, the 

limitation of the state’s power and for the freedom of conscience. Strikingly, the essential 

features of religion, ‘sovereignty of God’ and ‘freedom of conscience’ may play a decisive role 

in defending these two crucial pre-requisites. 

The idea of ‘limitation of the state’s power’ implies rejecting the idea of an omnipotent 

state, a state-god that extends its power to all the other non-political spheres of life. This concept 

is of great importance; for it allows for more and effective participation of the people, and more 

freedom and independence of the non-political spheres. Thus, the idea of ‘freedom of 

conscience’ implies a rejection of the idea of a hegemonic society under whatsoever reason. It 

allows for a legitimate place of diversity and plurality, as we live in an imperfect world. 

Moreover, ‘freedom of conscience’ includes all the fundamental freedoms and rights such as 

freedom of worship; freedom of expression; freedom of assembly; freedom of press and so on. 
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These true pre-conditions of a healthy democratic order might not only be supported by 

religions, but it can be shown that they have religious origins, as I will show in chapter three. 

The very religious concept of ‘sovereignty of God’ may stand as a dam before the concept of 

the state-omnipotent. For if God is sovereign, then, all the earthly authorities are limited in 

authority and must bow before His majesty and sovereignty. Similarly, the idea of freedom of 

conscience, has as well religious roots, as religions claim that religious belief is voluntarily in 

nature and only placed freely in the human heart. In short, the two key-words ‘imperfection’ 

and ‘plurality’ may express these two pre-conditions of a good democratic order. So, a healthy 

democratic order that protects the rights of minorities, as it recognizes plurality; as well as the 

fundamental human rights can be justified from religious perspective. For democracy is not 

exclusively about the rule of the majority, but it is equally concerned about the protection of 

minorities and human rights. 

It should be made clear that democracy itself may turn out to be an ultimate horizon of 

human existence, an end in itself of the human existence. This understanding of democracy 

might be called ‘democratism’. In such a case, democracy (better democratism) may turn into 

a totalitarian democracy.12 To be sure, my understanding of the term ‘democracy’ doesn’t 

subscribe to such a position. I maintain that democracy is a ‘system of government’ to 

administrate the diversity of the human society, and it is not the perfect order as such nor tries 

to establish the people as a uniform totality.  

 

 

Three in-depth case studies of reconciliation between religion and democracy 

 

The second part of this study will make inquiry into three religious traditions; namely Christian 

Protestantism; Christian Catholicism; and Islam: both Sunni and Shiite. Our concern is how far 

these religious traditions can intrinsically argue for the limitation of the state’s power and for 

the freedom of conscience. My discussion in this respect will be centred on the contributions 

made by leading figures and official documents from within these traditions. I will examine 

how they reconcile their respective religious beliefs with the notion of democracy.  

 
 12 The concept may seem unfamiliar, but it has been used by Jacob Talmon; see Totalitarian Democracy And 
After: International Colloquium in Memory of Jacob L. Talmon. Yehoshua Arieli and Nathan Rotenstreic, eds., 
London and New York, (Routledge: Taylor & Francis Group, 2013), first print, 1984. I will discuss the 
contribution of Talmon in some detail in the third chapter. 
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The first tradition, Christian Protestantism in chapter four, is represented by the work 

of two prominent thinkers, Abraham Kuyper and Herman Dooyeweerd. I choose Kuyper and 

Dooyeweerd because they are key-figures within the neo-Calvinist tradition, an orthodox 

Protestant tradition that holds a strong commitment to the belief in the sovereignty of God over 

all aspects of human life and maintains the truth-claim of Christianity. I place them first in this 

study because the Protestant tradition has been the first of the traditions analyzed in this study 

that has made its peace with democracy – and a strong case can be made that modern democracy 

would never have emerged without Protestantism. Within this tradition I chose for these figures 

because they, more so than most others, have elaborated key insights from their tradition into 

what can be considered a full-blown political philosophy.  

 

The second tradition, Christian Catholicism in chapter five, will be studied via the work of the 

Roman Catholic philosopher Jacques Maritain and the relevant authoritative documents of the 

Vatican. About Maritain it can be said also that he has worked out key insights from this 

tradition into a full blown modern political philosophy. He returned to the reliable sources of 

his tradition and was opened to the contemporary questions. His contribution, among others, 

has led to a significant renewal within the Roman Catholic Church, which has manifested itself 

in the official documents of the Second Vatican Council. Perhaps, the most important feature 

of this internal transformation in the Roman Catholic Church is the abandonment of the 

medieval view of Christendom that had represented an attempt of actualizing the Civitas Dei, a 

perfect human society, in history. Instead, a much more positive attitude to the modern world 

was developed, including modern phenomena like democracy and human rights. Maritain even 

was a leading figure in the committee formed by the United Nations that drafted the Universal 

Declaration on Human Rights 1948.  

 

The third tradition, Islam, will be analyzed in chapter 6, where attention will be given to both: 

Sunna and Shiite sources. I will underline the significant role of interpreting the sacred text and 

key-notions of Islam. It will be demonstrated that Islamic authoritative texts and key-notions 

within them can be interpreted either to support authoritative regimes or to support democratic 

ones. So, there are indeed two very different options. One is called in this study ‘totalitarian 

Islam’, and the other is called ‘pluralistic Islam’. In this respect, I will make use of leading 

Muslim thinkers such as, Muhammad Rashid Rida, ‘Ali ‘Abd el-Razeq, Sayyid Qutb, Imam 

Khomeini, and Khaled Abu El-Fadel. I specify these authors because their interpretations of 

Islam significantly differ. Some of them support a more totalitarian view, whereas other 
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interpretations support a more democratic view of Islam. Next to this, I will discuss some 

interpretations of the relation between Islam and democracy from the perspective of Western 

sociologists and anthropologists. The contributions of Dale Eickelman and James Piscatori 

represent the standard Western interpretation of the relationship between Islam and politics in 

general. Other relevant studies have been published by two leading Western scholars in the 

field, John Esposito and John Voll, who cover many Muslim authors. I will critically re-read 

the work of Esposito and Voll and revisit the Muslim authors whom they rely on. My discussion 

of the problem of Islam and democracy is developed in continuity and discontinuity with their 

contribution. Discontinuity in the sense that they were not able to grasp the difference between 

what it is called ‘totalitarian Islam’ and ‘pluralistic Islam’ developed in this chapter. This made 

them take for granted that all kinds of Islamic revivalism would bring about democracy, which 

is not the case; ‘continuity’ in the sense that I adopt their approach of analyzing some basic 

notions from the Islamic sources that can be re-conceptualized to embrace democracy. In this 

regard, some Islamic key-notions that are very often recalled in tackling the relationship 

between Islam and democracy such as توحيدtawḥed; خالفة  khilafa; شورى shura;  ijmaa’ and  إجماع  

 khilafa, can be interpreted in a way that provides خالفة ,ikhtilaf are discussed. The concept إختالف

a remedy for the relationship between the ‘sovereignty of God’ and the ‘sovereignty of the 

people’, as pointed out earlier a crucial problem in the relation between the so-called 

monotheistic religions, in this case Islam, and democracy. The concept of إختالف     iktilaf, may 

serve as basis for a legitimate place for diversity in society and freedom of concessions from 

within Islam. The concepts of توحيد   tawḥid and شورى shura, can as well be interpreted in a way 

that may support the idea of limited and participatory government.  

 

It might be noticed that the thinking of the traditional Orthodox Christianity, both Eastern and 

Oriental Orthodox, is not discussed in this study. The reason is that genuine writings from the 

two sides: Eastern and Oriental Orthodox, with respect to the involvement in the public domain, 

especially democracy, seem to be undeveloped and too rare. Eastern Orthodox churches for a 

long time have been under totalitarian regimes of the former Soviet Union. The freedom to 

think of their orthodox-inspired political stance is still undeveloped. 13  Similarly, Oriental 

Orthodox, most notably Copts and Syrians, seem to adhere to national political agendas due to 

understandable domestic circumstances. Besides, the monastic tradition within both orthodox 

 
 13 A first attempt toward this is the Orthodox Conference in 2000 at the Holy Cross Seminary in Boston, USA. 



   
 

22 
 

traditions might have deepened an ‘other-worldly’ perspective with respect to the involvement 

in the public domain. 

 

 

Relevance of this study 

 

Someone might ask: Did not Western secularism put an end to that transcendent-immanent 

tension? The short and simple answer to this question is: no. Our study will point out that the 

transcendent-immanent tension is a continuing one. Western secularism, by its denying or at 

least privatizing the transcendent order, does not have the final say in this regard. Rather, 

Western secularism seems as if it was a temporal remedy in a long history of that tension. As a 

matter of fact, the past few decades have witnessed a remarkable and increasing re-emergence 

of religion in the public domain.14 And the transcendent-immanent tension is being discussed 

in the present-day. Our study will suggest that secularism is not the true pre-condition or the 

guarantee of democracy. Correspondingly, religion is not akin to authoritarian or anti-

democratic regimes. But rather, secularism can be of anti-democratic impulses, and religion can 

be of democratic impulses. In order to have a better understanding of this claim, I will employ 

the two driving modes, which direct the transcendent-immanent tension; ‘perfection-totality’ 

and ‘imperfection-plurality’ to analyze the relationship between secularism, religion and 

democracy. Four types of political order will be sketched. These four types may come into 

existence through the relationship between secularism and religion, on the one hand; and the 

two modes of salvific move: ‘perfection-totality’ and ‘imperfection-plurality, on the other. With 

‘perfection-totality’ mode, secularism and religion can both turn out to develop anti-democratic 

tendencies; and with ‘imperfection-plurality’ mode, secularism and religion can both stimulate 

democratic tendencies. In order to demonstrate that secularism is not the exclusive pre-requisite 

of democracy and religion is not akin to authoritarian regimes, I will introduce in chapter three 

in some detail the anti-democratic possibilities of secularism and the democratic possibilities 

of religion. Consequently, religion as such should not be conceived in principle as an anti-

democratic force.  

 
 14 See Jose Casanova, Public Religions in the Modern World, (Chicago University Press, 1994; Jose Casanova, 
‘Civil Society and Religion’, in Social Search, Wenter, (2001); and aslo Bert Berger, Desecularization of the 
World: Resurgent of Religion and World Politics, Ethic and Public Policy Center, Washington D.C. (William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1999). 
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A discussion on the positive role of religion in the public domain is quite relevant to our 

contemporary world. For a long time religion has been suspected of authoritarian tendencies. 

Of course, this might find ample justification in history and in the present. However, secularism 

did not do much better in this respect. Most tyrannies and authoritarian regimes of the twentieth 

century were adhering in fact to secular ideologies. With full awareness of the misuse of religion 

in justifying authoritarian regimes, I seek in this study to illuminate the possible positive side 

of religion. Nowadays religion is strongly coming back in almost every region in the world; 

refusing to remain in the private sphere of life that Western secularism imposed on it. The return 

of religion comes with the aspiration to play an unprecedented role in the public domain. 

Perhaps, this aspiration is in need to be directed in a proper way. On the other hand, democracy 

today is the globally acceptable form of government. Rulers of all kinds of government pretend 

that they are democratic in order to gain and maintain their legitimacy. There is a need to 

develop a type of democracy that might fit with religious belief and take into account its 

essential features so that religious people can positively participate in democratization 

processes in their respective countries in a way that doesn’t contradict their religious 

conscience.  

 

As an adherent of religion, myself, I am convinced that such a paradigm is of vital 

importance. I adhere to the Protestant tradition serving as a church minister. At the same time, 

I was raised in a country with a Muslim Sunni majority, Egypt. I realize that religious people 

have much to say with respect to public issues and that their voices would be stronger if they 

co-operated to make our world a better place. I studied ecumenical theology at the Ecumenical 

Institute of Bossey and at the University of Geneva. There, I have been motivated to find ways 

to build bridges between people of different traditions, whether within Christianity or with 

people of other religious traditions. Then, I have had a unique opportunity to study Protestant 

philosophy in science and society at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam. This was a chance to 

firmly investigate my own Protestant tradition; especially with respect to the social and political 

thought that bears a deep concern for the public domain. This present study, therefore, is 

dialogically motivated. In this present study, I focus on the Roman Catholics and Muslims, 

along with the Protestant tradition, with hope to include in the future the traditional Orthodox 

Christianity, Oriental and Eastern, and Judaism. I am convinced that religious people can, or 

even must, speak out and bring their unique contributions to the public domain and in that way 



   
 

24 
 

may contribute to what the German philosopher Jürgen Habermas has called ‘mutual learning 

processes’ between religious and secular traditions – and their adherents.15  

 

A few remarks have to be mentioned at the end of this introduction.  

Firstly, a list of the literature will be indicated at the introduction of each chapter.  

Secondly, before each of the two main parts of this study an introduction will be provided for 

the sake of clarity.  

Thirdly, with respect to the Arabic terminology that is used in chapter six, in which I discuss 

Islam and democracy, the standard as shown below will be followed in writing the Arabic 

terminology:  

 ا ب ت ث ج ح خ د ذ ر ز ط ظ ك ل م ن ص ض ع غ ف ق س ش ه و ي

y w h sh S q f gh ‘ ḍ ṣ n m l k ẓ ṭ z r dh d kh ḥ j Th t b ā 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
15 See Jürgen Habermas, ‘Religion in the Public Sphere’; in European Journal of Philosophy, (2006, polity). 



   
 

25 
 

 

 

Part I  

Theoretical-Framework  

The Transcendence-Immanent Tension and its Relation to Democracy  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   
 

26 
 

Introduction to Part I 

 

In this first part of our study, I explore the theoretical field within which this study is situated: 

the tension between the transcendent and immanent orders and the human aspiration to establish 

a perfect human order. I will discuss this tension in connection to the theme of democracy.  

 

In the first chapter entitled ‘The Age-Old Transcendent-Immanent Tension: Religion, Politics, 

and Eschaton’, I will discuss the transcendent-immanent tension and the human dream to 

establish an earthly perfect order, and its relation to democracy, as briefly presented in the 

introduction.  

 

In the second chapter entitled ‘Continuity of the Tension: The Re-Emergence of Religion in the 

Contemporary World’ I will argue that the transcendent-immanent tension is a continuing one 

in the contemporary world. I will discuss number of contemporary contributions in this respect.  

 

In the third chapter entitled ‘Secularism, Religion, and Democracy: A Religiously Motivated 

Democracy?’ I will argue that secularism as such is not the precondition for democracy. Thus, 

religion is not akin to authoritarian regimes. Rather, secularism can be of anti-democratic 

impulses, and religion can be of democratic impulses. I will, also, underline two true pre-

conditions for democracy in relation to religion; namely, the ‘limitation of the state’s power’ 

and ‘freedom of conscience’. I assume that any religious tradition that is capable of developing 

an argument from within its own stance for the limitation of the state’s power and for freedom 

of conscience would be able to engage in globally democratization processes.  
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Chapter One  

 

The Age-Old Transcendent-Immanent Tension  

Religion, Politics, and Eschaton 

 

1.1 Introduction 

 

The aim of this chapter is to demonstrate that the transcendent-immanent tension has 

historically emerged and significantly affected human thinking, especially with respect to the 

eschatological hope in a perfect human order. Thus, this tension has been directed by two 

fundamental antinomies related to the notions of ‘perfection’ and ‘control’. The tension rests 

on the human awareness of ‘transcendence’ that has come into human experience during and 

since what is widely called the ‘Axial Age’.  

By ‘transcendence’ I am referring to a source of meaning, an ultimate power, or a 

personal being beyond our human existence. The human awareness of ‘transcendence’ is the 

key-element of all the axial religions. In the monotheistic religions, Judaism, Christianity, and 

Islam; the ‘transcendence’ is believed to be a personal being, God. Believing in God, and 

consequently in a divine inspiration in Holy Scriptures, implies precepts that are given from 

above regarding how the human life is to be lived. The human awareness of transcendence and 

the precepts that are believed to be given from above are called in this study ‘transcendent 

order’. By ‘immanent order’ I am referring to this very mundane world in which we live within 

the limitations of the human condition, with the presence of failure and brokenness.  

In Jaspers’ view, the human awareness of transcendence dates back to the Axial Age. 

Consequently, new ontological and epistemological conceptions have emerged that somehow 

had to find a way of dealing with the tension between the two orders, the transcendent and the 

immanent. The reason behind the tension is that the transcendent order suggests perfection, 

whereas the immanent one seems to be always imperfect. The way this tension is approached 

plays a decisive role in how human society is to be re-structured.  

Since the human awareness of transcendence two crucial elements have played a key 

role in dealing with that tension, which can be identified as respectively ‘perfection’ and 

‘control’. Both elements, are inherent in the tension and appear together in two opposite modes. 

These two modes are called in this study ‘perfection-totality’ and ‘imperfection-plurality’. The 

first one, perfection-totality, seeks to fully implement one, and only one, conception of what is 

believed to be the perfect transcendent vision in the immanent world in order to establish a 
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perfect human order in history by using political means. The second, imperfection-plurality, 

allows for diversity in interpreting and implementing of transcendent visions on the basis that 

there is a multiplicity in the human understanding of the revelation of the transcendence. Thus, 

the immanent world is not perfect and will not be perfect in history. But rather, a perfect human 

order or the Kingdom of God in its completeness and fullness is preserved to the eschaton. The 

political sphere therefore should not seek to establish an immediate perfect order by political 

means. 

Different approaches of how to bridge the transcendent-immanent tension have been 

developed within the axial religions. These approaches are concerned mainly with the relation 

between the eschatological expectation of a perfect human order, and the role of political sphere 

in this respect. Those attempts might be categorized as follows: ‘this-worldly’, ‘other-worldly’, 

and ‘this-and-other-worldly’. The first one, this-worldly, tries to fully implement a perfect 

transcendent conception in the here and now by making use of political power, leaving nothing 

for a kind of eschaton. The second, other-worldly, postpones the implementation of a 

transcendent vision, leaving everything to the eschaton. The third one, this-and-other-worldly, 

is aiming at partly implementing a transcendent vision in the immanent order with a full 

awareness that the complete realization of a transcendent conception is not possible in history. 

The full realization of the Kingdom of God, the perfect human order, is preserved for the 

eschaton. The monotheistic religions, though in different degrees, fit within the third approach.  

In order to deepen our understanding of this tension and its relationship to our discussion 

on religion and democracy, I will first further elaborate the concept of ‘Axial Age’’ as a tool to 

analyze the human awareness of ‘transcendence’. Then, the emergence of the tension between 

the transcendent and immanent orders will be explained. Attention will be paid to the substantial 

transformation from embedding to disembedding and from enchantment to disenchantment, as 

distinctive features resulting from the human awareness of transcendence in the Axial Age. 

After that, the attempts that have been made by the Axial Age religions to bridge this tension 

will be explored (i.e., the three main categories just presented this-worldly, other-worldly, and 

this-and-other-worldly). Finally, conclusions will be drawn. 

Reference will be made to the work of key-authors in the field, among others, Karl 

Jaspers; Charles Taylor; Eric Voegelin; Hendrik Vroom; Max Weber; and especially Shmuel 

Eisenstadt. 
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1.2 The ‘Axial Age’: A Substantial Transition in World History  

 

After the Second World War Karl Jaspers published his book Vom Ursprung und Ziel der 

Geschichte or The Origin and Goal of History (1949), in which he sought to find a wider 

meaning of history beyond the Christian European view of history.16 He states:  

 

In the Western world the philosophy of history was founded in the Christian faith… (that) the 

appearance of the Son of God is the axis of world history. Our chronology bears daily witness to this 

Christian structure of history. But the Christian faith is only one faith, not the faith of mankind. This 

view of universal history therefore suffers from the defect that it can be only valid for believing 

Christians.17  

 

Jaspers, therefore, was looking for the origin and wider meaning of world history to include all 

other civilizations and religions. His point of departure is what he calls the ‘Axial Age’.18 By 

‘Axial Age’ Jaspers does mean a substantial transition in human history from primitive religions 

and civilizations to higher forms of religions and civilizations based on the human awareness 

of ‘transcendence’.19 He suggests that this substantial transition has taken place in the period 

extended from 800 B.C. until 200 A.D. It is there, Jaspers says, that we meet with the most 

deepcut dividing line in world history.20 

Jaspers identifies a number of key-figures of the Axial Period who played a prominent 

role in making this substantial transition possible in human history. Those figures include the 

Hebrew prophets, the Greek philosophers, Confucius in China, the Buddha and Hindu key 

thinkers in India.21  

 
 16 Karl Jaspers, The Origin and the Goal of History, translated from German by Michael Bullock, third print, (Yale 
University Press, 1965). The original German Vom Ursprung und Ziel der Geschichte was published in 1949. 
 17 Op. Cit., 1. 
 18 It might mean ‘Axial Period’, according to the English translation by Michael Bullock. For more on the ‘Axial 
Age’ thesis, see Axial Age and Its Consequences, eds. Robert N. Bellah and Hans Joas (Harvard University Press, 
2012). The volume is a conference-based book held in Max Weber Center at the University of Erfurt, Germany in 
2008 in the memory of Karl Jaspers. In this book, Hans Joas admits that Jaspers invented the term ‘Axial Age’. 
Joas, however, claims that the idea itself existed before Jaspers long ago. See Joas’ contribution in this volume, 
“The Axial Age Debate as Religious Discourse”, 9-23; see also, Donald N. Levine, “Note on the Concept of an Axial 
Turning in the Human History”; in Said Amir Arjomand and Edward E. Tiryakian, eds., Rethinking Civilizational 
Analysis (Sage Publications Ltd., 2004). 
 19 Karl Jaspers, The Origin and the Goal of History, 219-ff. 
 20 Karl Jaspers, The Origin and the Goal of History, , translated from German by Michael Bullock, third print, (Yale 
University Press, 1965), 1; See also Johann Arnason, S.N. Eisenstadt, and Wittrock Bijron, eds., Axial Civilization 
and World History, Leiden (Brill E.J.,2005).  
 21 Karl Jaspers, The Origin and the Goal of History, 5-21; see also S.N. Eisenstadt, “The Axial Age: The Emergence 
of Transcendental Visions and the Rise of Clerics”; in European Journal of Sociology, Vol. 23, Number 2, (1982), 
294-314; and S.N. Eisenstadt, The Origins and Diversity of Axial Civilizations, New York, (State University of New 
York, 1986). While Jaspers’ notion of ‘Axial Age’ suggests a universal transcendence-immanence tension, = 
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The German social theorist Hans Joas views Jaspers’ notion of ‘Axial Age’ as the one 

point in history that allows for a dichotomous distinction between everything that comes after 

and before.22 He also adds that this axial point in history is mainly characterized by the human 

awareness of ‘transcendence’ and therefore it might be called as well ‘the Age of 

Transcendence’.23 Axial Age, therefore, might be described as an extraordinary in-between-

period in which early forms of tribal cultic life lost their validity and new forms of religion and 

culture have emerged. The question of why the Axial Age is really a substantial transition in 

human history is of considerable importance. Charles Taylor offers a clear analysis in this 

respect. 

According to Taylor, the Axial Age can be described as a break with the ‘embedding’ 

in the early tribal cults. The human awareness of transcendence brought about a break with the 

‘embeddedness’ that characterized the pre-axial age period. He calls it ‘the great 

disembedding’.24 In order to make this clear, Taylor explains this ‘embedding’ of the pre-Axial 

Age in three dimensions, 1) in the social order, 2) the cosmos, and 3) in an understanding of 

human good. As for the social order, Taylor observes that the cultic practice of the early 

communities involved the social group. The entire social group was involved in worshiping the 

gods or spirits. They were praying, sacrificing, or asking for healing or protection in a collective 

manner. In most cases, there has been a more specialized agency recognized as acting on behalf 

of the entire social group. According to Taylor too, such a practice affected what we today call 

‘identity’ in the early communities. That is why people of that time could not conceive of 

themselves as potentially disconnected from the social matrix. There was always the tribe, clan, 

or lineage as a mode of understanding oneself.25  

As for the cosmos, Taylor observes that ‘embedding’ in society brought about 

embedding in the cosmos. The spirits and forces with whom the communities dealt interacted 

 
=Eisenstadt seems to be more aware of the differences in that tension with different religions and cultural 
contexts; see below (1.4). 
 22 Hans Joas, “The Axial Age Debate as Religious Discourse”, in Axial Aga and Its Consequences, Robert Bellah 
and Hans Joas, eds., (Harvard University Press, 2012), 10. 
 23 Hans Joas, “The Axial Age Debate as Religious Discourse”; in Axial Aga and Its Consequences, Robert N. Bellah 
and Hans Joas, eds., (Harvard University Press, 2012), 11; see also Benjamin I. Schwartz, “The Age Of 
Transcendence”; in Daedalus, Vol. 104, No. 2, American Academy of Arts and Science, (The MIT Press, 1975), 1-
7. 
 24 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age, Cambridge, (Harvard University Press, 2007), 146-159. 
 25 Charles Taylor, “The Future of The Religious Past”; in Religion Beyond A Concept, Hent de Vries ed., New York 
(Fordham University Press, 2008), 179-189; Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self: the Making of the Modern Identity, 
Cambridge (Cambridge University Press, 1989), in which Taylor elaborates the question of identity in relation to 
disembedding.  For more about the view of Charles Tylor on the Axial Age, see his contribution “What was the 
Axial Revolution?”; in Axial Aga and Its Consequences, Robert N. Bellah and Hans Joas, eds., (Harvard University 
Press, 2012), 30-47. 
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in numerous ways with the world and in the life of the people. There was a fear of spirits, 

demons, and cosmic forces. In such ‘enchanted’ world –to use Weber’s term- people had to 

deal with intra-cosmic sprit and with causal powers. High gods were often even identified with 

certain features of the world. This is why representing themselves by means of a plant or animal 

became central to the identity of a social group. For the same reason, particular geographical 

territories also became essential and sacred to people of that time.26  

As for human good or human flourishing, Taylor observes that people of the pre-Axial 

age had an ‘ordinary’ understanding of human flourishing. By ‘ordinary’ he means 

understanding of the human good in terms of prosperity, health, long life, fertility and so on. 

Consequently, early cults and cultures were centred on prayers to avoid hunger, disease, dearth, 

sterility, and premature death. This ‘ordinary’ understanding was radically called into question 

by the newer forms of religion of the Axial Age. These newer forms of religion brought about 

a different understanding of the human good that goes beyond the ordinary one. In the Axial 

religion, according to Taylor, the Divine may have other purposes, some of which have a 

harmful impact on one’s own life, as for example the phenomenon of ascetic life shows. Taylor 

also makes use of Weber’s term ‘disenchantment’ to describe the abandonment of the early 

primitive, magical and collective forms of religion in contrast to the ‘enchantment’ of the pre-

Axial Age.27  

Taylor, too, goes beyond Durkheim’s claim that religion is merely something immanent, 

just a product of society.28 Instead, Taylor emphasizes the transcendent nature of religion. In 

this respect, he introduces a typology that makes use of Durkheim’s assumption. Taylor calls 

them: paleo-Durkheimain; neo-Durkheimain; and post-Durkheimain. By paleo-Durkheimain, 

Taylor means a social form in which religion is deeply embedded in the whole societal 

structure; and hence religion is not a differentiated sphere. In that sense, all the pre-modern 

religions would be described as paleo-Durkheimain. For the neo- Durkheimain, it refers to a 

social form in which religion is partly disembodied from the traditional societal structure of 

kin-ship and village life, but serves as an expression of the larger social identities of the nation-

 
 26 Charles Taylor, “The Future of The Religious Past”, in Religion Beyond Concept, Hent de Vries ed., New York 
(Fordham University Press, 2008), 179-189 181; see also Eisenstadt, “The Embedment of the Political”; in Political 
Sociology: A Reader, ed., New York (Basic Books, 1971), 77-83; and Eisenstadt, “Social Structure in Primitive 
Societies”; in Political Sociology, New York, (1971), 77-83. 
 27 Charles Taylor, “the Future of the Religious Past”; also, Max Weber, “Science As A Vocation”, trans, by Michael 
John, in Max Weber's Science As A Vocation, eds. Peter Lassman, Irving Velody, with Hermminio Martins, 
(Academic Division of Unwin Hyman Ltd., 1989), 3-22. 
 28 See Emil Durkheim, The Elementary forms of Religious Life, new translation and introduction by Karen F. Fields, 
London, New York (The Free Press, 1995) first print 1912. 
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states. By post-Durkheimain, Taylor means a societal form in which radical individualism of 

the secular age no longer relates to a social form. Rather, individual persons are oriented to their 

own divers forms of spirituality and no longer think of their religion as an overarching social 

form. Taylor argues that post-Durkheimaim social forms did not fully replace the other ones. 

The earlier forms still exist and might be influential in some societies.29 Here, Taylor’s typology 

seems to fit well with the wider discussion-framework of his A Secular Age. In the wider 

framework, he introduces what he calls ‘secularity 3’. By this he means the conditions of belief 

in a time that would be described as secular, an age that signifies a departure from the naïve 

approach to transcendence or religion. Although Taylor himself applies this typology mainly to 

the modern era, one could argue that the Axial Age can be seen as a first instance of the 

emergence of ‘post-Durkheimian’ forms of religion.30 

There is, however, an apparent disagreement between philosophers with respect to the 

duration of the Axial Age. While Jaspers identifies the Axial Age with the period extending 

between the 8th century B.C. and the 2nd century A. D., Shmuel Eisenstadt identifies it with 

the period between the eighth-century B.C. and the emergence of Islam in the seventh century. 

Nevertheless, they all agree on a substantial transition in human history that the Axial Period 

brought about, a transition from ‘enchantment’ to ‘Entzauberung or disenchantment, from 

‘embedding’ to ‘disembedding’, and to the human awareness of ‘transcendence’.31 The present 

study will not discuss the duration of the Axial Age, but does employ the concept as an 

analytical tool to articulate the tension resulting from the human awareness of ‘transcendence’, 

the key-element of the Axial Age religions.32 

 
 29 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age, Cambridge (Harvard University Press, 2007), 505-515. 
 30 Op. Cit., 3-5. It should be mentioned that Taylor, thought emphasizes the decisive role of reason in what he 
calls ‘secularity 3’, strongly rejects the trend of ‘the death of God’ within the secular tradition.  
 31 For more on Max Weber’s Concept of “Entzauberung” or disenchantment see his great work Wirtschaftsethik 
der Weltreligionen. Eric Voegelin doesn’t use the term Axial Age explicitly, and yet his entire work is pre-occupied 
by a substantial transition in history that rests on the awareness of the ‘transcendent’. For him, the crucial shift 
occurred with the emergence of Israel, with which history turned to be meaningful, has meaning from beyond 
itself, from the transcendental order. And, therefore, the emergence of Israel became paradigmatic in history, 
see Voegelin, Order and History (Volume I): Israel and Revelation, edited with Introduction by Maurice P. Hogan, 
Colombia (University of Missouri Press, 2001).  
32 See Hendrik Vroom, A Spectrum of Worldviews: An introduction to Philosophy of Religion in a Pluralistic 
World, Amsterdam, (Rodopi, 2006). In this book Vroom discusses world religions in relation to the concept of 
worldview. He starts his analysis by drawing a fundamental distinction between what he calls a ‘secular 
worldview’ that denies, or at least marginalizes, the transcendent order on the one hand, and a ‘religious 
worldview’ that presupposes belief in a ‘transcendent order’ on the other. Vroom uses the phrase 
‘transcendental order’ not to mean a certain religious belief or a particular conception of the Divine, but rather 
as a ‘category’ of thinking that includes all sorts of beliefs in a ‘transcendent order’. This is in contrast with the 
belief in a mere given ‘immanent order’ propagated by Western secularism. According to Vroom, the 
‘transcendent order’ came to be identified with the concept of a ‘personal God’ as found in the monotheistic 
religions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam’. 
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1.3 The Emergence of the Transcendent-Immanent Tension: Two Inherent Antinomies in 

the Tension  

 

I will now discuss the emergence of the tension between the transcendent and the immanent 

orders, and the two basic antinomies inherent in that tension. I rely here on Eisenstadt’s 

articulation of the inherent antinomies within the axial religions, perfection vs. imperfection and 

totality vs. plurality. He elaborates the way the Axial Age’s de-sacralization of political power 

grew out of the emergence of transcendence.33  

In his work Fundamentalism, Sectarianism, and Revolution: The Jacobin Dimension of 

Modernity (1999), Eisenstadt claims that present-day movements of religious fundamentalism 

are in fact a product of modernity. They strive to re-construct society in a hegemonic manner 

to immediately establish a perfect order or return them to their pristine form. This involves 

reconstructing the religious tradition, moving away from their respective orthodoxies. So for 

Eisenstadt, fundamentalism that strives to create a perfect mundane society is not orthodoxy; 

and yet, Orthodoxy strives to live religious lives while accepting that this will have to take place 

within a world that does not a whole comply to this religious worldview. The tendency to create 

a perfect world is one of the two basic potentialities inherent in all the Axial religions, 

perfection-hegemony. The other is the imperfection-plurality option. Both are inherent in all the 

great civilizations and have directed major revolutions. In the West for example the French 

Revolution was directed by the perfection-hegemonic tendency of the Jacobians, the American 

Revolution was driven by the imperfection-plurality tendency.  

Eisenstadt’s argument begins by referring to the emergence of ‘transcendence’ in the 

Axial Age. He describes that emergence as a great revolution that has changed the course of 

history. The emergence of transcendence has brought about a great chasm between the 

transcendent and immanent orders. The chasm is based on the institutionalization of both a new 

ontological and a new epistemological conception. He writes: 

 

The crystallization of such civilizations can be seen as a series of some of the greatest revolutionary 

breakthroughs in human history, which changed its course. The central aspect of these revolutions 

was the emergence and institutionalization of the new basic ontological conceptions of a chasm 

between the transcendental and mundane orders. These conceptions (…) were ultimately 

transformed into the basic ‘hegemonic’ premises of their respective civilizations, and were 

subsequently institutionalized. That is, they became the predominant orientations of both ruling elites 

 
 33 Hans Joas, “The Axial Age Debate as Religious Discourse”; in The Axial Aga and Its Consequences, eds. Robert 
N. Bellah and Hans Joas (Harvard University Press, 2012), 11. 
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as well as many secondary elites, fully embodied in the centres or sub-centres of their respective 

societies.34  

 

The human awareness of transcendence entailed the perception of the given immanent order as 

inferior and imperfect. The immanent mundane world, therefore, needs to be re-constructed in 

accordance with perfect transcendental conceptions. 35  Such a need suggests a movement 

toward salvation, to use Max Weber.36  Although the concept of ‘salvation’ is basically a 

Christian one, some equivalents might be found in all other axial religions. These religions have 

therefore constantly engaged in attempts to make this salvific move possible and to re-construct 

the given imperfect immanent world according to given perfect transcendent vision. 37 

‘Salvation’ implies a complete implementation of a given transcendent vision in all spheres of 

life and their re-construction according to that vision.  

According to Eisenstadt, there has been a strong tendency to consider certain 

collectivities and institutions as the most appropriate ways of ‘salvation’. He argues that this 

tendency has given rise to new groups that claim to understand the real meaning of this tension 

and its proper solution—the true way of salvation. The most important result of these 

developments was the development of the ‘religious realm’ as distinct from the ‘political’, as 

well as the emergence of a clergy elite.38 

Eisenstadt next points out an intrinsic transcendent tension, that is, the tension between 

the official religious institutions at the centre of society, and the more utopian religious groups 

 
 34 S.N. Eisenstadt, Fundamentalism, Sectarianism, and Revolution: The Jacobin Dimension of Modernity, 
Cambridge (Cambridge University Press, 1999), 4. See, also, Robert N. Bellah, Hans Joas, The Axial Age and Its 
Consequences, (Harvard University Press, 2012). The contributions in this publication are pointing toward that 
the thesis of Axial Age is not just an academic project, but a humanistic endeavor that might lead to a wide scale 
reform in human life on the basis of the awareness of transcendence. 
 35 S.N. Eisenstadt, Fundamentalism, Sectarianism, and Revolution: The Jacobin Dimension of Modernity, 4f. 
 36 See Max Weber, Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Religionssoziologie: Das antike Judentum Vol. III, Tübingen, (J.C.B.  
Mohr, 1921). The English Translation of this volume appeared as Ancient Judaism, (Free Press, 1952) ; Weber, 
Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Wissenschaftslehre, Tübingen, (J.C.B. Mohr, 1921); Weber, Gesammelte Aufsätze zur 
Religionssoziologie: Hinduismus und Buddhismus, Vol. II, Tübingen, (J.C.B. Mohr, 1923); Weber, Grundriss der 
Sozialökonomie: Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft, Tübingen, (J.C.B. Mohr, 1922). The concept of Entzauberung or 
disenchantment, which has been translated as “the elimination of magic” of the world by Talcott Parsons, was 
for Weber the means of ‘salvation’. Weber employed the concept of Entzauberung in his Protestant Ethic and 
the Spirit of Capitalism, translated by Talcott Parsons, New York & London (Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1930), as a 
distinctive feature of Protestantism that has left behind every kind of sacred or magical practices of human 
mediation, even the ecclesiastical priesthood; Peter Ulrich, Integrative Economic Ethics: Foundations of a Civilized 
Market Economy, Cambridge, New York, (Cambridge University Press, 2008) 116-120.; G. Roth and W. Schluchter, 
Max Weber´s Vision of History, Ethics and Methods, Berkeley (California University Press, 1979). 
 37 S.N. Eisenstadt, Fundamentalism, Sectarianism, and Revolution: The Jacobin Dimension of Modernity, 4; See 
also, S.N. Eisenstadt, The Origins and Diversity of Axial Civilizations, New York, (State University of New York, 
1986). 
 38 S.N. Eisenstadt, Fundamentalism, Sectarianism, and Revolution: The Jacobin Dimension of Modernity, 5; see 
also, S. N. Eisenstadt, “The Axial Age: the emergence of the transcendental visions and the rise of clerics”; in the 
European Journal of sociology, November 1982, 23, 294-314. 
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arising on the peripheries. He observes that there is a strong tendency to construct a social centre 

that embrace the symbols embedded in a certain transcendent vision, as an expression of the 

spiritual dimension of human existence. However, the centre seeks to re-construct the periphery 

in accordance with the centre’s vision.39 According to Eisenstadt, the formation of the centre 

was related to the Great Traditions that represent the mainline of a given civilization; Little 

Traditions developed in the peripheries bear more utopian visions with respect to ways a 

transcendent vision can be implemented. While the Great Traditions displayed hegemonic 

tendencies, the Little Traditions tended to disassociate themselves from the centres and generate 

distinct utopian ideologies of their own, seeking to re-construct society in its pristine form, but 

consciously locating themselves in the periphery.40  

In analyzing the transcendent-immanent tension, Eisenstadt points out what he calls 

‘basic antinomies’ inherent in the axial religions.41 There are two basic inherent antinomies; the 

first one is related to the notions of ‘perfection’ and ‘imperfection’ in regard to the 

transcendental. Such a tension manifests itself in the desire to fully and completely implement 

a certain transcendent vision in its pristine form; identifying a given transcendent vision with 

the immanent order.42 He writes: 

 

One inherent (basic antinomy) in the Axial civilizations…concern the desirability of a full attempt 

at institutionalizing these visions in their pristine form. In most of these civilizations it was strongly 

emphasized that there exists a sharp discrepancy between the ideal order, as prescribed or envisaged 

by the transcendental visions prevalent in them (by the commands of God, by the ideals of cosmic 

harmony or the like), and the mundane order as constructed by the exigencies of social and political 

life or by the vagaries of human nature.43 

 
 39 S. N. Eisenstadt, Fundamentalism, Sectarianism, and Revolution: The Jacobin Dimension of Modernity, 5, 6. 
See also Edward Shils, “Centre and periphery“; in The Logic of Personal Knowledge: essays presented to Michael 
Polanyi on his seventieth birthday, 11th March 1961 (Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1961), 117-130; Edward Shils, 
“Center and Periphery; Society and Societies”; in Edward Shils, ed., Essays in Microsociology, Chicago, (Chicago 
University Press, 1975), 3-11; Edward Shils, Tradition, Chicago, (Chicago University Press, 1981); and Edward 
Shils, Charisma, Order, and Status“; in American Sociological Review, Vol. 30, No. 2. (Apr. 1965), 199-213. Shils, 
however, pays attention in his account to the influences of charisma that may allow for mutual replacement 
between center and periphery; the point that not very much emphasized by Eisenstadt. 
 40 S. N. Eisenstadt, Fundamentalism, Sectarianism, and Revolution: The Jacobin Dimension of Modernity .5, 6. 
The concepts of ‘Great traditions’ and ‘Little Traditions’ were actually introduced firstly by the University of 
Chicago anthropologist Robert Redfield in his work Peasant Society and Culture, Chicago,(Chicago University 
Press, 1956), Redfiled developed these concepts in his Human Nature and the Study of Society, Chicago, (Chicago 
University press, 1962), Redfield introduces two traditions, great and little, as “two currents of thought and 
action, distinguishable, yet ever flowing into and out each other“, Redfiled, Peasant Society and Culture, 72. 
 41 S. N. Eisenstadt, Fundamentalism, Sectarianism, and Revolution: The Jacobin Dimension of Modernity, 7. 
 42  Op.Cit.7-9. Eric Voegelin calls the desire to fully and completely implement the transcendental in the 
immanent “immanentize the eschaton”, see Eric Voegelin, History of Political Ideas, Volume 8, Crisis and the 
Apocalypse of Man, ed., and Intro., by David Walsh, Colombia (University of Missouri, 2000). For Voegelin, 
“transcendental” means a ‘source of meaning’, a source beyond our existence that makes the human history 
meaningful.  
 43 S. N. Eisenstadt, Fundamentalism, Sectarianism, and Revolution: The Jacobin Dimension of Modernity, 7, 8. 
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The other inherent antinomy referred to by Eisenstadt concerns the dichotomy between 

‘plurality’ and ‘hegemony’. He writes: 

 

The awareness of a great range of possibilities of transcendental visions, of the very definition of the 

tension between the transcendental and the mundane order and the quest to overcome these tensions 

by implementation of such visions, constituted an inherent part of their institutionalization in the 

Axial Age. Historically such a process of institutionalization was never a simple, peaceful one…The 

elaboration of any such vision attendant on such institutionalization generated the possibility of 

different emphases, directions, and interpretations, all of which were reinforced by the existence in 

any historical setting of such institutionalization of multiple visions carried by different groups.’44 

 

Eisenstadt introduces a third antinomy, that between reason and revelation in the monotheistic religions, or 

a commitment to other transcendent principles in the other Axial regions. It seems to me that such an 

antinomy is already involved and at work in the other two antinomies outlined above, viz. 

perfection/imperfection and totality/plurality.  

In many cases, according to Eisenstadt, the attempts to institutionalize and implement 

transcendental visions has entailed a compromise between a certain pristine vision and 

immanent social and political realities. The acceptance of the impossibility of a total bridging 

of the chasm between the transcendental and immanent orders has brought about the acceptance 

of a partial implementation of a transcendental vision. However, it is precisely from such a 

‘compromise’ that much criticism has come from different utopian movements, movements 

which claim that the proper political order would ensure full implementation.45 Eisenstadt calls 

such movements ‘movements with sectarian utopian tendencies’. They are ‘heterodoxies’ in 

contrast to hegemonic ‘orthodoxies’ of the central institutionalized transcendental visions.46  

The dispute between the orthodoxies and heterodoxies centres on two crucial elements. 

The first is the extent of imperfection of the immanent world, including facets of human nature 

admitted as legitimate. The second is the extent to which the political sphere is involved in the 

implementation of a certain transcendent vision.47 Both elements were and are crucial to the 

attempts to bridge the tension between the transcendent and immanent orders. The ways in 

which these two elements are understood and applied determine the tension, either to 

‘perfection-totality’ or ‘imperfect-plurality’ modes. 

 

 
 44 S. N. Eisenstadt, Fundamentalism, Sectarianism, and Revolution: The Jacobin Dimension of Modernity, 8. 
 45 Op. Cit, 11-14; see also Eric Voegelin: New Science of Politics: An Introduction, London and Chicago, (Chicago 
University Press, 1987), first print 1952; Eric Voegelin, Order and History, (Louisiana University Press, 1954).  
 46 S. N. Eisenstadt, Fundamentalism, Sectarianism, and Revolution: The Jacobin Dimension of Modernity, 11-14. 
 47 S. N. Eisenstadt, Fundamentalism, Sectarianism, and Revolution: The Jacobin Dimension of Modernity, 11-14. 
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1.4 Bridging the Tension: Different Approaches to the Relationship between Politics and 

A Perfct Earthly Order  

 

Eisenstadt introduces three approaches to bridging the transcendent-immanent tension within 

axial age religions. These approaches differ in the extent to which the immanent political order 

can be brought to utopian or perfect earthly order by a full and complete implementation of a 

transcendent vision in the immanent order. He calls these approaches: ‘this-worldly’, ‘other-

worldly’, and ‘this-and-other-worldly’. The first one, ‘this worldly’, aims at a full 

implementation of a given transcendent vision in the here and now; seeking to establish a 

perfect human order in history; leaving nothing to some kind of eschaton.48 The second, ‘other-

worldly, postpones everything until the future. It withdraws from the present world. The third, 

‘this-and-other-worldly’, refers to the idea of participation in the reform of the imperfect 

immanent world, knowing a perfect human order is an eschatological hope. Eisenstadt explains 

these three approaches in detail in relationship to the different religious traditions. The 

important element in his explanation seems to be the understanding of the political sphere as 

the major soteriological arena. The political sphere is understood as the major means to 

establish Heaven on Earth, an ideal earthly order. In order to make this clear, he refers to 

different understandings of the relation between politics and the human aspiration to an ideal 

world, comparing Buddhism and Confucianism; Hinduism and Buddhism; and the monotheistic 

religions: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. 

According to Eisenstadt, Chinese, Vietnamese, and Korean Confucianism each adopt a 

‘this-worldly’ approach, implying that the political sphere is the major soteriological arena. 

Politics is thus seen as the major means of implementing a certain transcendent vision in the 

here and now, achieving the perfect human order in history. The utopian movements that have 

arisen in these societies sought to re-construct the immanent order, particularly the political 

sphere, according to that transcendental vision as a path to salvation or soteriological end.49 

Whether Confucian or neo-Confucian, challenges to the political centre have been very rare in 

comparison to those witnessed in the monotheistic religions.  

 
 48 Eric Voegelin calls this ‘immanentizing the eschaton’, see Eric Voegelin, The New Science of Politic, 1952. The 
book is a collection of lectures delivered in 1951 and originally titled ‘Truth and Representation’. 
 49 S. N. Eisenstadt, Fundamentalism, Sectarianism, and Revolution: The Jacobin Dimension of Modernity, 16; see 
also C.K. Yong, “The Functional Relationship between Confucian Thought and Chinese Religion”; in John King 
Firbank, ed., Chinese Thought and Institutions, Chicago, (Chicago University Press, 1957), 269-2291; and John 
King Firbank and Kwang-Ching Lui, The Cambridge History of China, 2 volumes, Cambridge, New York, Sydney, 
(Cambridge University Press, 1980). 
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Buddhism and Hinduism have adopted the ‘other-worldly’ approach. By this Eisenstadt 

means that in these two traditions the political sphere is not viewed as a major soteriological 

arena.50 Even the alternative visions developed in the peripheries of these religious traditions 

such as Bhakti and Jainism have not been oriented to institutional solutions. They have 

emphasized the inner experience of the believers.51 Generally speaking, in both Hinduism and 

Buddhism transcendent conceptions do not generate true challenges or alternatives to a given 

social or political order.  

As far as the monotheistic religions are concerned, Eisenstadt says they adopt a 

combination ‘other-and-this-worldly’ approach. In all the monotheistic religions the re-

construction of the immanent order is seen, thought to different degrees, as one, but only one 

area of the implementation of a transcendent vision with strong otherworldly components. This 

is why there is a constant tension in the monotheistic religions as to what is to be considered 

the proper implementation of the transcendent vision in the earthly realm. Precisely this tension 

turns out to be the major dispute between the ruling orthodoxies and the numerous utopian 

heterodoxies.52  

One might understand why it is common in monotheistic traditions to develop some 

version of political and social orders based on a transcendent vision. At the same time, there is 

an awareness that the political sphere is not meant to be the major agent in bringing about the 

perfect earthly order. The political sphere is accompanied, in different degrees, by a strong 

other-worldly orientation. It seems that the Christian formulation with respect to the Eschaton 

as ‘already but not yet, comes closer to Eisenstadt’s notion of ‘this-and-other-worldly’. And 

this is then characteristic for the ‘orthodox’ position, as distinct from the ‘heterodox’ or 

‘fundamentalist’ positions.  

With regard to the Jewish tradition, the transcendent-immanent tension and the attempts 

to re-construct the immanent according to an eschatological vision were strongly emphasized 

in the periods of political independence; especially after the experience of the destruction of the 

First Temple around the time of the Babylonian exile and re-building the City and the Temple, 

 
 50 On the relationship between Hinduism and Buddhism and the social and political dynamics see, Eichinger 
Ferro-Luzzi, Gabriella, ed., Rites and Beliefs in Modern India, New Delhi, (Manohar, 1990); Gunther-Dietz 
Sonthemerind and Hermann Kulke, eds., Hinduism Reconsidered, (MANOHAR, 2005), second print; Jayant Lele, 
ed., Tradition and Modernity in Bhakti Movements, Leiden, (EJ. Brill, 1981); Mark L. Blume, The Origin and 
Development of the Pure Land Buddhism, Oxford, (Oxford University Press, 2002); and J.C. Heesterman, The Inner 
Conflict of Tradition: Essays in Indian Ritual, Kingship, and Society, Chicago and London (Chicago University Press, 
1985). 
 51 S.N. Eisenstadt, Fundamentalism, Sectarianism, and Revolution: The Jacobin Dimension of Modernity, 14. 
 52 Op. Cit, 19. 
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and during the encounter with Hellenistic civilization. The Maccabean revolt and the 

establishment of the Hasmonean kingdom 140-116 B.C. was probably rooted in such visions. 

After the destruction of the Second Temple, the organization of life according to the 

eschatological visions became subdued, but it never completely disappeared. During the Exile, 

the attempts to solve the tension had to continue to be transposed into the messianic future.53  

According to Eisenstadt, Christianity from its beginning had a very strong ‘this-worldly’ 

orientation, which was reinforced when it became the dominant religion of the Roman Empire. 

One might say that his analysis seems inconsistent in this regard since the political sphere is 

given a decisive role in the traditions with ‘this-worldly’ orientation in order to enforce a 

transcendental vision in the immanent. Nevertheless, Christianity in its beginning did not appeal 

to political or military means. Such appeals came only after the fourth century with Emperor 

Constantine. Eisenstadt also says a strong utopian this-worldly orientation was reinforced in the 

late Middle Ages over against mainstream Christianity with its dominant Augustinian vision of 

a distinction between the City of God and the City of Man. Such a utopian orientation aimed at 

identifying the perfect transcendental order with the imperfect immanent one.54 In this respect 

Rome was seen as the City of God, or New Jerusalem.55 However, Eisenstadt, argues that the 

Protestant Reformation constituted a crucial transformation of the Catholic this-worldly 

direction.56 This transformation was taken even further by Calvinism which brings together the 

City of God and the City of Man, and yet still keeps them distinct.57 

As far as Islam is concerned, according to Eisenstadt, the tension is closely relating to 

the basic Islamic motive of creating a civilization with the crucial goal of bringing the political 

and religious community together as expressed in the notion of umma. That is, the attainment 

of the pristine vision of Islam, the ideal formed in the early formative period of its development 

and expansion. Although this vision was not fully attained, it continues to be emphasized by 

different scholars and religious leader, and it is connected to the highly utopian/eschatological 

orientations witnessed in the last decades. The perfect age of the prophet Muhammed has been 

 
 53 S. N. Eisenstadt, Fundamentalism, Sectarianism, and Revolution: The Jacobin Dimension of Modernity. 20; See 
also, Ben-Sasson, ed., The Story of the Jewish People, Cambridge, (Harvard University Press, 1972); also G. 
Scholem, The Messianic Idea in Judaism, New York, (Schocken Books, 1971); and S.N. Eisenstadt, ed., Jewish 
Civilization: The Jewish Historical Experience in a Comparative Perspective, New York, (State University of New 
York Press, 1992). 
 54 S.N. Eisenstadt, Fundamentalism, Sectarianism, and Revolution: The Jacobin Dimension of Modernity 24. 
 55 In chapter Five: ‘Catholicism and Democracy’, I will show how the Roman Catholic Church has been changed 
in this regard.  
 56 See Oberman Heiko, The Impact of the Reformation: Essays, Grand Rapids (William B. Eerdmans, 1994). 
 57S. N. Eisenstadt, Fundamentalism, Sectarianism, and Revolution: The Jacobin Dimension of Modernity 25. In 
Chapter Four I will elaborate in the Calvinistic Contribution and in chapter five I will discuss the Roman Catholic 
tradition. 
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recalled as a utopian model in recent years by Islamic revival movements—with the goal of 

rebuilding Islamic civilization and religion. The Prophet Muhammed’s state established in 

Medina has become the ‘primordial utopia’ of Islam, one which contemporary Islamic society 

and state should strive to re-construct.58  

Eisenstadt, too, points to the multiplicity and plurality of Islam. In this respect, he refers 

to the separation that came about in latter stages between the caliph and the sultan. This 

separation crystallized in the late Abbasside period as a de facto separation between the rulers 

and the religious establishment, ‘ulema. Although the caliph was in fact powerless, he served 

as an ideal figure insofar as he was presumed to be the embodiment of the pristine Islamic 

vision of the umma. In relation to this separation and in the continual quest for the ‘true’ Islamic 

ruler, two major types of legitimizations have arisen. The first was within mainstream Sunni 

Islam. It stressed the legitimacy of any ruler who assures the peaceful existence of the Muslim 

community and the upholding of the shari’a. It was, then, that the ‘ulema began functioning as 

the guardian of the pristine Islamic vision. At the same time, according to Eisenstadt, an 

emphasis was placed on a basic distance between the pristine Islamic ideal and any given 

political order. Such a distinction gave rise to the acceptance and legitimization of the 

imperfection of human life; including political life.59 The second type of legitimization which 

arose in Islamic tradition promulgated the idea that the ruler should be the upholder of the 

pristine Islamic vision. That is why Muslim rulers claim to be ‘true’ Muslims and upholders of 

the pristine vision. This type of legitimacy has been taken further by the utopian sectarian 

movements within Islam; the eschatological oriented movements in particular have 

promulgated and embodied the figure of Mahdi (a messiah-like figure in Islam), such as the 

Mahdi in Sudan within Sunni Islam and the Hidden Imam within Shiite Islam.60 

 

Eisenstadt’s analysis appears to have been developed out of a sociological perspective. 

The theological perspective is not given a lot of attention. So regarding the monotheistic 

religions that we are dealing with in this study, Eisenstadt’s analysis leaves a lot of questions 

open. While the sociological analysis could answer the question of what happened, the 

theological element could answer the question of why. The monotheistic religions came with 

the notion of a ‘personal God’. This personal God has to be obeyed. The history of Judaism, 

Christianity, and Islam, show that the theme of obedience to God, to His word and His will is 

 
 58 S. N. Eisenstadt, Fundamentalism, Sectarianism, and Revolution: The Jacobin Dimension of Modernity, 20.  

 59 Op. Cit. 21. 

 60 The Islamic tradition is extensively discussed in chapter six of this study. 
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an essential element of religious belief. That is why the וַרת  shari’a شريعة Law in Judaism, and תֹּ

in Islam are central to both traditions. This makes the transcendent-immanent tension even 

deeper in the Jewish and Islamic traditions. Christianity, however, departed from this legal 

orientation to God. It developed its distinctive approach that emphasizes faith. This is not to 

suggest that a similar tension does not exist in Christianity. Such an assumption would be 

historically incorrect. In Christianity, the notion of the Kingdom of God, which means the rule 

of God, also implies obedience to God’s will, submission to His sovereignty and reign.  

Nevertheless, there is an awareness in Christianity that the Kingdom of God cannot be fully 

realized on Earth. There is a well-known theological formulation regarding the kingdom of God 

as ‘already but not yet’. This distinction goes back to a word of Jesus himself – ‘Give to Caesar 

what is Caesar’s, give to God what is of God’ Matt. 22: 21) and various other statements of his 

about the Kingdom of God that is ‘among you’ but that also is a future Kingdom. This insight 

appears to have received its most authoritative and elaborate formulation in Augustine’s thesis 

of two cities, the city of God and the city of man. This formulation is used to assert that the 

Kingdom of God has begun but will only be fulfilled and fully manifested in the eschaton, at 

the end of history. 

 

 

1.5 Conclusions 

The aim of this chapter has been to demonstrate that a tension has emerged in history between 

transcendence and immanence and has affected human thinking—especially with regard to the 

hope of a perfect human order, the eschaton. We have seen that the human awareness of 

transcendence, and consequently of new ontological and epistemological views, has given rise 

to a deep tension between the transcendent and immanent orders. The main reason behind this 

tension is that the transcendent order suggests perfection, whereas the immanent order appears 

to be imperfect. Thus, this tension is as old as the human awareness of the transcendental order, 

the key-element of the Axial Age, the concept that has been introduced by Karl Jaspers to mark 

a substantial transition in history. Some important conclusions must now be drawn. 

Firstly, the transcendent-immanent tension is an aged-old one. It has its origin in the 

human awareness of transcendence. Such awareness has emerged during and since the Axial 

Age that marks a substantial shift in human history based on this awareness of transcendent. 

Secondly, the human awareness of the transcendent has confronted the immanent world 

order with its imperfection, disintegration, and impermanence. Imperfection of the immanent 
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order suggested the need for a salvific move, in which the immanent world is re-constructed in 

accordance with a transcendent vision.  

Thirdly, there are two inherent antinomies in that tension connected to respectively 

‘perfection’ and ‘hegemony’. These inherent antinomies have historically manifested 

themselves in what might be called two modes of actions, ‘perfection-totality’ and 

‘imperfection-plurality’. The first one seeks to identify one, and only one, conception of what 

is believed to be the perfect transcendent vision with the immanent world; whereas the second 

allows a legitimate place for plurality on the basis that the perfect transcendent order cannot be 

fully identified with the imperfect immanent order in history. Therefore, a perfect human order, 

or the Kingdom of God in its complete and full realization is preserved for the eschaton. This 

may legitimize the partial implementation of the transcendent conception in history. It would 

reform the immanent order in light of the transcendent without requiring a total transformation 

of the immanent order into an immediate Kingdom of God. 

Fourthly, two elements seem to be crucial in formulating the two modes of action within 

the tension, ‘perfection-totality’ and ‘imperfection-plurality’. The first element is the extent to 

which the place and the role of the political sphere is understood in establishing an immediate 

perfect human order. In the sense that if the political sphere is understood as the major means 

to establish the Kingdom of God in history, then the political sphere would seek to attain more 

power and to extend itself to include all other life spheres. The second element is the extent to 

which the imperfection of the immanent world is considered as legitimate. If the plural, 

imperfect immanent world is admitted as legitimate, then it would be legitimate to have 

multiplicity of interpretations of a transcendent vision, as well as multiplicity of ways to partly 

implement it, being aware of its imperfection, preserving the complete realization of the 

Kingdom of God to the eschaton. 

Fifthly, the axial religious traditions attempt to bridge the tension in different ways, but 

all are related to some kind of eschaton, on the one hand; and the role of political sphere in 

realizing the eschaton in history. These attempts are ‘this-worldly’, ‘other-worldly’, and ‘this-

and-other-worldly’. The first, this-worldly, seeks to fully implement a perfect transcendent 

conception in the here and now, leaving nothing for the eschaton. The second, other-worldly, 

postpones the implementation of a transcendent vision, leaving everything to the eschaton. The 

third, this-and-other-worldly, seeks to partly implement a transcendent vision in the immanent 

order with a full awareness that the complete realization of a transcendent conception is not 

possible in history. The full realization of the Kingdom of God, the perfect human order, is 
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preserved for the eschaton. The monotheistic religions, thought in different degrees, fit within 

the third category.  

It might be said that this tension came to an end with European secularism, which denied 

the transcendent order, or at least strictly located it in the private sphere. Below, I will deal with 

this claim.  

  



   
 

44 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   
 

45 
 

Chapter Two 

 

Continuity of the Tension 

The Re-Emergence of Religion in the Contemporary World 

  

2.1 Introduction 

In the previous chapter I discussed the way the transcendent-immanent tension emerged in 

human history and thought. This tension is as old as the human awareness of ‘transcendence’. 

Thus, there are two modes of action which direct the tension, ‘perfection-totality’ or 

‘imperfection-plurality’. In this chapter I will argue that this tension has continued and has even 

increased throughout the subsequent history. The European secular thesis that denies the 

transcendent order altogether or at least locates it in a strictly private sphere, is only one thesis 

among others, and appears to be offering only a temporary but no final resolution of the long 

history of this tension. I will explain this by an inquiry into some purported remedies of the 

tension.  

Since the 1980s religion has made a revitalized appearance in the public domain. This 

was not simply a refusal to remain in the private sphere, as European secularism imposed on it, 

but a re-defining of the borderlines between the private and public spheres in both domestic and 

foreign politics. This powerful re-emergence of religion in the public sphere has rekindled the 

aged-old transcendent-immanent tension. This has brought about various contemporary 

responses to the situation. These responses seem to point towards the admittance in one way or 

another of the public role of religion.61  

In order to obtain a clear view of this assessment, the classical European secular thesis 

will have to be addressed. The ‘theory of rational choice’ developed on the western side of the 

Atlantic will then be presented. This will be followed by a discussion of Shmuel Eisenstadt’s 

concept of ‘multiple modernities’. After that, José Casanova’s notion of ‘de-privatization’ of 

religion in the contemporary world will be explored. Then, Jürgen Habermas’ notion of 

‘learning process’ will be presented. Finally, a summary and conclusion will be given.  

Key literature for this chapter is provided by, among others, Rodney Stark and William 

Sims Bainbridge’s A Theory of Religion (1987); Jean Baubérot’s The Evolution of Secularism 

 
 61 See, for example, José Casanova, Public Religions in the Modern World, Chicago, (University of Chicago Press, 
1994); José Casanova, “Public Religions Revisited”, in Hent De Vries, ed., Religion: Beyond a Concept, New York, 
(Fordham University Press, 2008), 101-119; and Larry Diamond, Marc F. Plattner, and Philip Costopoulos, ed., 
World Religions and Democracy, Baltimore, (The John Hopkins University Press, 2005). 
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in France Between Two Civil Religions (2010); Eisenstadt’s Multiple Modernities (2002); 

Casanova’s Public Religions In The Modern World (1994); and Habermas’ Religion in the 

Public Sphere (2006), will be used. I specify these literatures for they remarkably account for 

the public role of religion in the contemporary times. 

 

2.2 Classical European Secularism 

The Classical European secularist thesis aimed at playing down the transcendent-immanent 

tension by introducing an exclusively immanent narrative, one which was supposed to explain 

the ultimate meaning of human life.  

According to Grace Davie, professor of sociology and anthropology at Exeter 

University, and Heinrich Schäfer, professor of religion and society at Universität Bielefeld, the 

European secularist thesis has dominated both sociological and public thinking with respect to 

religion ever since the 19th century. Any role of religion in the public sphere was denied, or at 

least restricted to a private matter.62 The concept of ‘la laïcité’ in France offers an excellent 

example in this respect. The state and school system not only embodied this new philosophy, 

but also self-consciously replaced the Catholic church and the Catholic parish as the key 

institution of modern life. According to Jean Baubérot, a French historian and sociologist, the 

evolution of secularism in France reached a climax in 1905 when a law establishing the 

complete separation of church and state was approved. 63  Moreover, it was thought that 

European secularism, with its marginalizing of religion in the public domain was the proper 

way of intellectual formation. The field of sociology that first emerged in Europe was basically 

developed out of this view and aimed at excluding religion from the public sphere.64 That is 

why the works of the founders of the new academic disciplines in Europe were preoccupied 

with the immanent secular worldview; their work denied or at least marginalized the 

transcendent order.65 The secularist thesis assumed a strong connection between modernization 

and secularization and was believed to be of a universal character. In other words, European 

 
 62 Grace Davie and Heinrich Schafer, “Theoretical Tools: Ways of Approaching the Question”; in Religions Today, 
Their Challenge to the Ecumenical Movement, Julio de Santa Anna (ed.) Geneva, (WCC Publications, 2005), 2,3.  
 63 For more on secularism in France see Jean Baubérot, “The Evolution of Secularism in France Between Two 
Civil Religions”; in Comparative Secularisms in a Global Age, eds. Linell E. Cady & Elizabeth Shakman Hurd 
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 57-71; in Dutch you may see Jean Baubérot “Een Verhaal van oorsprongsmythes en 
burgerschapsrligies: het secularisme in Frankrijk”; in Nuchtere betogen over religie, eds., Govert Buijs & Marcel 
ten Hooven (Damon, 2015), 61-74. 
 64 For instance, the works of Auguste Comte (1798-1857) and Emile Durkheim (1858-1917).  
 65 Grace Davie and Heinrich Schafer, “Theoretical Tools: Ways of Approaching the Question”; in Religions Today, 
Their Challenge to the Ecumenical Movement, Julio de Santa Anna (ed.) Geneva, (WCC Publications, 2005), 4-ff.  
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secularism would apply to and eventually occur in every corner of the world.66 It might be safe 

to say that the French Enlightenment was the main force behind this kind of secularism. It 

offered an immanent secularist narrative for understanding and explaining human life—both 

individual and collective.67 Nevertheless, a different approach can be observed on the other side 

of the Atlantic. 

 

2.3 ‘Rational Choice Theory’ in the United States of America  

‘Rational Choice Theory’ claims that the American experience with regard to modernization 

differs from that of the European. The American experience avoided the hostility between 

church (religion) and modernity characteristic of the French laïcité. In America, state and 

church have developed with mutual respect, and both contributed to the process of 

modernization.  

‘Rational Choice Theory’ was introduced by Rodney Stark, professor of sociology of 

religion at Washington University and William Sims Bainbridge, professor of sociology at 

Boston University. Their theory rests on the idea that the demand for religion is an essential 

element of human existence. Such a demand is better satisfied when the possibilities in this 

respect are many and varied. This gives rise to religious plurality which can increase the 

religious activities in the public sphere—without governmental privileges being offered to any 

religious institution.68 It seems to me that Rational Choice Theory is well suited to American 

history and context in which no religious institution has been offered a privileged political 

position according to the famous First Constitutional Amendment of 1791.69 Moreover, the 

churches in the United States have developed positive responses to the process of 

modernization, and even took part in it, giving rise to a settlement that in the typology of Charles 

Taylor can be called ‘neo-Durkheimian’.70  

In the different contexts of the U.S. and Europe, different forms of sociological theory 

have developed with respect to the relationship between religion and the public sphere. 

Sociological theories in the two contexts have offered explanation of the circumstances out of 

which they have emerged. While the European secularization thesis attributes a limited role or 

even rejects any role whatsoever to religion in the public domain, American rational choice 

 
 66 Grace Davie and Heinrich Schafer, “Theoretical Tools: Ways of Approaching the Question”; in Religions Today, 
Their Challenge to the Ecumenical Movement, Julio de Santa Anna (ed.) Geneva, (WCC Publications, 2005), 2,3.  
 67 Op. Cit., 
 68 See Rodney Stark and William Sims Bainbridge, A Theory of Religion, New York (Peter Lang Publishing, 1987). 
 69 Article I of these Amendments states that “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, 
or prohibiting the free exercise thereof, or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press...”  
70 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age, Cambridge (Cambridge University Press, 2007), pp. 445ff. See above ch. 1.2. 
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theory maintains a positive role for religion in public life.71 The two different models on the 

two different sides of the Atlantic suggest that there is more than one type of modernity. 

 

2.4 Eisenstadt’s Notion of ‘Multiple Modernities’ 

It was Eisenstadt who coined the term ‘multiple modernities’. He did so to signify that many 

different types of modernity may occur in different cultural and economic contexts. The 

significance of this idea is that it undermines the claim that European modernity is universal 

and valid in every corner of the world.72 He writes: 

 

The notion of ‘multiple modernities’ denotes a certain view of the contemporary world -indeed of 

the history and characteristics of the modern era- that goes against the views long prevalent in 

scholarly and general discourse. It goes against the view of the ‘classical’ theories of modernization 

and of the convergence of industrial societies prevalent in the 1950s, and indeed against the classical 

sociological analysis of Marx, Durkheim and (to a large extant) even of Weber, at least in one reading 

of his work. They all assumed, even if only implicitly, that the cultural programme of modernity as 

it developed in modern Europe and the basic institutional constellations that emerged there would 

ultimately take over in all modernizing and modern societies, with the expansion of modernity, they 

would prevail throughout the world.73  

 

His notion of ‘multiple modernities’ rests on the assumption that there are constant re-

constitution processes of many cultural programs in many different parts of the world. This 

ongoing process of reconstruction results in each culture having its own specific type of 

modernity. Such endless re-constitution processes are driven by two key-elements, namely, a 

transcendent vision and human reason. According to Eisenstadt, the two elements, transcendent 

vision and human reason, function in many different ways in the formation of cultural 

institutions.74 In other words, different forms of modernity come into existence as a result of 

the manifold encounters between ‘revelation’ and ‘reason’ in different economic and cultural 

contexts.  

The European type of modernity embodied a distinctive epistemology, according to 

Eisenstand, one in which a progressive future is supposedly brought about by human agency. 

However, when the process of modernization started it was determined by its own internal 

contradictions. One of the intrinsic contradictions was whether societies are to be totalized or 

 
 71 Grace Davie and Heinrich Schafer, “Theoretical Tools: Ways of Approaching the Question”; in Religions Today, 
Their Challenge to the Ecumenical Movement, Julio de Santa Anna (ed.) Geneva, (WCC Publications, 2005) 5. 
 72 S. N. Eisenstadt, Multiple Modernities, New Jersey (Transaction Publishers, 2002); see also, S. N. Eisenstadt,  
“Multiple Modernities – A Paradigm of Cultural and Social Evolution”; in ProtoSociology: An International Journal 
of Interdisciplinary Research, Vol., 24, Frankfurt (Gerhard Preyer, 2007), 260-317; and also, Eisenstadt, 
Fundamentalism, Secularism, and Revolution (Cambridge University Press, 1999), 196-207. 
 73 S. N. Eisenstadt, Multiple Modernities, New Jersey (Transaction Publishers, 2002), 4. 
 74 S. N. Eisenstadt, Multiple Modernities, New Jersey (Transaction Publishers, 2002), 1-25. 
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pluralized? For Eisenstadt, this contradiction determined the process of modernization and gave 

rise to two different models of modern revolution, one directed by the idea of totalizing control, 

exemplified by the French revolution, the other directed by a pluralizing tendency, exemplified 

by the American Revolution.75 Eisenstadt says this type of contradictions is inherent in the axial 

religions and civilizations since their early formations.76  

His notion of multiple modernities is explained by referring to multiplicity in the 

understanding and application of the concept of the nation-state as an essential feature of 

modernity. The nation-state was formed in a hegemonic way in France, but in Great Britain and 

Netherlands it was formed in a more pluralistic pattern77. Such differences reflect the inherent 

contradiction of ‘totality’ versus ‘plurality’ in all the axial religions and cultures. Eisenstadt is 

of the opinion that ‘diversity’ is assumed within the modernization process and even became 

part of that process. More specifically, ‘diversity’ has become part of what he calls ‘reflexive 

modernity’.78 By ‘reflexivity’ in modernity, Eisenstadt means that in Western thought there is 

an awareness not only of different interpretations of the transcendent conceptions, but that it is 

also possible to question the transcendent vision all together. That, in turn, has led to a great 

deal of plurality in the religious sphere. 

Eisenstadt’s notion of multiple modernities is also illustrated by what he calls ‘the 

constant shifting of the concept of modernity’, as such. This shows itself particularly in the 

continual shifting of the very concept of the state. He compares the concept of the state in a 

globalized world with the concept of the state in early modern societies. He concludes that a 

significant change in the concept of the state has resulted from the emergence of globalization 

in its all diverse forms. Globalization has dramatically changed the institutional, symbolic and 

ideological contours of the modern national state.79 The state-institution, for example, is no 

longer able to adequately control much of modern life, whether in economic, political, or even 

in cultural terms.  

The full scope of Eisenstadt’s theory of ‘multiple modernities’ is that it is an attempt to 

describe and bring together the simultaneous occurrence of modernization in virtually all 

corners of the world - China, India, South East Asia, Japan, the Middle East, Africa are all fully 

involved in becoming ‘modern’ – while at the same time much older religious traditions 

 
 75 This distinction plays a crucial role also in Hannah Arendt, On Revolution, New York (Penguin Books, 1963) 
 76 On this, see Chapter One ‘The Emergence of the Transcendental-Immanent Tension: Two Inherent 
Antinomies in the Tension’, 28-31. 
 77 S. N. Eisenstadt, Multiple Modernities, New Jersey (Transaction Publishers, 2002), 1, 2. 
 78 Op. Cit., 3, 4.  
 79 Op. Cit., 16. 



   
 

50 
 

continue to exert their particular influence in all these cultural regions. So modernization is 

different in China, different in Africa, different in the Middle East. And one of the key 

differences concerns exactly the role of the (axial age) religions. So the crucial feature of 

Eisenstadt’s work is his high view of the place and the role of religion/transcendence within the 

unfolding interpretations and shifting processes of modernity as such. This thesis assumes that 

religion indeed might be a full partner in the making of modern public life. 

 

2.5 Casanova’s Notion of ‘Deprivatization’ 

José Casanova, professor of sociology of religion at Georgetown University, coined the term 

‘deprivatization’; it stands for the re-emergence of religion in the public domain since the 

1980s. Casanova starts with an empirical statement; that is: the past few decades have witnessed 

a public role played by religion. Casanova introduces case studies of four places in which 

religion has played a significant public role: Spain, Poland, Brazil, and the United States 

respectively. He calls this the ‘deprivatization’ of religion in the modern world. For him, 

religious traditions throughout the world are now refusing to accept the marginal and privatized 

role which the theories of modernity as well as theories of secularization have designated for 

them.80  

According to Casanova, what was new and unexpected was not just the emergence of 

new religious movements, but rather this public role of religion. Religiously based social 

movements have appeared that challenge the legitimacy and autonomy of what were assumed 

to be primary secular spheres, namely, the state and the market. Casanova argues that this has 

resulted in a dual interaction, a re-politicization of the religious and moral spheres, as well as a 

re-normativization of the political and economic spheres.81 

Casanova does not claim that this ‘de-privatization’ is something altogether new. 

Instead, he shows an awareness that most religious traditions have resisted the process of 

secularization, as well as the privatization and marginalization that tended to accompany this 

process. Even when religious traditions have accepted this process and accommodated 

themselves to the differentiated structures of modern life, they have often only done so 

grudgingly. What is new since the 1980s, according to Casanova, is the widespread nature of 

the refusal of religion to be restricted to the private sphere.82  

 
 80 José Casanova, Public Religions In The Modern World, Chicago and London, (Chicago University Press, 1994), 
2-4. 
 81 Op. Cit., 5. 
 82 José Casanova, Public Religions In The Modern World, Chicago and London, (Chicago University Press, 
1994,), 6. 
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Casanova distinguishes two meanings of this phenomenon and concept of 

deprivatization, one polemical, one descriptive. In the polemical sense, the ‘deprivitization’ is 

used to call into question the theories of secularization that have tended not only to assume, but 

also to prescribe the privatization of religion in the modern world. Casanova agrees with many 

of the objections raised against the theories of secularization with respect to the privatization 

and marginalization of religion. However, he does not share the view that secularization is a 

myth. He sees the core of the theory of secularization as the thesis of differentiation and 

emancipation of the secular spheres from religious institutions and norms. And for him, this 

thesis remains valid and true.  

In this respect, Casanova offers a critical review of the concept and the theory of 

secularization which is embedded in a historical account of Western modernity. He argues that 

what is usually conceived of as a single theory of secularization is actually made up of three 

different propositions: secularization as religious decline, secularization as privatization, and 

secularization as differentiation. This view highlights the need to analytically differentiate the 

three main premises of the classical secularization paradigm and to evaluate them differently. 

He argues that the first two ways of understanding secularism, that is, as decline and 

privatization of religion, have been proven to be false. He traced them genealogically back to 

the Enlightenment critique of religion. At the same time his analysis affirms that the thesis of 

differentiation of the religious and the secular sphere is still the defensible core of the theory of 

secularization. Therefore, the claim that differentiation necessarily entails marginalization and 

privatization of religion is not defensible.  

Casanova, too, is of the opinion that we need to re-think the issue of the changing 

boundaries between the differentiated spheres and possible structural roles that religions may 

have in challenging the boundaries themselves. He, therefore, examines forms of modern public 

religions which may be both viable and desirable from a modern normative perspective. By 

‘viable’, Casanova means those forms of public religions that are not intrinsically incompatible 

with the differentiated modern structures. By ‘desirable’ he means those forms of public 

religions which may actually contribute to strengthening the public sphere of modern civil 

societies. Casanova then analyses various conceptual models of what is private and what is 

public in relation to the public role of religions. He does so because secularization has been the 

main theoretical and analytical framework within which the social sciences have viewed the 

relationship between religion and modernity. For Casanova, public religions in the 

contemporary world became full partners in establishing the dividing line between the public 

and private. 
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As for the descriptive sense of the notion of ‘deprivatization’, it is to signify the 

emergence of new historical developments that represent a certain reversal of what appeared to 

be secular trends. Casanova observes that throughout the world religion is entering the public 

sphere and the arena of political contestation not only to defend their traditional turf, as they 

have done in the past, but also to participate in the struggles to define and establish new 

boundaries between private and public spheres; between legality and morality; between 

individual and society; between family, civil society, and the state; between nations, states, 

civilizations and world order.  

Casanova’s concept of ‘deprivatization’ both maintains the core thesis of secularization 

(the emancipation and differentiation of the political sphere from the religious) and defends the 

public role of religion, (the normative dimension that religion might bring to the public sphere). 

The mutual relationship of religion and the public domain has also been discussed by Habermas. 

 

2.6 Habermas’ ‘learning processes’ 

The German philosopher Jürgen Habermas has contributed to this discussion from within the 

liberal tradition. This gives his contribution particular importance. Habermas reviews the way 

the liberal tradition views the role of religion in the public sphere. He upholds its main premises, 

what he calls the public use of reason, the situation in which free and equal citizens have equal 

access to the political sphere on the basis of everyone owing each other reasons for their 

political statements. This includes allowing religious citizens to express their religiously 

informed political statements in the public sphere under the condition of the ‘institutional 

translation’ of those statements into a generally accessible language. This involves what 

Habermas calls ‘learning processes’ which means that people with a ‘secular worldview’ and 

people with a ‘religious worldview’ may engage together in mutual learning processes that may 

allow for mutual benefit. Through this ‘learning process’ the religious citizens may learn to 

accept and even adopt the modern way of living, on the one hand, and the secular citizens may 

learn from the religious perspective to be open to the ethical and normative dimensions that 

religious citizens may bring to the public discussion.83 

In his argument for this mutual learning process, Habermas first introduces John Rawls’ 

ideas concerning the foundation of the constitutional state. He sees this as based solely on the 

notion of the ‘public use of reason’, from which the state derives its legitimacy.84 Constitutional 

freedom of religion is the appropriate political answer to the challenge of religious pluralism 

 
 83 Jürgen Habermas, “Religion in the Public Sphere”, in European Journal of Philosophy, (polity, 2006), 1-25. 
 84 Op. cit., 3. 
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according to Habermas. In the constitutional state, the potential conflict at the level of citizens’ 

social interaction can be restrained, but the conflict at the cognitive level may continue to exist 

between the existentially relevant convictions of believers and non-believers. The neutral 

character of the state is a necessary though not a sufficient condition for guaranteeing equal 

religious freedom for everybody. Habermas’ view is that all citizens must reach an agreement 

on the constant delimitation between a positive liberty to practice a religion of one’s own and 

a negative liberty to remain spared from the religious practice of the others. The procedure that 

fits this well is the deliberative democratic order, in which the state has to be placed on a non-

religious footing.85  

However, Habermas insists that a liberal state must not transform the requisite 

institutional separation of religion and politics into a mental and a psychological burden for its 

citizens who adhere to a religion. It is expected that religious people may recognize the 

neutrality of the political authority in relation to the competing worldviews. Every citizen must 

know and accept that only neutral reason counts beyond the institutional threshold that divides 

the informal sphere and the formal public sphere. What is required here is the epistemic ability 

to consider one’s own faith reflexively from the outside and to relate it to secular views. 

Religious citizens can well recognize this ‘institutional translation proviso’ without having to 

split their identity when they participate in public discourse.86 If the religious language is the 

only one they speak, they nevertheless must understand themselves as member of the civitas 

terrena, which empowers them to be the authors and subjects of the law. They may only express 

themselves in a religious idiom under the condition that they recognize this institutional 

translation.87 

Habermas emphasizes the distinctive normative contribution that religious citizens may 

bring to public discussion. According to him, religious citizens may be allowed to express 

themselves politically from the perspective of religion. A secular society should not cut itself 

off from key sources for the creation of meaning and identity. Secular citizen or those of other 

religious persuasions can under certain circumstances learn something from religious 

contributions, especially with respect to the notion of normativity.88 According to Habermas, 

religious traditions have a special power to articulate moral intuitions, especially with regard to 

vulnerable forms of communal life. In this respect, religious speech can be a serious candidate 

 
 85 Jürgen Habermas, “Religion in the Public Sphere”, in European Journal of Philosophy, (polity, 2006), 4. 
 86 Op. cit., 9, 10. 
 87 Op. cit., 10. 
 88 J Op. cit., 11. 
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for communicating possible truth content, which can then be translated from the vocabulary of 

a particular religious community into a generally accessible language.89  

Habermas next points to the necessity of translation of religious language to a public 

political language. His view is that the truth content of religious contributions can only enter 

into the institutionalized practice of deliberation and decision-making if and when the necessary 

translation has first occurred in the political public sphere.90 In the mutual learning process, 

secular citizens have to open their minds to the possible truth content of those presentations and 

enter into dialogue with religious reasons, from which a generally accessible language might 

emerge. And without a successful translation the substantive content of religious voices cannot 

be taken up in the agendas of the broader political process.91 The mutual learning processes 

includes the condition that religious citizens accept the challenge of modernity at the cognitive 

level. They may adopt the attitude of modernity that can only be acquired by learning. Thus, 

religious citizens may also reconstruct their sacred truths in the light of modern living 

conditions.92 On the other hand, secular citizens have to be open to the normative and moral 

dimensions that can be brought about into the public life by religious people.  

The distinctive feature of Habermas’ contribution is his communicative attitude, that is, 

his call for a mutual learning process between secular and religious citizens. Religious citizens 

are not excluded from bringing their distinctive contributions into the public discussions. 

 

 

2.7 Conclusions  

The chief aim of this chapter has been to point out that the transcendent-immanent tension 

which has resulted from the demand to re-construct human life according to higher principles 

brought about by the human awareness of the transcendent order is continuing in our times and 

will most probably continue in the future. European secularism did not put an end to that 

tension. European secularism, especially in its French model of la laïcité, seems to be a 

temporal remedy in the long history of that tension. In what Habermas has called a ‘post-secular 

society’ religion is a candidate to play a significant role in the public sphere of life. 

My argument relied on contemporary contributions concerning this tension. These 

contributions, in one way or another, preserve a role for religion in the public sphere and 

 
 89 Jürgen Habermas, “Religion in the Public Sphere”, in European Journal of Philosophy, (polity, 2006), 9. 
 90 Op. cit., 10.  
 91 Op. cit., 11. 
 92 Op. cit., 14. 
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perpetuate the influence of the transcendent conceptions on the immanent world. They point to 

a progressive and increasing role of religion in the public domain as expressed in the key-

notions of 1) ‘rational choice theory’ in America, 2) Eisenstadt’s ‘multiple-modernities’, 3) 

Casanova’s ‘de-privatization’ of religion; and 4) Habermas’ ‘mutual learning process’.  

‘Rational choice theory’ shows that American modernity has been developed in a 

friendly atmosphere between church and the state, or between religion and reason. The hostility 

between the state and church that characterized European secularism; especially in the French 

experience of la laïcité was not necessary for the American context. Both, church and state have 

grown in mutual respect and recognition of religious involvement in civil life, for example, in 

the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960s. 

The concept of ‘multiple modernities’ opens the door widely before every corner of the 

world to develop its own type of modernity that would result from the constant encounter 

between the two central elements of the process, transcendent vision and human reason. 

Multiple modernities might emerge as far as human reason is engaged in the process of 

modernization on the one hand, and the admittance of possible variety of interpretations of 

transcendent visions on the other. What seems to be a distinctive feature of the notion of 

multiple modernities is that religion is deemed to be a full partner in the making of the modern 

life as such. It is inseparable from the public domain.  

‘Deprivatization’ signifies that religion in the present-day refuses to remain in the 

private sphere. Religion is back in public life with its normative dimension. For Casanova, the 

core secularization thesis is still true and valid; that is, the differentiation and emancipation of 

the secular spheres from religion. The hostility to religion was not an essential ingredient of the 

European secularization thesis. And yet, it coincidentally occurred during waves of enmity and 

hostility to religion and church at that time.  

Habermas’ ‘learning processes’ account for religion as a rich source of morality and 

normativity in the public sphere, from which secular citizens may learn. At the same time, 

religious citizens may learn about the modern way of living from their secular counterparts. 

One might suggest that the concept of ‘learning process’ can be applied in a wide scale of fields. 

It might be used in other fields such as interfaith dialogue and inter-Christian denominations. 

In this study, I try to learn from the Roman Catholic tradition and from the Islamic tradition 

with respect to their view of religious involvement in the public domain, especially their 

contributions to the prompting of democracy.  
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Chapter Three  

 

Secularism, Religion, and Democracy  

A Religiously Motivated Democracy? 

 

3.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I will argue that secularism is not the exclusive or authentic pre-supposition of 

democracy. A closely related thesis is that religion is not always akin to authoritarian regimes. 

Thus, I will describe what the pre-suppositions of a truly democratic regime are within the 

framework of the transcendent-immanent tension. The questions that I will attempt to answer 

are: 1): Does secularism always foster a pro-democracy attitude? 2) Does religion always 

support anti-democratic regimes? And 3): What are the true prerequisites of democracy?  

The dominate narrative of our time claims that secularism is the true prerequisite of 

democracy, and religion is, in principle, anti-democratic. In contrast to this, I will defend the 

thesis that secularism is sometimes a force behind anti-democratic regimes, in particular when 

it sees itself as the perfect and only ultimate understanding of human existence, and capable of 

establishing a perfect earthly human order. This impulse may be called the ‘perfection-totality’ 

mode of secularism. Furthermore, I will argue that religion can be a force behind democratic 

regimes when certain criteria are met. To start with, its adherents must humbly admit that the 

Kingdom of God, in its completeness and perfection, is an eschatological hope. Secondly, 

adherents must learn to live with the imperfection and brokenness of this immanent world until 

the time when God makes everything new. This impulse could be called the ‘imperfection-

plurality’ mode of religion.93  

These two modes, ‘perfection-totality’ and ‘imperfection-plurality’ are in my view 

crucial in determining whether either secularism or religion will provide a foundation for either 

a democratic or anti-democratic regime. In other words, if secularism or religion are driven by 

the ‘perfection-totality’ tendency, they will tend to become anti-democratic. And when both, 

secularism or religion are occupied with the ‘imperfection-plurality’ tendency, they can become 

forces for democratization. Hence, it appears that religion and secularism are in the same 

hermeneutical boat. 

 
 93 See my discussion in Chapter One, 1.4 and 1.5, 28-32; in which I discussed the two inherent modes 
‘perfection-totality’ and ‘imperfection-plurality’; as well as the three alternatives regarding the relationship 
between politics and eschaton: this-worldly, other-worldly, this-and-other-worldly’. 
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In order to deepen our understanding of this thesis, I will first introduce four possible 

types of political order. These four types come into being when secularism and religion are 

bound to either the ‘perfection-totality’ or the ‘imperfection-plurality’ impulse. With the 

‘perfection-totality’ tendency, both secularism and religion can be anti-democratic forces. By 

way of contrast, when both, secularism and religion, realize their limitations in creating a 

perfect earthly human order, they can become forces for democratization. Secondly, the anti-

democratic possibilities of secularism will be discussed. Thirdly, the democratic possibilities 

of religion will then be introduced. Fourthly, what this present study assumes to be the true 

prerequisites of democracy will be pointed out. Finally, a summary will be given and 

conclusions will be drawn.  

For the argument of this chapter, I rely mainly on the work of Jacob Talmon, professor 

of modern history at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, especially The Origin of Totalitarian 

Democracy (1952) and Political Messianism (1960), the work of John Witte, Professor of Law 

at Emory University, especially The Reformation of Rights (2007) and Christianity and 

Democracy in Global Context (1993), and finally the work of Graham Maddox, professor of 

political science at the University of New England, Australia, especially his Religion and the 

Rise of Democracy (1996). I specify those authors because they offer an exceptional account of 

both, anti-democratic possibilities of secularism and the democratic possibilities of religion. 

 

3.2 Four Types of Political Orders in Relation to the ‘perfection-totality’ and 

‘imperfection-plurality’ Tendencies of both Secularism and Religion  

I will now briefly sketch four types of possible political order. These four can come into 

existence as an outcome of a cross connection between secularism and religion, or from the 

‘perfection-totality’ and ‘imperfection-plurality’ impulses. When either secularism or religion 

is pre-equipped with the ‘perfection-totality’ impulse, can be a force leading to an anti-

democratic regime. On the other hand, when both secularism and religion are pre-occupied by 

the ‘imperfection-plurality’ impulse, they can be forces for democratization. Perhaps it is 

important for a systematic clarity to state here that not every dictatorial regime has its 

foundation in the perfection mode. What might be called ‘ordinary dictatorships,’ whether civic 

or military do not have the intention of achieving an eschatological fulfilment in history. The 

only concern seems to be that of maintaining power; so as long as their throne or position is not 

threatened they do not intend to interfere in the life of individual people or of reconstructing 

society according to some transcendent vision. Whether democratic or anti-democratic regimes 

their emergence depends upon the extent to which secularism and religion seek to establish a 
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‘perfect earthly order’ in history. (See diagram below). 

 

 imperfection-plurality  perfection-totality  

Secularism  Secular pro-democratic 

regimes  

Secularist anti-democratic 

regimes  

Religion  Religiously motivated pro-

democratic regimes  

Religiously motivated anti-

democratic regimes  

 

The possibilities shown in the above diagram can be explained as follows: 

 

A-Secular democratic political order 

This type of political order may come into being when secularism recognizes its self-limitation, 

admitting its limitation in bringing about a perfect earthly order. This type of political order 

gives room for human fundamental freedoms, considering the use of coercion to realize political 

aims as an evil. This same type, however, can be transformed into an anti-democratic one when 

it presents itself as the perfect order and the ultimate horizon of human existence. Democracy 

then becomes a goal required for its own sake, and eventually turns into what might be called 

‘democratism’, an ultimate horizon of human existence, an aim desired for its own sake. 

 

B-Secular anti-democratic political order 

This type of political order can come into being when secularism sees itself as the ultimate and 

perfect understanding of human existence, transforming itself into a political ideology. It then 

seeks to bring about an immediate perfect order in human history. The use of force is then 

justified in this type as a means by which the enlightened ruler or ruling party can lead the 

people towards that perfect human existence. People are then considered as ignorant citizens 

who do not know the real purpose of their lives, namely, the establishing a perfect earthly order.  

 

C-Religious anti-democratic political order 

A religious anti-democratic political order may come into being when religion identifies itself 

completely with the temporal order, claiming the possibility of bringing about the perfect 

implementation of the Kingdom of God in history by making use of earthly political orders. In 

such a case, the kingdom of God is conceived as an immediate ‘secular’, this-worldly, matter 

that has to be realized in its perfection and completeness here and now, even by using military 

force. 
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D-Religious democratic political order  

A religious democratic political order may come into being when religion and its adherents 

humbly learn how to live in the midst of the brokenness of the immanent world. Religion might 

realize that while it may bring hope to a broken world, the transformation of the world into the 

perfect and complete Kingdom of God is not its immediate task. Rather, it may be something 

starting in the here and now, but its perfection and fullness is preserved for the eschaton.  

It is true, at least from a Christian perspective that the Kingdom of God is already here 

but it is not yet complete. Its completeness and total perfection is a future hope. In the course 

of history, however, the kingdom of God and the kingdom of the world go together unmingled, 

although there can sometimes be overlap. This was the significant contribution of Augustine, 

Bishop of Hippo, in his De Civitate Dei.  

Since the dominant narrative assumes a close relationship between secularism and 

democracy, and between religion and authoritarian regimes, I will concentrate on the other two 

possibilities: the anti-democratic tendencies of secularism and the democratic tendencies of 

religion, as the two elements that constitute a new narrative.  

 

3.3 Anti-Democratic Tendencies of Secularism  

In his The Origin of Totalitarian Democracy, Jacob L. Talmon (1916-1980) brilliantly analyzes 

anti-democratic tendencies of secularism. He starts by distinguishing between two types of 

democracy. Both types have emerged from the same premises of the eighteenth-century 

European Enlightenment. He calls one ‘liberal democracy’ (similar to what I have called 

‘secular democratic political order’), and the other ‘totalitarian democracy’ (similar to what I 

have called ‘secular anti-democratic political order’). Talmon also refers to them: as ‘empirical 

liberal democracy’ and ‘totalitarian Messianic democracy’ respectively.94 According to him, 

the first one adopts an empirical approach based on trial and error, whereas the second adopts 

an all-embracing ideology or doctrine. He also calls them, ‘liberal democracy’ and ‘democracy 

 
 94 Talmon, The Origins Of Totalitarian Democracy, London (Secker & Warburg, 1952), 1; see also Totalitarian 
Democracy and After, eds., Yehoshua Ariele and Nathan Rotenstreich, London & New York (Routledge, 2013), 
third print. This book contains the principal papers from an international colloquium held in memory of Jacob L. 
Talmon, 21-24 June 1982. For more on the analysis of the totalitarian side of modern philosophy, see also Hannah 
Arendt’s work. She, also, makes an intensive analysis of the origins of totalitarianism; for example see Hannah 
Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism, Ohio (The World Publishing Company, 1958); Hannah Arendt, Between 
Past and Future: Six Exercises in Political Thought, Cleveland (The World Publishing Company, 1963); Hannah 
Arendt, On Revolution, New York (Penguin Books, 1963); Hannah Arendt, “Totalitarian Imperialism: Reflections 
on the Hungarian Revolution”; in The Journal of Politics, 1 , 20, (1958). What is remarkable in the work of Talmon 
is that even ‘liberal democracy’ can be transformed into totalitarianism when it assumes that it’s the ultimate 
understanding of human existence, or the final stage in human development and that the human history comes 
to an end, to use Fukuyama. This is what I have called in the introduction of this study ‘democratism’. 
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of Left’, respectively. His view is that both types of political orders can be transformed into 

totalitarianism when they see themselves as the ultimate understanding of human life. 95 

Talmon, however, is concerned with the totalitarian tendencies of the Left. His analysis of the 

perfectionist, totalitarian tendencies of the Left can also be applied to the perfection, totalitarian 

tendencies of the Right in Germany and Italy in the first half of the twentieth century.96   

Talmon emphasizes the difference between the two types of secular political orders: 

totalitarian Left and liberal democracy. The essential difference between them concerns their 

different attitudes towards politics. The liberal attitude assumes that politics is a matter of trial 

and error, and regards political systems as pragmatic arrangements of human ingenuity and 

spontaneity. This attitude recognizes the variety of levels of personal and collective endeavor 

beyond the political sphere. A totalitarian political order is essentially based on the assumption 

of the sole and exclusive truth of politics, capable of bringing about the perfect human order in 

history. 97  Talmon refers to this as ‘totalitarian political Messianism’, in the sense that it 

postulates a preordained, harmonious, and perfect scheme of things, one to which human beings 

are irresistibly driven and bound to arrive.98 Political messianism recognizes only one plane of 

existence, the political. Consequently, it widens the scope of politics to embrace the whole of 

human existence. Political messianism’s ideas are not a set of pragmatic precepts or devices 

applicable to a special branch of human endeavor, they are an all-embracing and coherent 

philosophy. It defines politics as the art of applying a philosophy of societal organization that 

will reign over all circles of life.99  

Surprisingly enough, Talmon traces this anti-democratic attitude back to the secular 

philosophy of eighteenth-century Europe. For him, the most important change that then 

occurred was the emergence of a peculiar state of mind, one which achieved dominance in the 

second half of that century. People were preoccupied with the idea that the conditions, faith, 

and custom in which they and their forefathers had been living were unnatural and all had to be 

replaced by planned uniform patterns. This was assumed to be the natural and rational thing to 

do. For Talmon, this change resulted from the decline of the traditional order of European life 

and religion. It had lost its intellectual as well as its emotional influence. Hierarchical feudalism 

had disintegrated under the impact of social and economic factors; and the older conception of 

 
 95 Talmon, The Origins Of Totalitarian Democracy, London, (Secker & Warburg, 1952, 7, 8. 
96 See, Talmon, Myth of the Nation and Vision of Revolution: Ideological Polarization in the Twentieth Century, 
with a new introduction by Irving Louis Horowitz, (Routledge, 1991). 
 97Op. Cit., 1 
 98 Talmon, Political Messianism: the Romantic Phase, New York, (Frederick A. Praeger, 1960), 20. 
99 Talmon, The Origins Of Totalitarian Democracy, London (Secker & Warburg, 1952), 2. 
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society based on status came to be replaced by the idea of the abstract, individual person. 

Talmon writes: 

 

The dominating philosophy of Natural Order and Rationalism suggested a form of social 

determination to which men are irresistibly driven, and which they are bound to accept one day. It 

assumed the existence of immutable, universal, and objective pattern of things, including social 

existence that should be discovered by human Reason. It, therefore, assumed a single valid system, 

which would come into existence when everything not accounted for by Reason and utility had been 

removed. 100  

 

Talmon holds that the decline of religion implied replacing religious ethics by secular social 

ethics. With the rejection of the Church and transcendent justice, the state became the sole 

source of morality. This was highly significant at a time when politics was considered to be 

indistinguishable from ethics.101 Consequently, according to Talmon, secular philosophy turned 

into an idea of a homogeneous society, in which people live upon one exclusive plan of 

existence. There were no longer two different levels of life, such as the temporal and 

transcendent. The only recognized standard of judgment was social unity, as it was expressed 

in the idea of common good. This was spoken of as if it was a visible and tangible objective. 

The whole of virtue was summed up as conformity to a Rationalist and Natural pattern. Before 

these changes it was possible for the state to regard many things as matters for God and Church 

alone. However, the modern state could no longer recognize any such limitations. 

According to Talmon, the eighteenth century never distinguished between the sphere of 

personal-expression and that of social action. The privacy of creative experience and feeling, 

which is the salt of freedom, was in due course swamped by the pressure of permanently 

assembled people vibrating with one collective emotion. Hence, according to Talmon, the 

common idea that the eighteenth-century thinkers were prophets of liberty and human rights 

needs to be tested.102  

The eighteenth century was intensively pre-occupied by the idea of virtue, which was 

understood only in terms of a hoped-for pattern of social harmony in accordance with Nature 

and Reason. Most thinkers of that period refused to envisage the conflict between liberty and 

virtue, according to Talmon. However, when the eighteenth-century thinkers came face to face 

with the conflict between freedom and virtue, a great schism began to arise. ‘Liberal 

 
100 Talmon, The Origins Of Totalitarian Democracy, London (Secker & Warburg, 1952), 4. 
101 Op. Cit. 4, 5. 
 102 Op. Cit.  4. 
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democracy’ flinched at the specter of force and fell back upon the method of trial-and-error.103 

‘Political Messianism’ hardened into an exclusive doctrine presented by the enlightened, which 

justified the use of coercion against those who refused to   be free and virtuous.104 

In his massive analysis of the totalitarian tendency of secularism, Talmon refers to some 

thinkers that he believes were the main force behind the totalitarian tendency, among others, 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau. He observes that Rousseau’s idea of the General Will meant a force or 

something that has an objective existence of its own, something like mathematical truth or 

Plato’s Idea and not simply an aggregate of the wills of individuals. This was a main element 

behind the totalitarian attitude.105 Talmon refers to Rousseau’s notion of Popular Sovereignty, 

by which the people are put in the place of the enlightened despot.106 He also mentions the idea 

of the Social Contract, by which the people hand over their sovereignty to the One enlightened 

ruler who leads them to the realization of the General Will. Talmon argues that Rousseau’s idea 

of the Social Contract presupposes the existence of one exclusive legitimate social system. This 

system is supposed to be in harmony with the Natural order and Reason.107 In this context only 

can we understand Rousseau’s notion of Legislator as the educator of the people who will make 

them aware of the General Will, a Will based on the immutable, harmonious Natural order and 

Reason. Talmon also refers to Jacobinism that justified the use of coercion in order to totally 

reconstruct the society from its independent, abstracted individual. The goal of this is to realize 

the Utopian and perfect political order.108 In this cotext, Talmon refers to Babeuf, as well as to 

the emergence of the Communist Manifesto of 1848 which formulated the political program of 

a totalitarian philosophy.109 

Talmon is of the opinion that totalitarian democracy evolved into a pattern of coercion 

and centralization not because it rejected the values of eighteenth century, freedom and 

individualism; but rather because it had a too perfectionist attitude towards them. Human beings 

have been considered the absolute point of reference. Society should be arranged by humanity 

and for humanity. The existing traditions, established institutions, and social arrangements have 

to be radically overthrown and remade with the sole purpose of securing for humanity the 

 
 103 The phrase “trial and error” can be traced back to the experimental scientist Conwy Lloyd Morgan, see 
Thorpe W.H. The Origins and Rise of Ethology: The science of the natural behavior of animals, London & New 
York (Praeger, 1979), 26. 
 104 Talmon, The Origins Of Totalitarian Democracy, London (Secker & Warburg, 1952), 5. 

 105 Op. Cit. 40, 41. 

 106 Op. Cit. 45. 

 107 Op. Cit. 48, 49. 

 108 Op. Cit, 69-80. 
109 This is also has been formulated erlier by Joseph Fouché in 1793. 
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totality of their rights and freedoms. Humanity had to be liberated from all types of dependence 

and the effects of inequality.110 However, this paradoxical turns out to create utter un-freedom 

for the individual! And without traditions, institutions and social arrangements, the individual 

is entirely left to the mercy of the all-encompassing state. 

Talmon also briefly refers to religious totalitarianism. He mentions the Puritan 

Revolution in England in this regard. He thinks the Puritans identified the earthly society with 

the ‘exclusive transcendent community of saints’.111 Talmon gave his analysis in the 1960’s. 

But, if he had written more recently he would have found more explicit examples of religious 

totalitarian tendencies. Shmuel Eisenstadt, Ian Buruma, and Avishai Margalit, for example, 

have done so.112  

From Talmon’s analysis, one could conclude that the secular philosophy of the 

eighteenth century was a force behind the anti-democratic regimes of the mid-twentieth century. 

Apparently, secularism does not immunize against non-democratic, totalitarian tendencies. The 

democratic ideals that branched out from secular philosophy are eager have as well the potential 

to represent themselves as the ultimate understanding of human life—seeking to establish the 

perfect human order. 

 

3.4 Pro-Democratic Tendencies of Religion  

In this section I will elaborate on the democratic possibilities of religion. This is what Eisenstadt 

refers to as ‘one of the basic antinomies inherent in religion’, namely the imperfection-plurality. 

To be sure, I am quite aware of the anti-democratic tendency of religion. History can tell many 

stories in this respect. However, here I want to illuminate the other possibility: namely, that 

religion can also support democratic regimes. I will concentrate on the work of Graham 

Maddox, Professor of political science at New England University, Australia; and John Witte, 

professor of religion and law at Emory University. I specify both authors because they 

convincingly argue not only that religion can support democracy, but they even go beyond this 

suggesting that good democracy has religious origins. 

 
 110 Talmon, The Origins Of Totalitarian Democracy, London (Secker & Warburg, 1952), 81-97. 
 111 Op. Cit., 16. On the contribution of the Puritans to the political thought, see David Wooton, “Leveller 
Democracy and the Puritan Revolution”, in The Cambridge History of Political Thought, 1450-1700, ed., J. H. Burns 
(Cambridge, 1991); Sidney Ashlstrom, “The Puritan Ethics and the Spirit of American Democracy”, in Calvinism 
and the Political Order: Essays Prepared for the Woodrow Wilson Lectureship of the National Presbyterian Centre, 
Washington, George Laird Hunt, ed., (Westminster Press, 1965). 
 112 See Ian Buruma, Avishai Margalit, Occidentalism: The West in the Eyes of Its Enemies, New York (The Penguin 
Press, 2004); S.N. Eisenstadt, Fundamentalism, Sectarianism, and Revolution: The Jacobin Dimension of 
Modernity, Cambridge (Cambridge University Press, 1999). 
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In his work, Religion and the Rise of Democracy, Graham Maddox argues that 

democracy is religious by origin. He traces its roots back to God’s self-revelation and 

sovereignty. He starts his argument by describing some of the basic features of democracy. He 

focuses on freedom of conscience, justice, and the principle of limited government.113 In a 

general discussion, he first distinguishes between what he calls: the ‘Athena type’ and the 

‘Jerusalem type’ of democracy. Maddox says the Athena type is the line of secular democracy 

and the Jerusalem type is the line of religiously motivated democracy.114 He traces religiously 

motivated democracy back to the emergence of Israel and ‘Exodus event’ in the Hebrew 

Scriptures. There God calls his people out of slavery in Egypt into the Promised Land—of 

Freedom under the total and direct rule of the true God. That is why when God called Moses to 

lead the people of Israel out of Egypt, he distinguished Himself from what Pharaoh claimed to 

be saying ‘I am your God’. According to Maddox, the Exodus event meant freedom to the slave 

and justice to the poor under the total and direct rule of God—in contrast to the tyrannical rule 

of Pharaoh. In the Sinai wilderness and during the period of the so-called Judge’s, the people 

of Israel enjoyed the direct rule of God. In the days of Samuel, Israel wanted to have a king like 

other nations.115 According to Maddox, with the kings, the prophets of Israel emerged as an 

opposition. He calls this the ‘prophetic paradigm’. The authority claimed in this prophetic 

tradition is often called ‘charismatic’.116  

Although the prophets were not political in nature and had no political ambitions, their 

message was politically significant. In this respect, Maddox refers to the political implications 

of the prophetic ministry of Amos, Elijah, and Isaiah, among others. According to Maddox, the 

prophets were able to speak up and even to criticize the kings in the name of God, the true King 

of the people. The law of Deuteronomy was above the king and constituted a criterion for his 

rule. According to Maddox, the modern ideas of limited government and constitutionalism find 

their roots in ancient Israel. He says that Jesus re-emphasized all of the prophetic tradition and 

powerfully stands for justice for the poor and freedom for the oppressed under the rule of the 

total kingdom of God. This, he says, is actually the main message of Jesus. However, Jesus did 

not only stand for the poor and the oppressed, but he also actually became one of them. He died 

on the cross by imperial Roman power. His unexpected resurrection brought about new hope 

of freedom and justice under the kingdom rule of God. 117 

 
 113 Graham Maddox, Religion and the Rise of Democracy, London and New York, (Rutledge, 1996), 7-9. 
 114 Op. Cit. 1-3. 
 115 Op. Cit. 21-30. 
 116 Op. Cit., 33-ff. 
 117 Op. Cit., 46-89. 
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Maddox next turns to analyze Christian history after the Christ-event. The first 

generation of Christians lived under the influence of the resurrection event and the expectation 

of the kingdom of God being at hand. Nevertheless, with the delay of the coming kingdom, it 

was Augustine who introduced the idea of the two cities, the city of God and the city of man. 

One was under the rule of God motivated by love of God and neighbor, and the other under the 

kingdom of the world motivated by self-love. The two kingdoms go together, even overlap, 

until the Day of Judgment. Maddox also refers to latter developments in this respect. For 

instance, he refers to the contribution of Calvinism to the democratic tradition, the Puritan 

revival, and other movements. He is of the opinion that Protestantism is significantly 

democratic, because it emerged primarily as an oppositional movement. Maddox emphasizes 

that religion not only supports democratic regimes, but that democracy finds its roots and 

foundation in religion. The focus on a community of justice, freedom of conscience, and the 

limited power of the state each have a religious root or origin.118 

The significance of Maddox’ account is his focus on the limitation of any earthly power. 

Indeed, where God declares Himself ‘I am your God’ in His majesty and sovereignty, all the 

earthly authorities become limited. This emphasis seems to be crucial in Maddox’ account. I 

think Maddox would say that where God and His sovereignty is recognized, there the policies 

of the king can be criticized by the prophet and a truly democratic society can emerge, in which 

there are rights for all citizens. 

John Witte also argues that the essential rights and freedoms on which Western 

constitutionalism is based are of religious origins. They arose especially with the leaders of the 

Protestant Reformation. Witte seeks to re-write the Western history of rights and freedoms in 

order to demonstrate the crucial role played by Christianity. The Calvinistic tradition was 

especially important in the rise and formulation of basic human rights and freedoms. In his The 

Reformation of Rights, Witte argues that despite the totalitarian side of religion, of which the 

death of Servetus is used as an example, Calvinism contributed substantially to the field of 

human rights and democracy. ‘Calvinist rights doctrines’, he says, ‘were gradually cast into 

enduring institutional and constitutional forms, rendering early modern Calvinism …one of the 

driving engines of Western constitutionalism’.119  

Witte traces the principle of the ‘freedom of conscience’ to the works of the key-figures 

of the Reformation. He considers it to be a substantial element in the Protestant Reformation. 

 
 118 Graham Maddox, Religion and the Rise of Democracy, London and New York, (Rutledge, 1996), 144-ff. 
 119 John Witte, The Reformation of Rights: Law, Religion, and Human Rights in Early Modern Calvinism, 
Cambridge (Cambridge university Press, 2007), xi, Xii. 
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The freedom of conscience, he believes, is a key-right among all other human rights. Freedom 

of religious practice, freedom of speech, freedom of press, freedom of assembly and so on were 

essential for democracy.120 Witte challenges the prevailing view that rights and freedoms are 

basically and exclusively the result of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment. In this way he 

contests the common Western history of human rights which starts in late seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries and attaches the rights tradition to Grotius, Pufendorf, Locke, Rousseau, 

Montesquieu, Voltaire, Hume, Smith, Jefferson, and Madison. This he says does not do justice 

to the true history of rights.121 In this respect, Witte introduces a very different historical 

narrative on rights and freedoms by pointing out a substantial connection with the Christian 

tradition. 

In his contribution in Christianity and Democracy in a Global Context, Witte starts his 

discussion of democracy by referring to Samuel Huntington’s three waves of political 

democratization which have entered the modern world. According to Witte, Huntington views 

the first wave as built on the English, American, and French Revolutions. This wave swept over 

more than thirty European and British Commonwealth countries by the end of the First World 

War. The second wave, following the Second World War, restored democracy to much of 

Western Europe. It brought new democratic governments to several nations in Africa, Asia, and 

Latin America. The third wave, growing since the early 1970s, has swept over more than thirty 

African, Latin American, and Eastern Europe nations. Huntington, according to Witte, shows 

that these three waves of political democratization have been ‘cumulative’, in the sense that one 

builds on the momentum and advance of the other; and ‘regressive’, in the sense that they have 

experienced anti-democratic backlashes.122  

Witte argues that Christian democratic impulses have anticipated and accompanied the 

three waves of democratization Huntington refers to. The first wave was a Protestant one. It 

took political form in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in Western European nations 

and their colonies. The second was a missionary wave that arose in Africa and Asia. (There was 

a related Christian political wave that arose in Africa and Latin America in the twentieth 

 
 120 John Witte, The Reformation of Rights: Law, Religion, and Human Rights in Early Modern Calvinism, 
Cambridge (Cambridge university Press, 2007), 20-ff.  
 121 Op. Cit., 209-ff. 
 122  John Witte, “Christianity and Democracy: Past Contributions and Future Challenges”; in John Witte, 
Christianity and Democracy in Global Context, ed., San Francisco, Oxford (Westview Press, 1993), 4. For 
Huntington's arguments see Samuel P. Huntington, The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth 
Century (Norman, OK, 1991), also Samuel P. Huntington, Religion and the Third Wave, in the National Interest 24 
(Summer 1991), 30. 
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century.) The third wave was a Roman Catholic one that emerged after the Second Vatican 

Council and effectuated political change principally in Latin America and Eastern Europe.123  

Witte explains his assumptions in some detail. He shows a close connection between 

democratic transformation and the Protestant Reformation, the missionary movements, and the 

Roman Catholic Church after the second Vatican Council. For Witte, the Protestant doctrines 

of the person and society, particularly in Calvinism, were filled with democratic implications. 

The early reformers taught that the person is or can be both saint and sinner. The human person 

can be a saint in the sense that he and she are created in the image of God and can be justified 

by faith in Christ Jesus. Each human person is called to a distinct vocation and stands equal in 

dignity and sanctity to all others. In Christ the human person is prophet, priest, and king and 

responsible to exhort, minister, and rule in the community as delegated agent by God. Every 

person stands equal before God and before his neighbor. Every person is vested with a natural 

liberty to live, to believe, to serve God and neighbor. Every person is entitled to the vernacular 

Scripture, to education, to work in a vocation. Human beings are sinners in the sense that they 

are prone to evil and egoism. They need the restraint of the law to deter them from evil and to 

drive them to repentance. They need association with others, to exhort and administer the rule 

of law with love. Every person, therefore, is inherently a communal creature. Every person 

belongs to a family, a church of some kind, a political community.124  

According to Witte too, later Protestant groups in Europe and America cast these 

theological doctrines of the person and society into democratic social forms. Since all persons 

stand equal before God, they must stand equal before God’s political agents in the state. And 

since God has vested all persons with natural liberties of life and belief, the state must ensure 

people of similar civil liberties. Since God has called all persons to be prophets, priests, and 

kings, the state must protect their freedom to speak, to worship, and to rule in the community. 

And since God created persons as social creatures, the state must promote and protect a plurality 

of social institutions. Thus, Protestant doctrine of sin was cast into democratic political forms 

in the sense that the political offices and power must be checked. Officials must be elected to 

limited terms of office and be accountable. The separation of power, executive, legislative, and 

juridical is essential. Laws must be clearly codified. If officials abuse their office, they must be 

disobeyed. And if they persist in their abuse they must be removed.125  

 
 123 John Witte, Christianity and Democracy in Global Context, John Witte ed., San Francisco, Oxford (Westview, 
Press, 1993), 4, 5. 
 124 John Witte, “Christianity and Democracy”, in Christianity and Democracy in Global Context, John Witte ed., 
San Francisco, Oxford (Westview, Press, 1993), 5, 6. 
125 Op. Cit., 6. 
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These protestant democratic teachings were revolutionary in their time and helped to 

inaugurate what R. R. Palmer calls ‘the age of democratic revolutions’. 126 According to Witte, 

Protestant doctrines were the driving force behind the proto-democratic revolts of the French 

Huguenots, Dutch Protestants, and Scottish Presbyterians against their monarchies in the later 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. These doctrines were critical weapons in the arsenal of the 

revolutionaries in England, America, and France. They were important sources of inspiration 

and instruction during the first great age of democratic construction in the later eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries in Western Europe and America. 127  According to Witte, secular 

Enlightenment theories of democracy contributed to this wave as well. And yet it is not 

accidental that more than two-third of the nations that adopted democracy during this first wave 

of political democratization were predominantly Protestant.128 In chapter four, I will elaborate 

in more details the relation between Protestantism and democracy. 

Witte next turns to analyze the second wave of Christian influence on democracy. The 

second wave of Christian democratic influence broke through in the middle third of the 

twentieth century and helped to spread democracy to new nations and restore democracy to 

war-torn Europe. According to Witte, two independent movements within Christianity 

produced this wave: one led by Christian missionaries, the second by Christian political 

activists. Christian missionaries from Europe and America helped to catalyze democratic 

movements in Africa. To be sure, many foreign missionaries did not preach or practice a purely 

political democracy, but they prepared fertile soil and seeds for democracy that began to flower 

in the second half of the twentieth century. Missionary churches in Africa, for instance, served 

as ‘zones of liberty’, to use Richard Joseph’s term. 129 According to Witte, Protestant mission 

churches were democratically organized. Ecclesiastical authority was distributed among 

pastors, elders, deacons, and teachers. Members of church elected the clergy to their offices. 

Churches served as centers of poor relief, education, health care, and social welfare in the 

communities where they undertook their missions. In so doing, churches provided both models 

of democracy and bulwarks against the existing autocracy.130  

 
 126See R. R. Palmer, the Age of the Democratic Revolutions, 2 volumes (Princeton, NJ. 1959). 
 127John Witte, Christianity and Democracy in Global Context, John Witte ed., San Francisco, Oxford (Westview, 
Press, 1993) , 7 
 128  See Samuel P. Huntington, Third Wave, 13-17, and James H. Nicholas, Democracy and the Churches 
(Philadelphia, PA, 1951), 29-41.  
129  Richard Joseph, “The Christian Churches and Democracy in Contemporary Africa”; in Christianity and 
Democracy in Global Context, ed., John. Witte (Westview, 1993), 231-249. 
 130 John Witte, Christianity and Democracy, John Witte ed., San Francisco, Oxford (Westview, Press, 1993), 8.  



   
 

70 
 

Next, Witte turns to analyze the third wave of the Christian democratic impulse. His 

point of departure was the radical change within the Roman Catholic Church made by the 

Second Vatican Council (1962-1965). Prior to this the Roman Catholic Church had stood at a 

considerable distance from democracy. However, after Vatican II certain crucial democratic 

principles were adopted. The first was the endorsement of human rights and liberties, 

emphasizing the religious rights of conscience, worship, assembly, education. They called these 

rights the first of the civil order. The need to balance individual and institutional rights was 

stressed, including those of church, family, and school. Governments everywhere were 

encouraged to create conditions conducive to the realization and protection of these inviolable 

rights. Governments were also encouraged to root out any type of discrimination, whether social 

or cultural, whether based on sex, race, color, social distinction, language, or religion.131 The 

second democratic principle was that the Church would advocate limited constitutional 

government, the disestablishment of religion, and the separation of church and state.132  

These new Catholic doctrines have played an important role in the third wave of 

democratization since the 1970s. New democracies in Brazil, Poland, Chile, Central America, 

The Philippines, South Korea, Hungry, Lithuania and elsewhere owe much of their inspiration 

to the teaching and activity of the Catholic Church. Of course, Catholicism has not been the 

only Christian force behind this third wave of political democratization. The explosion of 

Pentecostalism in Latin America, and the political revival of Lutheran and Free Churches 

traditions in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union have also had an influence. For Witte, 

it is not coincidental that twenty-four of the thirty-two new democracies born since the early 

1970s were Roman Catholic in confession.133 Later on I will elaborate more on the relation 

between Roman Catholicism and democracy. 

It is sticking that Maddox and Witte do not just try to accommodate religion to 

democracy; but rather that they go beyond this to suggest that democracy and the essential 

rights and freedoms that are attached to it are of a religious origin. Maddox argues that the 

presence of God and His sovereignty is an essential element of democracy, since the 

Sovereignty of God necessarily limits all earthly power, including that of the state. Witte agrees 

with Maddox that the various waves of democratization were religiously motivated. Moreover, 

 
 131 John Witte, Christianity and Democracy, John Witte ed., San Francisco & Oxford (Westview, Press, 1993),  9-
11. 
 132 John Witte, The Reformation of Rights: Law, Religion, and Human Rights in Early Modern Calvinism, 
Cambridge (Cambridge university Press, 2007), 11. 
 133 Op. Cit., 11, 12. 
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they both argue that the freedom of conscience which is of a religious character is a key-freedom 

essential to all freedoms and rights upon which modern constitutionalism is historically based. 

This study assumes that there are true perquisites of democracy other than secularism, 

among others: freedom of conscience, as the key right to all other rights and freedoms, and the 

limitation of the state’s power. I will investigate whether religion can support these true 

prerequisites of democracy. 

 

3.5 Essential Features of a Religiously Motivated Democracy: ‘Limitation of the State’s 

Power’ and ‘freedom of Conscience’ 

Graham Maddox and John Witte both believe there are certain basic prerequisites for 

democracy which are other than those offered by secularism. These are the freedom of 

conscience and the limitation of the power of the state. Democracy flourishes in a society where 

the power of government is limited and the freedom of (religion and) conscience is guaranteed. 

As far as the limited power of the state is concerned, it stands over against the concept 

of an all-powerful and all-embracing state. The concept of the all-powerful state has been the 

driving force behind all authoritarian regimes. Limited state’s power implies the recognition of 

other spheres of life existing outside its capacity, and even outside of the whole political realm. 

The spiritual sphere, for instance, is entirely beyond the state’s capacity to administrate. Once 

the state recognizes its self-limitation of power, it will not seek to embrace the other life spheres, 

or to seek to establish a perfect order by making use of political and military means. By 

recognizing its self-limitation, the state fulfils a crucial condition of the true democratic order. 

The idea of the limited power of the state, also, paves the way for more public participation, for 

more freedom of the other life spheres. Thus, the political office must be distinguished from 

political officials and defined narrowly by an external standard, namely, the constitution. 

Political authority must be distributed over multiple branches, each limiting the degree or 

amount of control of the others. Political officials must be popularly elected with limited terms 

in office and be accountable to and accessible for the constituents they represent.  

The freedom of religion and conscience is the other crucial component of democracy. 

Religious freedom or freedom of conscience is concerned with the free choice of what one 

really believes or is convinced about. When one enjoys freedom of conscience, he or she will 

have freedom of expression, freedom of assembly, freedom of press. That is why John Witte 

calls religious right a key-right for all other rights and freedoms.  

Religious freedom, however, is not a simple matter. This is what I might call the 

‘paradox of religion’, namely that every religious tradition claims to have the Truth—the correct 
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way of salvation. This, in my judgment, is legitimate; because religious belief is about absolute 

certainty, one’s ultimate understanding of human life. However, along with this absolute 

certainty of one’s own religious tradition there must be awareness of the rights of the others to 

make the same claim with respect to their respective religious traditions. Therefore, others are 

entitled to enjoy the same rights and freedoms in public life. The paradox of religious freedom, 

therefore, emphasizes both the right to believe in what one freely chooses to belief in a certain 

or even in an absolute manner, and at the same time with a deep awareness that the others have 

the same rights and freedoms to maintain their religious truth-claim. Only through this 

‘religious paradox’ one can understand ‘religious freedom’. All the human rights and freedom 

follow.  

 

 

3.6. Conclusions  

The aim of this chapter has been to develop the thesis that secularism can manifest anti-

democratic tendencies, and religion can be the origin of democratic impulses. To make this 

thesis clear, I sketched four types of political orders in connection to the two driving forces 

inherent in all axial religions: ‘perfection-totality’ and ‘imperfection-plurality’. These four 

types may come into existence through the relation between both, secularism and religion on 

the one hand, and the two driving motives, ‘perfection-totality’ and ‘imperfection-plurality’, on 

the other hand. With the ‘perfection-totality’ motive both secularism and religion can develop 

anti-democratic tendencies; and with the ‘imperfection-totality’ motive both, secularism and 

religion can develop democratic tendencies. In this chapter I focused on the anti-democratic 

possibilities of secularism, and on the democratic possibilities of religion in order that 

secularism is not the exclusive and only true pre-condition of democracy, and by way of 

contrast, that religion is not always an authoritarian force.,.  

Pointing out that the motive of ‘imperfection-plurality’ is essential for democracy means 

that a democratic order, as such, should not be seen as the perfect human order, but rather as 

part of the imperfect immanent world. Democracy is a system of government that only can 

function on the basis of the acceptance of diversity and imperfection, as intrinsic part of the 

immanent human life, of what Hannah Arendt would call the ‘human condition’.134 Therefore, 

a true democratic order requires two crucial pre-requisites. One is ‘limitation of the state’s 

power’ and the other is the ‘freedom of conscience’. The first emphasizes the limitation of the 

 
 134 Hanna Arendt, The Human Condition, Chicago (The University of Chicago Press, 1958). 
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state’s power to establish a perfect human order, or to seek to embrace all the life spheres. The 

second one, freedom of religion/conscience, implies diversity and plurality within human 

existence. It can be seen as a key-right for all rights and freedoms in a diverse world. It is 

connected to freedom of choice, freedom of expression, freedom of worship, freedom of 

assembly, freedom of press and so on. Freedom of conscience, that is to say, is the foundation 

of the modern constitutionalism.  

Religious traditions not only can support these true prerequisites of democracy, but I 

have shown that they even are of religious origins and roots. Monotheistic religions, with their 

concept of ‘Sovereignty of God’, stand for the concept of the ‘limitation of the state’s power’. 

This very notion, the sovereignty of God, implies the limitation of any earthly authority. God’s 

law was always above the kings and the people of Israel together. The modern ideas of limited 

state and constitutionalism are strongly rooted in this religious tradition, as Maddox 

emphasizes. Indeed, religion may provide the political realm with strong arguments for the 

limitation of state power. 

Thus, what I have called above ‘the paradox of religion’ finds its root in the monotheistic 

religions. In those religious traditions, everybody is called to have an absolute certainty in the 

message of his/her own religion. At the same time, the matter of belief is left to the freedom of 

conscience of each individual, whether to believe or not. The question of which religion is the 

True one will be judged by God Himself in the Last Day. In short, each one has the right to be 

absolutely certain about his/her religious belief, but at the same time he or she has to admit that 

the other has this same right. It might be said that religion, with this awareness of its limitation 

to bring an immediate perfection to the immanent order, is the proper prerequisite for good 

democracy.  

In the second part of this present study, I will discuss three religious traditions, 

investigating to what extent they may support the true perquisites of democracy: the limitation 

of the state’s power and freedom of conscience.  
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Introduction to Part II 

 

In this second part of our study, I will discuss three religious traditions, namely, Christian 

Protestantism, Christian Catholicism, and Islam (both Sunni and Shiite). Our inquiry concerns 

the possible intrinsic support any one of these has to offer for democratization. Special attention 

will be paid to possible substantial reconciliations any one of these can facilitate between the 

essential concerns of their respective religious belief and the notion of democracy. The possible 

reconciliation involves the relationship of a tradition’s assertion of the ‘sovereignty of God’ 

and ‘truth-claim’ to the democratic notion of the ‘sovereignty of the people’ and the ‘diversity 

and plurality’ motive. To what extent can the tradition’s concern for the ‘sovereignty of God’ 

and ‘truth-claims’ support the pre-requisites of democracy, namely, the ‘limitation of the state’s 

power’ and ‘freedom of conscience’ as explained above?  

I will start with the Protestant tradition, a tradition that is deemed to be pro-democracy 

since its early start, since it arose as a protest movement against the hegemonic power of the 

Christendom Empire of the Middle Ages. It propagated freedom of conscience and re-defined 

the borderlines between the church and the state. Protestantism distanced itself from the 

perfection-totality vision of Medieval Christendom. 

Next, I will discuss the Roman Catholic tradition, a religious tradition that was able to 

make a significant internal reform, making a huge intrinsic shift in favor of democratic 

citizenship and religious freedom since the Second Vatican Council. 

I will then turn to discuss the Islamic tradition, a tradition that is still making attempts 

to find its own intrinsic way to endorse democracy.  

My discussion will show that religious traditions can substantially support 

democratization insofar as they can make intrinsic arguments for the limitation of the state’s 

power and for the freedom of conscience. This involves maintaining their essential religious 

concern for the ‘sovereignty of God’ and truth-claims. 

In chapter four entitled ‘Christian Protestantism and Democracy: Protestant Argument 

for the Limitation of the State’s Power and for the Freedom of Conscience’, I will argue that 

the Christian Protestant tradition can substantially support both, limitation of the state’s power 

and the freedom of conscience from within its orthodox stance. This stance holds a deep 

commitment to the sovereignty of God over all the aspects of human life and to the truth-claim 

of Christianity. In doing this we shall discusses the contributions of two prominent figures of 

Neo-Calvinism, Abraham Kuyper and Herman Dooyeweerd. 
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In the chapter five entitled ‘Christian Catholicism and Democracy: the contribution of 

Maritain and the official Documents of the Vatican’, I will argue that the Roman Catholic 

tradition has been able to make a significant shift since the Second Vatican Council, especially 

with respect to limitation of the state’s power, citizenship, and religious freedom. I will do so 

by discussing first the contribution of the Roman Catholic philosopher Jacques Maritain. Then, 

the official position of the Vatican will be presented via the relevant official Vatican documents 

that are systematically collected in The Compendium of the Church Social Thought (2006). The 

Roman Catholic Church was able to fully recognize the freedom of religion and make a 

distinction between church and the state. The Sovereignty of God over the political sphere is 

fully recognized in Roman Catholic thinking together with a personalist view of human being, 

as full and complete agent of God.  

In chapter six entitled ‘Islam and Democracy- the Significant Role of Interpretation’, I 

will argue that authoritative texts and key-notions of Islam can be interpreted in two different 

directions. They can be interpreted to support either authoritarian or democratic regimes. The 

crucial element affecting interpretation is what I have called the ‘perfection-totality’ or the 

‘imperfection-plurality’ mode of interpretation. Under the influence of these two modes two 

interpretations of Islam can be discerned in relation to democracy. One can be called 

‘totalitarian Islam’ and the other ‘pluralistic Islam’. Both totalitarian and pluralistic Islam have 

occurred in recent times in the line of interpretations of Qutb, Khomeini and others. This has 

also occurred with new interpretations of Abu El-Fadel and others. Our study will suggest that 

Islam can support democracy as long as its sacred texts and key-concepts are interpreted within 

the ‘imperfection-plurality’ mode.  
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Chapter Four 

Christian Protestantism and Democracy 

The Heritage of Kuyper and Dooyeweerd:  

Protestant Argument for Freedom of Conscience and Limitation of State Power 

4.1 Introduction 

The aim of this chapter is to demonstrate that Christian Protestantism, especially neo-

Calvinism, which affirms the sovereignty of God over all aspects of human life and maintain 

the truth-claims of Christianity, can embrace democracy. It does so with its essential notions 

of the sovereignty of God and the Christian truth-claim. I will show this by examining the 

heritage of two prominent Dutch figures in this tradition: the theologian-statesman Abraham 

Kuyper (1837-1920), and the philosopher-legal theorist Herman Dooyeweerd (1894-1977).  

But first I will consider the positions of two contemporary writers with respect to the 

involvement of Christian Protestantism in the public domain, David Van Drunen, professor of 

Systematic Theology and Christian Ethics at Westminster Theological Seminary California, 

and Albert Wolters, professor of Religion and Theology at Redeemer University College, 

Canada.  

Van Drunen calls for an urgent return to what he calls the ‘historical’ Protestant 

doctrines of the two kingdoms and natural law, as the proper doctrinal stance for Protestants to 

get involved in politics and cultural activities of the modern world. He advocates a fundamental 

separation of the civil from the spiritual. Albert Wolters, on the contrary, is strongly committed 

to the orthodox Protestant view of the one and all-embracing Kingdom of Christ, by which 

Christian Protestants bear responsibility to engage in the public sphere in order to reform it 

according to given norms. In this chapter, I will go beyond Van Drunen’s position, suggesting 

that even Christian Protestants, who believe in a single all-encompassing Kingdom of Christ, 

have much to say in the public domain, especially with respect to democracy. 

I choose Van Drunen because he advocates a dualistic view of human life, distinguishing 

the spiritual and the civil sphere, that is, the Kingdom of God and the kingdom of this world. 

He claims this dualistic view was central to Protestant social thought from its very beginning. 

He argues that there was a separation between the spiritual and the civil within the Protestant 

tradition up until the nineteenth century. Van Drunen claims that historic Protestant social 
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thought regarding the two kingdoms and natural law was disturbed by Abraham Kuyper. Van 

Drunen describes Kuyper as an ‘ambiguous figure’ in that tradition, because of his ‘one 

kingdom’ doctrine and his project of Christianizing the entire culture.135 

 Van Drunen also argues that Herman Dooyeweerd sought to continue and further 

develop Kuyper’s ambiguous legacy. By doing so Dooyeweerd supposedly put himself at odds 

with the Protestant social tradition of the two kingdoms and natural law. For Van Drunen, 

Dooyeweerd’s formula of Creation-Fall-Redemption confusingly combines creation and 

redemption, or unifies the civil with the spiritual.136 That is why Van Drunen attempts to make 

an urgent call for a return to what he understands as the historical Protestant thought of the two 

kingdoms and natural law. Although the question of the accuracy of Van Drunen’s judgement 

on Kuyper and Dooyeweerd is of vital importance, it lays beyond the scope of this chapter. My 

aim here is to examine Protestants who believe in a single all-embracing Kingdom of God and 

engage in politics to see in what ways they can positively contribute to the democratic culture 

of the present-day. In particular I will focus on the heritage of the two neo-Calvinists discussed 

by Van Drunen, namely, Kuyper and Dooyeweerd and their relevance to the democratic culture 

of our times. I will investigate whether or not their heritage can support the prerequisites of a 

health democratic order; namely, ‘limitation of the state’s power’ and the ‘freedom of 

conscience’.137 

As I will try to show, the articulation of Kuyper and Dooyeweerd give of the sovereignty 

of God is not hegemonic. Their recognition of the diversified, independent, and intrinsically 

limited societal communities is significant. Strikingly, the accounts they give are substantially 

developed out of the belief in the absolute sovereignty of God, an orthodox religious stance. 

The key concepts introduced by both thinkers such as ‘sphere sovereignty’ and ‘differentiation’ 

are, in fact, used to justify the diversity, independence, and limitation of societal institutions. 

Their great emphasis on ‘diversity’ and the ‘intrinsic limitation’ of all societal institutions, 

including the state and church, substantially meet the prerequisites of democracy, namely, the 

‘limitation of the state’s power’ and ‘freedom of conscience’. The state and church have 

intrinsic limitations and specific societal tasks. The state is meant to be an agent of public justice 

and the church is to be concerned with questions of faith. Questions of faith have to do with the 

certitude of conscience. Both institutions, state and church, cease to be state and church when 

 
 135 David Van Drunen, Natural Law and The Two Kingdoms: A Study in the Development of Reformed Social 
Thought, Grand Rapids (William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2010), 276-314. 
 136 Op. Cit., 348-368. 
 137 The phrases ‘freedom of belief’ and ‘freedom of conscience’ are interchangeably used in this chapter.  
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they seek to play societal roles beyond their intrinsic capacity. For example, when a state seeks 

to embrace the non-political spheres of the human life it is no longer functioning as a state. The 

state has, then, abandoned its ontological foundation; and the same is true for the church. 

Moreover, in Kuyper’s and Dooyeweerd’s heritage there is a remarkable emphasis on the 

freedom of conscience of the individual person. This is indeed central to democratic culture and 

to all the other fundamental freedoms and rights; they include freedom of worship, freedom of 

press, freedom of speech, and freedom of assembly. They follow from the freedom of 

conscience and can be derived from it. These two elements, the intrinsic limitation of the state’s 

power and the freedom of conscience are crucial for democracy, and they have been developed 

out of an orthodox Protestant belief.  

In order to substantiate this thesis, the two recent positions with respect to the Protestant 

involvement in the public domain will be introduced. After that, Kuyper’s articulation of the 

sovereignty of God or a single all-embracing Kingdom of God will be discussed. His key notion 

of ‘sphere sovereignty’ will be presented. Next, Dooyeweerd’s articulation of the intrinsic 

limitation of the state intuition and the freedom of conscience will be discussed. The notions of 

‘sphere sovereignty’ and ‘differentiation’ will be underlined. Finally, a summary will be given, 

and some conclusions will be drawn 

 

 

4.2 Van Drunen: An Urgent Call for a Return to the Historical Protestant Doctrines of 

the Two Kingdoms and Natural Law. 

 

David Van Drunen claims that the two kingdoms and natural law doctrines are biblically true 

and the proper Protestant historical position concerning involvement in the public domain. His 

publications include A Biblical Case for Natural Law (2006); Living in God’s Two Kingdoms: 

A Biblical Vision for Christianity and Culture (2010); Natural Law and the Two Kingdoms: A 

Study in the Development of Reformed Social Thought (2010). I will concentrate on his 

historically informed discussion in Natural Law and the Two Kingdoms.  

Van Drunen starts with what he calls ‘the untold story of Reformed social thought’. By 

this he means that the historical Reformed or Protestant social tradition believed in two 

kingdoms and natural law.138 He writes:  

 

 
 138 Protestantism and Reformed tradition are used synonymously in this chapter. 
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According to this doctrine,139 God rules the church (the spiritual kingdom) as redeemer in Jesus 

Christ and rules the state and all other social institutions (the civil kingdom) as creator and sustainer, 

and thus these two kingdoms have significantly different ends, functions, and modes of 

operations…Furthermore, classic Reformed theology interconnected the natural law and two 

kingdoms doctrines, particularly in looking to natural law as the primary moral standard for life in 

the civil kingdom…Through these two kingdoms, therefore, the old Reformed writers rooted 

political and cultural life in God’s work of creation and providence, not in his work of redemption 

and eschatological restoration through Jesus Christ.140 
 

He then refers to what he calls the ‘historical puzzle’.141 By this he means that early Reformed 

thought of the first two centuries of the Reformation advocated the two kingdoms and natural 

law doctrines. But in practice the Reformation remained attached to the unified society of 

Christendom, condemning unorthodox Christianity. Contrary to this, contemporary orthodox 

Protestantism which emphasizes the antithesis between Christians and non-Christians is open 

to the modern dominating mode of the free exercise of religion.142 It seems to me that Van 

Drunen points out this paradox in Protestant circles between theology and practice in both, 

Middle Ages and the contemporary times. And he seeks to fix this paradox by bringing back 

the historical two kingdoms and natural law doctrines that might fit more with the modern 

world, which separates the ‘spiritual’ from the ‘civil’. This seems to be the view around which 

his argument is constructed. 

After making the point that the ‘historical’ Protestant or Reformed tradition held the 

‘two kingdoms’ and ‘natural law’ doctrines, Van Drunen goes even further to trace these two 

doctrines back to early Christian thought. He is of the opinion that the Reformers were just 

maintaining the early Christian tradition of the two kingdoms and natural law with some 

distinctive features related to the Ten Commandments or Words, especially the Second Table, 

as the core of the natural law. In this respect, Van Drunen refers to two models in early Christian 

thought. He calls one ‘antithetical’ and the other ‘commonalities’. According to him the 

antithetical occurred in The Didache,143 the apostolic teaching in which a strong contrast was 

made between Christian life and pagan life. The ‘communalities’ model occurred in The Letter 

to Diognetus.144 In that letter similarities were pointed out between Christians and their pagan 

 
 139 He means the two-kingdom doctrine. 
 140 David Van Drunen, Natural Law and The Two Kingdoms: A Study in the Development of Reformed Social 
Thought, Grand Rapids (William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2010), 1, 2. 
 141  Op. Cit. 5. 
 142  Op. Cit. 4, 5. 
 143 For more about this early Christian text see Aaron Milavec, The Didache: Text, Translation, Analysis, and 
Commentary, Collegeville, Minnesota, (Liturgical Press, 2003).  
 144 See the text of The Letter to Diognetus in Early Christian Writings 
http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/text/diognetus-lightfoot.html; See also Tim Dowley, ed. Introduction to 
The History of Christianity, Minneapolis (Fortress Press, 1995). 

http://www.earlychristianwritings.com/text/diognetus-lightfoot.html


   
 

81 
 

neighbours in the common activities of daily life. These two different models supposedly came 

together in a synthesis made in Augustine’s Civitas Dei, in which he introduces the ‘two cities’ 

doctrine. Van Drunen is of the opinion that Augustine’s City of God was the first real 

formulation of the ‘two kingdoms’ doctrine. He says Augustine was able to keep both the 

‘antithesis’ and the ‘communality’ together in a genuine synthesis.145  

After Augustine’s ‘two cities’ formulation, Van Drunen says there was a shift towards 

the ‘two swords’ doctrine. With the emergence of Christendom there was only one category of 

people in the territories of the Christian Empire, Christians, instead of the two different 

categories, Christians and non-Christians. Therefore, the ‘antithetical’ and ‘communalities’ 

categories became irrelevant in this new context. This was why Pope Gelasius I (died 496) 

introduced the notion of ‘two swords’ that pictures one body of the people, Christians, who are 

ruled by two different authorities: ‘temporal sword’ and ‘spiritual sword’. 146  With Pope 

Boniface VIII (1235-1303) the notion of the ‘two swords’ was used differently. He used the 

notion but assigned both swords originally to the church. The church was said to delegate the 

temporal sword to the state, while still to some extent retaining the temporal authority. The 

church, therefore, was placed above the state, and the state only has legitimacy insofar as it 

receives its commendation from the church. 

After his survey of this period, Van Drunen discusses these doctrines in the Reformation 

era. According to him, the Reformation only denied Pope Boniface’s claim that the church 

delegates the temporal authority to the state. The Reformers supposedly considered temporal 

or political authority to be derived from creation and separated from that of the church, retaining 

the Two Swords doctrine in line with Pope Gelasius I. Referring to Luther and Calvin, Van 

Drunen says Luther recalled Augustine’s two cities idea, and went beyond it. He says Luther 

asserted the duality of the two cities not merely as something eschatological, but also as a 

prominent ethical one, one we face in the duality between the Sermon on the Mount and worldly 

coercion. He also says it appears in the strong dichotomy between ‘law’ and ‘Gospel’ that forms 

Luther’s doctrine of ‘two reigns’: ‘the worldly’ and ‘the spiritual’.147 As for Calvin, Van Drunen 

claims he saw the two kingdoms as coming from God, not one from God and the other from 

 
 145 See Van Drunen’s discussion on Augustine in Natural law and the Two Kingdoms, 27-31. 
 146 For more about the history of the Two Swords doctrine from a Roman Catholic perspective see, Henri 
Daniel-Rops, Cathedral and Crusades: Studies of the Medieval Church 1050-1350, trans., John Warrington, 
(Dutton, 1957). The book is in three volumes. 
 147 For more about Luther’s two reigns doctrine see, William J. Wright, Martin Luther’s Understanding of God’s 
Two Kingdoms: A Response to the Challenge of Scepticism, Grand Rapid, (Baker Academic, 2010).  
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Satan.148 While Luther identified the spiritual kingdom as only existing in the heart of man, 

Calvin identified the visible church as the spiritual kingdom of Christ. Thus, while Luther 

relegated church policy to the temporal authority (the magistrate as first member of the church), 

Calvin included the structure and administration of the church as part of the spiritual Kingdom 

of God. Through an extensive reading of Calvin’s Institutes Van Drunen tries to make the point 

that Calvin held that the civil kingdom is not part of Christ’s redemptive kingdom, but rather a 

continuation of the order of creation. Hence, it is regulated by natural law, which Calvin viewed 

positively and employed it in the civil affairs of Geneva. Despite this, according to Van Drunen, 

Calvin was inconsistent in maintaining the separation between the two kingdoms in his practice 

in Geneva.149  

Van Drunen says there are two important developments that made the ‘two kingdoms’ 

and ‘natural law’ doctrines more solid and consistent in theory and practice. These 

developments occurred in the notions of the ‘dual mediatorship of Christ’ and the ‘covenant of 

works’. The ‘dual mediatorship of Christ’ as a doctrine claims that the Son of God rules creation 

or the civil kingdom as the eternal Logos (asarkos), and rules over the redemptive kingdom as 

Incarnate God-Man (ensarkos). These different modes of rule he says are independent of each 

other. The ‘covenant of works’ corresponds to the ‘civil kingdom’ and is grounded in natural 

law. Van Drunen believes these two additions made the historical Reformed doctrines of the 

‘two kingdoms’ and natural law more consistent.  

After his historical discussion, Van Drunen turns to what he considers the retrogression 

in Reformed social thought. In a chapter entitled ‘The Ambiguous Transition’, he discusses 

Abraham Kuyper whom he views as an ambiguous figure in Protestant social thought. This is 

because of his use of unusual language such as the ‘ordinances of God’. Kuyper puts this term 

to use in his journal articles and for his project of Christianizing culture for both Christians and 

non-Christians under a single Kingdom of Christ. At one level, Van Drunen tries to make the 

point that Kuyper in fact stands in continuity with the natural law tradition. He considers 

Kuyper’s term ‘ordinance’, although unusual just a different expression of the doctrine of 

natural law. At another level, Van Drunen considers Kuyper as someone who unifies the 

historical two kingdoms under a Christian worldview, aiming at Christianizing the entire human 

culture under Christ. For Van Drunen this is clear evidence that Kuyper has abandoned the 

 
 148 David Van Drunen, Natural Law and The Two Kingdoms: A Study in the Development of Reformed Social 
Thought, Grand Rapids (William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2010), 67-118. 
 149 For the view of Calvin see, John Calvin, The Institute of the Christian Religion 1536 Edition, Grand Rapids, 
(William Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1986).  
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historical Reformed tradition of the ‘two kingdoms’, the distinction between the spiritual and 

the civil.150  

After his discussion of Kuyper, Van Drunen turns to Dooyeweerd who sought to further 

develop Kuyper’s legacy. Van Drunen thinks that Dooyeweerd represents another break with 

the historical Reformed tradition of the ‘two kingdoms’ and ‘natural law’. While maintaining 

the integrity of creation Dooyeweerd related it to redemption in Christ in the formula creation-

fall-redemption, the so-called basic biblical ground motive. By doing this he puts himself at 

odds with the Reformed tradition of the two separate kingdoms.  

Van Drunen concludes with an urgent call for a return to what he sees as the historic 

Reformed doctrines of the ‘two kingdoms’ and ‘natural law’. This he believes would result in 

the proper doctrinal stance for Protestants to engage in political and cultural activities in a 

modern world.  

From the above discussion, one can outline two important elements in Van Drunen’s 

position. The first is that the ‘two kingdoms’ and ‘natural law’ seem to be the only proper 

doctrinal stance for Protestants to take in order to engage in public domain in the modern—

fundamentally separating the spiritual from the civil. The second is that ‘natural law’ stands 

independent of and apart from the redemptive work of Christ—by which the common life of 

Christians and non-Christian operates. Precisely, these two points oppose the view of one all-

embracing kingdom of God, to which I now turn.  

 

 

4.3 Albert Wolters: An All-embracing Kingdom of God over All of Human Existence 

 

In contrast to the two kingdoms and natural law categories, orthodox Protestantism suggests an 

integral unity of created reality under the absolute sovereignty of God. This implies that there 

is no radical separation between ‘civil’ and ‘spiritual’, or between ‘secular’ and ‘sacred.’ Both 

realms, spiritual and civil, are grounded on the Kingdom of God. God’s sovereignty is universal 

in scope. From within this integral view of human life, Protestants upheld a responsibility to 

 
 150 David Van Drunen, Natural Law and The Two Kingdoms: A Study in the Development of Reformed Social 
Thought, Grand Rapids (William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2010), 347. 
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contribute (better reform) the public domain according to given creational norms.151 As a clear 

representative of this position, we will now look at the work of Albert Wolters.152  

 

Wolters starts by emphasizing the absolute sovereignty of God and his kingship over 

the entire creation. The whole of God’s creation is of a religious meaning—as created, sustained, 

and ruled by God through His given law for creation. Wolters points out that Scripture does not 

speak of a radical separation between ‘spiritual’ and ‘civil’; or ‘sacred’ and ‘secular’. Rather it 

speaks exclusively of a radical and uncompromising antithesis between the human fall into sin 

and redemption in Christ Jesus, between the Kingdom of God and the kingdom of darkness. 

The contrast is, therefore, not between the civil and the spiritual, but between these two 

antithetical directions, sin and redemption.153 This radical and uncompromising dispute cuts 

across every human activity and aspect of life; leaving nothing neutral in all our human 

existence.154 

Wolters refers to two ways in which the distinctiveness of the orthodox Protestant 

worldview can be addressed. One is by making use of the basic definition of the Christian faith 

given by the Dutch Protestant theologian Herman Bavinck; that is, ‘God the father has 

reconciled His created but fallen world through the death of His Son and renews it into a 

Kingdom of God by His Spirit’. The emphasis here is on the terms ‘created’, ‘fallen world’, 

‘reconciled’, ‘renews’, and ‘Kingdom of God’—each of which is and should be seen as cosmic 

in scope. With this emphasis Wolters tries to avoid the tendency to restrict the scope and 

meaning of each of these terms to only a limited area of human life, to only a ‘spiritual’ or 

‘sacred’ realm. Everything that falls outside this limited area is then said to belong to a ‘civil’ 

or ‘secular’ realm. After emphasizing the cosmic scope of these terms, Wolters concludes that 

 
 151 In the last decade this attitude of reforming the public domain according to given creational norms received 
a new impulse in what came to be called the ‘normative practice approach’ within the Reformational Philosophy 
circles. 
 152 Albert Wolters, Creation Regained: Biblical basics for Reformational Worldview, Grand Rapids (Eerdmans 
Publishing Co. 2005), second edition. This book is described by the American Protestant philosopher Nicholas 
Wolterstorff as the clearest statement of a Reformational worldview. For more in Protestant worldview, see 
Abraham Kuyper’s lecture ‘Calvinism as a Life Style”, in Lectures On Calvinism, 9-40; also, H. Dooyeweerd, The 
Christian Idea of the State, in The Collected Works, Vol.,2, D. F. M. Strauss, ed., (The Edwin Mellen Press, 1997), 
123-124; and H. Hart, Calvinism as a Cosmoscope; in Confessing Christ in Doing Politics, van der Walt & Rita 
Swanepoel, ed., (Potchefstroom University, 1995),1-10. See, also, an interesting discussion on the development 
of the concept of (Weltanschauung) or Worldview in Bertus Loonstra, Worldview and Psychotherapy: An Analysis 
of the Christian Integration Debate, Germany, Aachen (Shaker Verlag, 2016), 8-14.  
 153 Richard J. Mouw and Sander Griffioen calls this ‘directional plurality’, see Richard J. Mouw and Sander 
Griffioen, Pluralisms and Horizons: An Essay in Christian Public Philosophy, Grand Rapids, (Eerdmans Publishing 
Co., 1993), 5-14. 
 154 See Roy A. Clouser, The Myth of Religious Neutrality: An Essay on the Hidden Role of Religious Belief in 
Theories (Notre Dame University Press, 2005), revised edition. 
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all two kingdoms’ theories are in fact nothing but variations of a dualistic worldview. Such a 

view is the opposite of that of an integral unity that does not accept the separation between 

‘spiritual’ and ‘civil’.155  

The second key to Wolters’ description of the orthodox Protestant worldview is ‘the 

central insight that ‘grace restores nature’.156 By nature, Wolters means the whole of ‘created 

reality’. This avoids any tendency to perceive ‘nature’ as independent of God or as having 

always existed. This basic insight has three fundamental dimensions. The first is the originally 

good creation; the second is perversion of that creation through the human fall into sin; and the 

third is the restoration of that same creation through Christ. According to Wolters, the doctrine 

of creation is central to this view, since the whole point of salvation is the restoration of a sin-

affected creation to its original goodness. These three dimensions will now receive more 

elaboration. 

As far as creation is concerned, Wolters points out that there is no difference between 

God as ‘creator’ and God as ‘sovereign.’ God called the cosmos into existence by his sovereign 

command, ‘let there be …and it was,’ and he continues to sustain and rule it by the same 

sovereign command. For God, there is no separation between ‘to make’ and ‘to rule.’  

The concept of ‘law,’ according to Wolters, is ‘God’s given law in created reality’ or 

‘God’s design given in creation from the beginning’. Through this given law all things live, 

move and have their being. Law in this sense, Wolters says, is the manifestation of God’s 

sovereignty. Law implies God’s design for his creation and is all-encompassing throughout the 

whole range of created reality.157  

After introducing the concept of law as an all-encompassing manifestation of God’s 

sovereignty, Wolters distinguishes two ways by which God imposes that law. He calls the first 

direct, in the sense that God rules without human mediation, and the second indirect, by which 

He rules through human mediation. In the non-human realm God’s rule is immediate and direct, 

whilst in human culture and society, His rule is mediate and indirect. Human being, as created 

in the image of God, is co-worker with God. 158  After making this distinction, Wolters 

introduces two categories of law corresponding to the two ways by which God rules his creation, 

direct and indirect. He calls one ‘law of nature’ and the other ‘norms’. The first refers to the 

 
 155 Albert Wolters, Creation Regained: Biblical basics for Reformational Worldview, Grand Rapids (Eerdmans 
Publishing Co. 2005), second edition, 11. 
 156 Op. Cit., 12. Wolter was inspired by the thinking of Herman Dooyeweerd in his explanation of the idea of a 
given creational law order. 
 157 Op. Cit., 15. 
 158 Op. Cit., 16. 
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laws for the realm of physical things. The second, to norms which refer to God’s laws for society 

and human culture. The ‘laws of nature’ are mediate and direct, whereas the ‘norms’ are 

immediate and indirect. The norms for human culture must be discerned and then actualized (or 

‘positivized’ as Wolters says) by human beings as responsible agents of God assigned with 

authority. This affirms God’s sovereignty over physical things through His laws for nature, 

while he is also sovereign over human culture and society through the ‘norms’ that have to be 

actualized by human beings.159 The entirety of human life, in all its vast array of culture, societal, 

and personal relationships is under the Kingship of God and His given norms for the cultural 

mandate. Accordingly, God is sovereign over the non-human and human affairs alike. Wolters 

defines this creation law as the ‘totality of God’s sovereign activity toward the created cosmos’. 

Wolters next introduces the cultural mandate through the historical development as 

continuity of creation. This implies that God’s given norms for human culture have to be 

considered and actualized or positivized in different contexts.160 The human development of 

the cultural mandate is the history of mankind, for history is the opening up of the possibilities 

that are hidden in the womb of creation.161 Creation is not something once made that then 

remains static. It involves a process of growing and unfolding through human cultural activities. 

This means that people participate in the ongoing creational work of God under God’s given 

norms for creation. God-given norms, however, can be violated by the human being, in the 

sense that they can be obeyed or disobeyed. Disobeying God’s norms does not come without 

destruction within human culture.  

As for the human fall into sin, Wolters again underlines the scope of sin. He makes it 

clear that Adam and Eve’s fall was not just a personal act of disobedience, but rather a 

catastrophic event for all of creation as a whole.162 Sin touches everything: state, art, business 

enterprise, and family life. Abnormality and sickness have been brought into the world by the 

fall into sin. The Bible recognizes this abnormality and calls it corruption and bondage. This 

applies not only to human life but also to the non-human realm—indeed to the whole of created 

order. Anything we experience as truly anti-normative or evil amounts to a perversion of God’s 

good creation.163 One of the Biblical distinctives, according to Wolters, is the teaching that all 

evil and perversity in the world is ultimately a result of the human fall into sin. Wolters next 

 
 159 Albert Wolters, Creation Regained: Biblical basics for Reformational Worldview, Grand Rapids (Eerdmans 
Publishing Co. 2005), second edition, 17. 
 160 Op. Cit. 24. 
 161 Op. Cit. 34. 
 162 Op. Cit. 53.  
 163 Op. Cit., 55. 
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asks: How does the fall into sin relate to the originally good creation? His answer is that sin 

neither abolishes nor becomes identified with creation. Creation and sin remain distinct; 

however, they may be intertwined in our experience.164  

Wolters continues by distinguishing between ‘two orders’, what he calls the ‘order of 

creation’ and the ‘order of sin and redemption’. Both orders are under a single all-encompassing 

Kingdom of God. To elucidate this, Wolters introduces two technical terms: structure and 

direction.  Structure refers to the constant creational law given in creation, while direction refers 

to the order of sin and redemption. Anything in creation can be directed to either obedience or 

disobedience to God’s given creational law. This double-valence of direction applies not only 

to individual human action but also to culture, human institutions, technology, art, scholarship, 

labor unions, schools, and families, emotions, rationality, sexuality, etc. These can become 

abnormal, misdirected, deviating from what they are meant to be. Yet, the structure is preserved 

despite the deviation of direction. This preservation of creation structure is due to God 

‘common grace’ given to both the just and the unjust.165  

As far as redemption and the Kingdom of God are concerned, Wolters makes the point 

that just as the fall into sin had cosmic implications, redemption too has cosmic consequences. 

This implies two important dimensions. One is that redemption means a return to the originally 

good creation, and not an addition to creation or something supra-creational. The other is that 

redemption affects the whole of creation and is not confined merely to some areas within it, that 

then are usually called ‘spiritual’. Areas of life that are often seen as ‘non-spiritual’ or ‘secular’ 

like politics, journalism, industry, scholarship, for instance have been affected by sin and are 

also called to be reformed in Christ.166  

Wolters is of the opinion that restoration is the same as the Kingdom of God.167 He 

mentions that the meaning of the word ‘kingdom’ comes from the Geek basileia, which is 

usually translated as kingdom but which in the first place means ‘kingship’- that is to say 

‘sovereignty’. The emphasis here is on God as he is active in his sovereign ruling as King over 

His creation. In Jesus Christ, we see the climax of the whole history of redemption (restoration 

 
 164 Albert Wolters, Creation Regained: Biblical basics for Reformational Worldview, Grand Rapids (Eerdmans 
Publishing Co. 2005), second edition, 56. 
 165 In this, Richard J. Mouw and Sander Griffioen make a distinction between what they call ‘structural 
plurality’ and ‘directional plurality’. The earlier is normative in the sense that it ought to be so, whilst the latter 
is used only in a descriptive sense, see Richard J. Mouw and Sander Griffioen, Pluralisms and Horizons: An Essay 
in Christian Public Philosophy (Faculty Publications, 1993), 5-14; In Common Grace, Kuyper emphasizes the fact 
that the law of creation remains untouched despite the fall into sin as God’s common grace and faithfulness to 
His creation.  
166 Wolters, Creation Regained: Biblical basics for Reformational Worldview, 70. 
 167 Op. Cit., 73. 
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of creation) and a full demonstration of God’s kingship over his creation. Christ, the King has 

established a beachhead in what belongs to him and calls on his subjects to press his claim ever 

further in creation.168Jesus’ ministry was not just preaching about the long-awaiting kingdom 

of God, it was a demonstration of that kingdom and its presence in the world.169 According to 

Wolters, salvation in Jesus Christ, in a broader sense, means restoring culture and society in 

their present stage of development. Every aspect of human culture and society are to be 

reformed, in the sense that they have to be made answerable to their creational structure, 

obeying the norms given by God in the created order.170 The kingdom of God claims the 

creation of God in all its stages of development until its final fulfilment when Christ comes in 

the cloud of glory to be all and in all.  

According to Wolters, the permanent temptation for the Christian is finding some form 

of a two-realm theory that restricts the scope of Christ’s kingship to a certain area of life within 

what is called the spiritual domain.171 Such two-kingdom theories presuppose a dividing line in 

creation that separate the ‘sacred’ from the ‘secular’. The church is identified with the ‘sacred’, 

and all other areas of life are seen as ‘secular’. On the contrary, the one kingdom worldview 

includes politics, family life, arts, business, and sciences. All the human activities are under the 

kingship of Christ and need to be reformed to meet God’s norms for His creation.172 

My discussion of Wolters’ aimed at pointing out a few crucial elements in the one 

kingdom position. The first is that the one-kingdom stance takes seriously the integral unity of 

the created order under the absolute sovereignty of God. This sovereignty is manifested in 

God’s laws and norms given in the order of creation. The radical separation between ‘spiritual’ 

and ‘civil’ or ‘sacred’ and ‘secular’, emphasized by Van Drunen, has no place in this view. The 

second element is that it seems impossible to speak of the one-kingdom doctrine without 

relating it to the redemptive work of Christ. The biblical ground-motive of creation-fall-

redemption seems to be essential to the one-kingdom position. The third element is that the one-

kingdom position does not withdraw from involvement in the public domain or from societal 

responsibility, but rather bears deep responsibility to be involved and reforming in the public 

domain, based on belief in the sovereignty of God over the whole of human existence.  

Now the question is: does such an orthodox Protestant position have something to say 

in regard to democracy? I will discuss the contributions of two key representatives of the neo-

 
 168  Albert Wolters, Creation Regained: Biblical basics for Reformational Worldview, 74. 
 169 Op. Cit, 74. 
 170 Op. Cit., 77, 78. 
 171 Op. Cit., 79. 
 172 Op. Cit., 80-82. 
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Calvinistic tradition mentioned by Van Drunen, namely, Abraham Kuyper and Herman 

Dooyeweerd. 

 

        

4.4 Kuyper: Democracy Would Mean a Constitutionally Recognized Sovereignty of all the 

Different Life Spheres under the Sovereignty of God  

 

4.4.1 Introduction  

Abraham Kuyper is well-known for a statement that reflects his strong belief in the Sovereignty 

of God over the entirety of human life: ‘There is not a square inch in the whole domain of our 

human existence over which Christ, who is sovereign over all, does not cry: Mine!’ How can 

someone who believes so strongly in the absolute sovereignty of God embrace democracy? 

This question arises from the common idea that belief in God’s sovereignty stands in a 

fundamental contradiction to the sovereignty of the people and plurality upon which democracy 

is supposedly based. Historically speaking, there was -and still is- a serious risk that the 

‘sovereignty of God’ is understood in a way that can lead to a hegemonic society ruled by a 

certain religious vision. This becomes even worse when the state unifies itself with a certain 

religious vision, making use of its military and legal powers to create a uniform society. 

Consider, for instance, the Holly Roman Empire of Medieval Europe and the Caliphate of the 

early Islamic tradition. Indeed, with such an understanding of the sovereignty of God 

democracy cannot flourish. The value of Kuyper’s contribution is precisely in his recognition 

that the sovereignty of God is the foundation of a healthy democratic order.173 His articulation 

of the sovereignty of God makes room for multiple and limited societal spheres, each sovereign 

in its own area with rights and freedoms in order that people and institutions can undertake their 

tasks in society. The rights and freedoms of the sovereign societal spheres must be 

constitutional recognized by each other in order to support a healthy democratic order. 

In order to clarify this thesis, I will rely on Kuyper’s work. He was a prolific writer and 

extremely good at multi-tasking. He wrote on many subjects.174  

 
 173 Abraham Kuyper, Lectures On Calvinism, 78-86. 
 174 His relevant writings include De Gemeene Gratie (Common Grace, 1902). The three volumes of this work 
recently have been translated into English and published by the Acton Institute and the Abraham Kuyper 
Translation Society; Pro Rege (For The King): The Kingship of Christ His Majesty, Volume I, edited with an 
introduction by Clifford Anderson. This English translation is among the efforts being made by the Acton Institute 
and the Abraham Kuyper Translation Society; Het Calvinisme: oorsprong en waarborg onzer constitutioneele 
vrijheden (Calvinism: Source and Stronghold of Our Constitutional Liberties, 1874). An English translation of this 
lecture is included in James D. Bratt’s collection, 279-322; Souvereiniteit In Eigen Kring (Sphere Sovereignty, 
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4.4. 2 Kuyper’s Concept of ‘Sphere Sovereignty’ 

Kuyper’s Calvinism implied a very firm belief in the sovereignty of God over the whole 

universe. In light of the purpose of this study it is striking and relevant that in his work Pre 

Rege Kuyper admires Muslims’ deep confession and devotion to the sovereignty and kingship 

of God as expressed in their prayers. He describes in detail the Muslim call-to-prayer in the 

mosque that states ‘God is great, God is great’. 175 For Kuyper, although God is sovereign and 

His eternal light is sparking from the beyond, from the above, the kingdom of darkness is still 

at work in our imperfect and broken world. Therefore, God’s sovereignty must be recognized 

by humans over against the kingdom of darkness. The conflict between the sovereignty of God 

and the kingdom of darkness will continue until His sovereignty is fully and completely realized 

in the Kingdom of God at the end of history.176 This is indeed a key-element in Kuyper’s 

thinking and can be considered a hermeneutical-key to his entire work. Yet it is noteworthy that 

he articulates it in a way that fully allows for human responsibility, as well as independent and 

a plurality of human spheres. He believes the sovereignty of God is delegated to the different 

spheres of the human life activity. This delegation is an act of God’s common grace. By this 

common grace creation is sustained and developed in the course of history through the 

formative work of human beings. 177  Each sphere of human life has received this divine 

authority within itself. In this way its task and purpose can be fulfilled in God’s creation.178  

The authority given to each sphere is independent of the others and mutually limited. 

The authority of the state, for instance, is limited by liberties and rights of the societal spheres. 

This authority has been delegated to three main spheres of the human life. These are the state, 

the societal realm, and the church. The authority given to each sphere is derived from divine 

authority. Each is equal and each is sovereign in its own sphere under the encompassing rule of 

God. Kuyper calls this ‘sphere sovereignty’. The concept of ‘sphere sovereignty’ designate that 

 
=1880). An English translation of this Inaugural address at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam is included in James 
D. Bratt’s collection, 461-490; Democratische klippen (Democratic Cliffs, 1895); and finally, the well-known Stone 
Lectures delivered at Princeton Theological Seminary (Lectures on Calvinism, 1898). 
174 I pay special attention to Kuyper’s Lectures On Calvinism; for according to James Bratt, Kuyper put his whole 
vision in brief compass in those lectures. Abraham Kuyper, A Centennial Reader, ed. James D. Bratt, 1. 
 175 This of course can be seen in Kuyper’s entire work; and especially in Pro Rege: The Kingship of Christ in His 
Majesty, volume I, translated by Albert Gootjes and edited with an introduction by Clifford Anderson. The three 
volumes of Pre-Rege were originally published as articles in De Heraut between 1907 and 1911, in which Kuyper 
was aiming at bringing about an awareness of the Kingship of Christ in the predominate Christian nations of 
Europe; especially The Netherlands.  
 176 See Kuyper, Pro Rege: The Kingship of Christ in His Majesty, Volume I, translated by Albert Gootjes and edited 
with an introduction by Clifford Anderson. 
 177 See Kuyper, Common Grace, Volume 1, translated by Nelson D. Kloosterman and Ed M. van der Mass, edited 
by Jordan J. Ballor and Stephen J. Grabill (CLP Academic, 2013). 
 178 See Souvereiniteit In Eigen Kring (Sphere Sovereignty), 1880. 
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there is no other power above those spheres, but only God. The spheres would constitutionally 

recognize the liberties and rights of each other.  

Kuyper starts by referring to the centrality of belief in God’s absolute sovereignty as 

understood in the Calvinistic tradition. He calls it ‘the dominating principle of Calvinism’. He 

also considers the ‘sovereignty of God’ to be a ‘primordial sovereignty’, in the sense that it is 

prior to and the source of every earthly authority.179  Kuyper attributes his teaching about 

‘common grace’ to the doctrine of the sovereignty of God. He says: 

 

The foundational idea consisted in the doctrine of common grace (which is) an idea deduced directly 

from the sovereignty of the Lord, a doctrine that is and remains the root conviction for all Reformed 

people. If God is sovereign, then his lordship must extend over all of life, and it cannot be restricted 

to the walls of the church or within the Christian orbit…God’s sovereignty is great and all-

dominating in the life of the un-baptized world as well.180  

 

Authority is given by God in His common grace to the whole of humanity. It is manifested 

mainly in three areas of human existence, the state, society, and church. Actually, Kuyper seems 

to head to a fourth sphere, the ‘sphere of the individual person’. Because of its relevance to the 

freedom of conscience I will also discuss this. Kuyper asks: How was this deduced sovereignty 

understood by Calvinism? His answer aimed at pointing out that the authority in all life spheres 

is derived from one and the same sovereignty of God. Let us start with the sphere sovereignty 

of the state. 

 

4.4.3 Sphere Sovereignty of the State 

As far as the limitation of the state’s power is concerned, Kuyper seems to suggest that it is 

precisely because God is Sovereign, the state –or any other earthly power- cannot be sovereign. 

In this way the authority of the state is limited in principle. It is delegated by God and exists 

under His sovereignty.  

Kuyper explains why God has constituted the state and assigned power to it. He starts 

his explanation with what he calls the ‘organic unity’ of the entire human race. This ‘organic 

unity’ was meant to be one kingdom under the absolute sovereignty of God.181 However, the 

 
 179 See Lectures On Calvinism, the Lecture on Calvinism and Politics. 
 180 Kuyper, Common Grace, Volume 1, translated by Nelson D. Kloosterman and Ed M. van der Mass, edited by 
Jordan J. Ballor and Stephen J. Grabill (CLP Academic, 2013), 5. Besides this concept of ‘common grace’, Kuyper 
also speaks of what he calls ‘particular grace’ in the church, that is God’s saving grace through the work of 
Christ; see Kuyper, Particular Grace: A defense of God’s of God’s sovereignty in salvation, trans. Marvin Kamps, 
Grandville, Michigan (Reformed Free Publishing Association, 2001).  
 181 Kuyper’s notion of the ‘organic unity’ of humanity seems to me a starting-point resembles, though different 
in content, the ‘state of nature’ of both Hobbes and Locke, as he tries to find out a point of departure for his 
Christian political theory. 
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‘organic unity’ of humanity has been broken by the disintegrating force of sin. 182 Kuyper 

believed that without the fall into sin there would be no need for the state.183 The state has 

emerged as a mechanical authority to maintain order in creation after the fall into sin. It is a 

work of the common grace of God to preserve the work of His hands from total destruction.184  

Nevertheless, the mechanical authority of the state is not compatible with the organic unity and 

natural liberties of human beings. Here, Kuyper underlines the age-old tension between 

‘authority’ and ‘liberty’. Liberty proved itself to be God’s ordained means of limiting authority 

wherever it seeks to claim more and more power.185 Recognition of God’s sovereignty in the 

organic social sphere makes us move from the existing law of the state to the source of the 

eternal Right in God. It creates in us the courage to protest against unrighteous laws in the name 

of the highest Right. But the state might continue to assert its power to limit our liberties.186 

Kuyper tries to solve the authority-liberty dilemma, the state’s mechanical authority and 

the natural libraries of the organic unity by introducing what he calls ‘primordial truth’. By this 

he means that God’s purpose in instituted magistrates was to maintain order after the fall into 

sin.187 The magistrates rule mechanically and that does not harmonize with our nature: the 

‘organic unity’ and ‘liberty’. The authority of government is exercised by sinful men. It is, 

therefore, subject to all kinds of deviation. According to Kuyper, there are two sides of the state: 

‘light’ and ‘dark’ sides. The light-side is that the state maintains order among a sinful humanity, 

and the dark-side is the lust for more power. Protestantism, he says, teaches two things in this 

respect. One is that we have to gratefully receive from the hand of God the institution of the 

state, as a means of preservation; the other is that we must even be on guard against the danger 

of threats to our personal liberties from the side of the state.188 Kuyper clearly makes the point 

that the state does not possess original authority from within itself. God alone truly possesses 

power, but temporarily delegates some of it to humanity. In this context, Kuyper criticizes the 

‘Social Contract’ idea, because the authority of the state is not in fact based upon the will of the 

people. No one has inalienable right to rule others.189 Kuyper’s analysis of the relationship 

 
182 Lectures On Calvinism, 18. 
 183 Kuyper, Common Grace, 103 
 184 For more, see also Kuyper discussion on the institution of governmental authority, Common Grace, 99-107. 
The state as a ‘mechanical’ power is meant by Kuyper that the state has emerged as an authority to remedy the 
loose of natural patriarch’s ties due to the expending of the human race.  
 185 Kuyper, Lectures On Calvinism, 80. 
 186 Lectures On Calvinism, 90; See also Common Grace, 105-106. Kuyper relies on God’s covenant with Noah as 
the starting point of the institution of government and the institution of the capital punishment by man. He 
understands the text in Gen: 6:5 about the capital punishment clearly in an institutional sense. 
 187 Lectures On Calvinism, 81. 
 188 Kuyper, Lectures On Calvinism, 81, 82. 
 189  Kuyper, Lectures On Calvinism, 82. 
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between ‘authority’ and ‘liberty’ seems to be dialectical. They are always interacting with each 

other. We do not have to obey the state when it seeks to claim more than its rightful power. 

Rather, our natural liberties and the sovereignty of the other social spheres must be defended 

against the power of the state.190 The state should be limited to its calling as the institution to 

maintain public order and serve God with the goal of justice. 

In order to emphasize the limitation of the state’s power, Kuyper strongly criticizes the 

two theories that directly oppose the confession of the ‘sovereignty of God’: ‘popular 

sovereignty’ and ‘state sovereignty.’ The first was introduced by the French revolution of 1789, 

and the second was developed in Germany at about the same time. The two theories are at heart 

identical in abandoning the centrality of the sovereignty of God.191 Kuyper asks: What was the 

main force behind the French revolution?192 His answer is that when we say that the French 

revolution was a noble defense of rights and liberties or a fight against monarchical despotism 

and corruption, this is quite true. But there was a hidden force behind the French revolution and 

that was the spirit of opposition to the Sovereignty of God. For the Sovereign God is dethroned 

and man with his free will is placed on the vacant seat.193 It is the will of man which is then said 

to determine all things. All power and all authority processed from man. All authority is derived 

from individuals, who are conceived of together as the people, the source of sovereignty. This 

is a sort of sovereignty that asserts itself and totally proceeds from the people itself, having no 

deeper root than in the human will. This sort of sovereignty is identical with atheism.194 This is 

the background of what led Kuyper to criticize social contract theory.195 

Kuyper goes on to argue that while various German philosophers rejected the French 

revolutionary concept of ‘Sovereignty of the people’ they view the state as the highest and the 

most perfect form of the relation between the human beings. They considered the state to be a 

mysterious being with a hidden ego, with a state-consciousness slowly developed. They saw it 

vested with an increasingly potent state-will, which by a slow process endeavored to blindly 

reach the highest state-aim.196 ‘The people’ is not understood as the sum total of the individuals 

 
 190 Kuyper, “Calvinism: source and Strongholds of Our Constitutional Liberties”, in A Centennial Reader, ed. 
James Bratt, 279-322. 
 191 Kuyper, Lectures On Calvinism, 85. 
 192 Op. Cit., 85. 
 193 Op. Cit., 85-86. 
 194 Op. Cit., 87-88. 
 195 Kuyper was not against the practical gains of the French revolution, but rather against the philosophical 
foundation of it. See Kuyper’s discussion and the editor notes on this, in Kuyper, Common Grace, Volume 1, 
translated by Nelson D. Kloosterman and Ed M. van der Mass, edited by Jordan J. Ballor and Stephen J. Grabill 
(CLP Academic, 2013), 100-101. 
 196 Kuyper, Lectures On Calvinism, 88. 
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as in Rousseau’s thought but, rather, in their historic development ‘the people’ were viewed as 

an organic whole in which individuals are the organs of that organic whole. The state operates 

through these organs, ‘the people’, and everything must bow before the will of the state. The 

state asserts its sovereignty in an endless process.197 Consequently, there is no other right, but 

the immanent right which is written down in the law. And the law is right, not because its 

contents are in harmony with the eternal principle of right, but because it is a law which is the 

expression of the state. This simply means that the Right grows out of the human minds. It is 

no longer the will of God, but the will of the state.198 In opposition to both French ‘popular 

sovereignty’ and the German ‘state sovereignty’, Kuyper says Protestantism maintains the 

‘sovereignty of God’ from which every earthly power is derived.  

Here we can clearly see that Kuyper provides a substantially religious argument from 

within his own Calvinistic tradition for the limitation of the state’s power and for societal 

plurality. He makes use of the very notion of ‘sovereignty of God’ to point out the limitation of 

the State’s power, as one of the true pre-conditions of a healthy democratic order. 

 

4.4.4 Sphere Sovereignty of the Societal Realm  

As for the sovereignty of God in the sphere of society, Kuyper is of the opinion that social 

spheres such as family, business enterprise, science, art, etc. are independent spheres. In other 

words, they do not owe their existence to the state, nor do they derive their law from the 

superiority of the state. Rather, they obey a high authority given to them within their own 

spheres by the grace of God, exactly like the state.199 In each of these independent social spheres 

there is a special higher authority. Kuyper calls this ‘Sovereignty in the individual social 

sphere’. By this kind of sovereignty, he means that these social spheres are authentically 

independent and have nothing above themselves but God. This even holds for the state. Civil 

liberty is crucial because it is needed in order for the social spheres to fulfil their assigned 

tasks.200 

Although nature may have lost some of its glory by reason of sin, Kuyper says the main 

mandate of humanity remains, namely ‘domination over nature’. This domination cannot be 

acquired without the exercise of power.201 This is, however, not the case with the power of the 

government. The state’s authority is a mechanical one, an external power. This is because the 

 
 197 Kuyper, Lectures On Calvinism, 89. 
 198 Op. Cit., 90.  
 199 Op. Cit, 90 
 200 Op. Cit., 92 
 201 Op. Cit., 93. 
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organic unity of creation has disintegrated by reason of sin, and hence the direct rule of God no 

longer asserts itself over human society. The right to rule has been given to the mechanical 

power of the state, with the task of preserving and maintaining justice. We might notice that 

there are two powers here. One is the natural power of the social spheres; the other is the 

mechanical power of the state. How did Kuyper explain the relationship between these two 

kinds of power? For Kuyper, it is ‘constitutional government’ that tries to create a healthy 

relationship between these two powers. For him, Calvinism affirms authority within social 

spheres as given by God, exactly as the state derives its authority from God. Both, state and 

social spheres are independent spheres. Calvinism has generated constitutional public law from 

its own fundamental idea.202 He observes that the testimony of history is that the constitutional 

public law has not flourished in Roman Catholic 203or in Lutheran states, but among the nations 

of a Calvinistic type.204 

Kuyper goes even further to explain the organic or natural authority of the social 

spheres. He refers to the influence of people like Aristotle, Plato, Lombard, Thomas Aquinas, 

Luther, Calvin, Kant, and even Darwin. Although he might not agree with Darwin, for example, 

Kuyper is of the opinion that persons of genius have authority. Genius is a sovereign power, for 

it exercises an immeasurable influence on the whole condition of human life. This sovereignty 

of genius is a gift from God, received only by His grace. It is subject to no one and is responsible 

only to God.205 The same can be said of the sphere of art. The maestro is a king in his position, 

not by the law or by appointment, but by the grace of God. Those maestros impose authority 

due to their artistic superiority. The same can also be said about the ‘sovereign power of the 

person’. Everywhere, there is one man more powerful than the other, by his personality, by his 

talent or circumstances. Dominion is exercised everywhere, but it is a dominion that works 

organically, not by virtue of a state-intervention but by life’s sovereignty itself.206 With this 

‘personal sovereignty’ comes ‘sovereignty of the societal sphere.’ For instance, the university 

exercises dominion in the field of knowledge.207 the academy of fine arts is possessed of art-

power; the trades-union rules over labor. Each of these spheres or corporations is aware of the 

 
 202 Kuyper, Calvinism: source and Strongholds of Our Constitutional Liberties, in “A Centennial Reader”, ed. 
James Bratt, 279-322. 
 203 Kuyper, Lectures On Calvinism, 94 
 204 Op. Cit., 94, 95. 
 205 Op. Cit, 95 
 206 Op. Cit., 95 
 207 In “Sphere Sovereignty”, the Inaugural address at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam 1988, Kuyper intended 
to introduce the new higher educational institution, Vrije Universiteit, in its distinctive Christian feature; in the 
sense that it is Sovereignty in its own sphere, none above it but God. And the divine-ordained task of a 
university is to pursue the truth, independently from state or church.  
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power of exclusive independent judgment and authoritative action. Next to these organic 

spheres of the intellectual, the aesthetical, etc. etc., there is the sphere of the family with its right 

of marriage, domestic peace, education, and possession. In the family sphere, there is also a 

natural inherent authority, not because the government allocates it, but because God invests it.  

Kuyper observes that sovereignty asserts itself in many different directions. The first is 

the social sphere through personal superiority. The second is the corporative sphere of 

universities, guilds, associations. The third is the domestic sphere of marriage and family life. 

The fourth is what he calls communal autonomy. In these societal spheres the state cannot 

impose its law. God rules in these spheres, just as supremely and sovereignty through his chosen 

virtuosi as God exercises sovereignty in the sphere of the state itself through his servants, the 

magistrates.208 

Bound to its mandate, therefore, the state may not ignore, modify or disrupt the divine 

mandate, under which these social spheres stand. The sovereignty of the state is here set aside 

and limited by another sovereignty given by God. This implies that the sovereignty of the state 

and that of the social spheres is equally divine in origin. Kuyper states: ‘The state should not be 

an octopus that stifles the whole of life. It must occupy its own root, among all the other trees 

of the forest, and thus has to honor and maintain every form of life which grows independently 

with its own autonomy.’209 

This seemingly independent social spheres made Kuyper ask: Does this mean that the 

state has no right to intervene in them? The state, he says, may intervene in three different cases. 

The first is whenever different spheres clash. The state, then, has to compel mutual regard for 

the boundary-lines of each sphere. The second is to defend the individuals and the weak against 

the abuse of power by others within the same sphere. The third is to force all together to bear 

personal and financial burdens for the maintenance of the natural unity of the state. In all these 

cases, decisions should not be based in the will of the magistrate, but everything should be 

regulated by just laws that protects the rights of citizens. This is the starting point of the 

cooperation between the sphere of the state and the social spheres. Both are regulated by the 

constitution. This was Calvin’s doctrine regarding the ‘magistratus inferiores’. There has been 

a recognition of the rights of the city, the rights of syndicates, and so on. According to Kuyper, 

Calvin himself wanted laws to be established in a cooperation between the social spheres and 

the high magistrate.210 Since that time, the medieval type of relations between state and society, 
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which in part arose from the feudal system have disappeared. These corporations or social 

orders are now no longer invested with ruling power. Their role has been taken over by 

parliaments or houses of representatives. According to Kuyper, it remains the duty of those 

assemblies to ‘maintain the popular rights and liberties’ of all and in the name of all, either with 

or if necessary, against the government. Wherever this system is modified, it remains 

fundamentally a Calvinistic idea to assure that all classes and orders, in all circles and spheres, 

corporations and independent institutions, there is a legal and orderly influence in the 

establishing of laws. This includes the processes of government in a healthy democratic system 

through constitutional law that might be generated to regulate the relationship between the life 

spheres.211 

  

4.4.5 Sphere Sovereignty of the Church 

Kuyper discusses the sovereignty of the church in relation to the sovereignty of the state. He 

refers to the motto ‘A free church in a free state’ printed at the top of his weekly newspaper.212 

This short statement summarizes Kuyper’s position with respect to the freedom of conscience 

and belief. However, he mentions historical incidents that contributed to unhealthy relations 

between the state and church in the Calvinistic tradition. He refers to the execution of Servetus 

in Geneva at the time of Calvin. He also refers to an old Calvinistic Confession of Faith that 

entrusted to the government the task ‘of defending against and of extirpating every form of 

idolatry and false religion and to protect the sacred services of the church’.213 Still, he made it 

clear that this attitude was not essential to Calvinism as such. He states:  

 

The duty of the government to extirpate every form of false religion and idolatry was not a find of 

Calvinism, but dates from Constantine the Great, and was the reaction against the horrible 

persecutions which his pagan predecessors on the imperial throne had inflected upon the sect of the 

Nazarene. Since that day this system had been defended by all Roman theologians and applied by 

all Christian princes. In the times of Luther and Calvin, it was a universal conviction that this system 

was the true one. Every famous theologian of the period, Melanchthon first of all, approved the death 

by fire of Servetus.214  

 

Kuyper unconditionally disapproved of the execution of Servetus and considered it an 

uncharacteristic expression of Calvinism. In his view, it was part of an inherited and dominating 

system from which Calvin himself later took distance. What deserves our attention according 
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to Kuyper is to think of what really follows from the specific principles of Calvinism. In the 

medieval times people believed the church of Christ on earth could express itself only in one 

form and as one institution. This one church was the Roman Catholic Church alone. But Calvin 

broke with this one institutional church idea, admitting that the church of Christ can reveal itself 

in many forms and in a multiplicity of institutions. 215  He rejected the Roman Catholic 

identification of the visible and the invisible church. He maintained the identification of the 

Truth with the absolute Truth itself. He wanted a fuller experience of that truth, which remains 

ever in our personal conviction and can never be imposed by force.216 According to Kuyper, 

this is the primary teaching of religious freedom brought by Calvinism. 

Kuyper, then, explains the question of religious freedom by discussing the duty of the 

magistrate: 1) to God, 2) to the church, and 3) to the individual. As regard the magistrate’s duty 

to God, he says the magistrate is ‘God’s servant’. The magistrate has to recognize God as 

Supreme Ruler; from Him the magistrates derive his power.217 Magistrates have to rule the 

people according to God’s ordinances. In order to do this the magistrate must themselves 

investigate what are the rights of God, both in nature and in Scripture. Magistrates do not have 

to subject themselves to any church or any religious institution. They have to seek the light they 

need in order to know the divine will in relation to the political realm. The state should decide 

independently, not as an appendix of a religious institution.218 The sphere of the state stands 

independently under the majesty of God. Both the state and church must, each in its own circle, 

obey God and serve His honor.219  

Kuyper, then, discusses the duty of the state towards the church. He asks what the right 

relationship between the government and the church should be.220 The government should not 

prefer one particular church over the others. This answer, he says does not stem from a false 

idea of neutrality. The government simply lacks the capacity of judgment in matters of faith. 

All governmental judgments of this kind violate the sphere sovereignty of the church. 221 

Calvinists have always struggled courageously for liberty, that is to say, for the sovereignty of 

the church within its own sphere.222 Calvinists held that the church has its own King, Jesus 

Christ. The church’s position in the state is not given by the government, but by jure divino, 
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divine right. The church has its own organization. Thus, it possesses its own office-bearers. It 

has gifts of its own to distinguish between true and false teaching. This is the privilege of the 

church. Thus, the church has the right to proclaim its own confession as the confession of the 

truth.223 Consequently, the state should not interfere in doctrinal differences between churches, 

and of course, between the doctrinal differences between religions. Churches have a spiritual 

sword that helps them decide on spiritual questions. The state, on the other hand, bears the 

sword that wounds and kills. It should have no power in doctrinal matters. According to Kuyper, 

that is why Calvinists have always resisted the idea of assigning the government a patria 

potestas, a patriarchal power overall.  

The state must respect the liberty and the sovereignty of the church in its own sphere. 

The church flourishes when the government allows the church to live out of its own strength 

based on the principle of voluntariness, not based on state coercion or intervention. With respect 

to the relation between the state and church this is the Calvinistic position. This differs from the 

Russian position in which the Czar is the head of the church; it differs from the subjection of 

the state to the church as is the case in the Roman Catholic Church; it differs from the two 

reigns of the Lutheran churches; and it differs from the pretended religious neutrality of 

secularism. Kuyper’s position is a free church in a free state.224 The sovereignty of the state 

and the sovereignty of the church stand together side by side, and they mutually limit each 

other.225 

 

4.4.6 Sphere Sovereignty of the Individual Person 

With the third duty, the duty of the state towards the individual person, Kuyper seems to be 

heading towards what he came to call ‘the sovereignty of the individual person’ in relation to 

the state. Kuyper underlines the sphere of sovereignty of the individual person. He says: ‘the 

developed man also possesses an individual sphere of life.’226 By this he does not refer to the 

family; for this is a social bond between several individuals. To emphasize the sovereignty of 

the individual person, he quotes the German thinker Gottlieb Weitbrecht, who wrote ‘Every 

man stands a king in his conscience, a sovereign in his own person, exempt from all 

responsibilities’227 It seems to me that Kuyper primarily understands the ‘sovereignty of the 

 
 223 Kuyper, Lectures On Calvinism, 106. 
 224 Op. Cit., 106. 
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individual person’ in what might be called ‘sovereignty of conscience’. In his discussion of the 

sovereignty of individual person, he interchangeably moves between these two terms 

‘sovereignty of the person’ and ‘sovereignty of conscience.’ When he uses the term 

‘sovereignty of conscience’, he puts much emphasis on personal freedom. He says:  

 

(T)he sovereignty of conscience (is) the palladium of all personal liberty…conscience 

is never subject to man but always and ever to God Almighty. 228  

 

The ‘sovereignty of the individual person’ or ‘sovereignty of conscience’, he says, imposes a 

twofold obligation on the government. In the first place, the state must stand on the side of the 

sovereignty of conscience of the person, defending the free conscience over against other 

authorities, including church authorities. The sovereignty of conscience must remain personal. 

The second, as we have seen, is that the state itself must give way to the sovereignty of 

conscience. The state is obliged to respect and protect the freedom of every citizen with regard 

to his or her religious choices.229 Accordingly, the state must demand that religious institutions 

respect the liberty of conscience of each citizen, as a primordial and inalienable right.230 

According to Kuyper, defending the inalienable right of liberty of conscience was -and still is- 

a crucial component of the Reformation. And from the freedom of conscience the freedom of 

speech, the freedom of the press, the freedom of worship, and all the basic human freedoms are 

derived.231  

Kuyper concludes that Protestantism protests against the state-omnipotent, against the 

horrible conception that no right exists above and beyond the existing law, and against the pride 

of absolutism that recognizes no constitutional rights.232 These three dangers, he believes are a 

true threat to our civil liberties. He insists that Protestantism, by its strong confession of the 

sovereignty of God, has built a dam across this absolutistic stream, not by appealing to the 

popular force, but by deducing those rights and liberties from the same source from which the 

state derives its legitimacy, namely, the ‘sovereignty of God’.233 From this one and the same 

source of power, the sovereignty of the social spheres is directly derived from God, just as the 

sovereignty of the state. These two, therefore, must come to a mutual understanding, for both 

 
 228 Kuyper, Lectures On Calvinism, 107. On that, see the discussion of John Witte in chapter three. 
 229 Kuyper, Lectures On Calvinism, 108. 
 230 OP. Cit., 108. 
 231 See Kuyper, Calvinism: “Source and Strongholds of Our Constitutional Liberties”, in “A Centennial Reader”, 
ed. James Bratt, 279-322. 
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have the same divine responsibility, namely of maintaining their God-given authority—

subservient to the majesty of God. 

Kuyper, indeed, articulates his religious belief of the sovereignty of God and his 

Christian truth–claim in a way that defends the crucial pre-conditions of democracy, the 

limitations of the state’s power and freedom of conscience. Apparently, the religious notion of 

the sovereignty of God substantially supports the preconditions of democracy. The sovereignty 

of God limits all earthly power. The authority of the state and the authority of the societal 

spheres have been derived from the authority of God. Thus, human beings are seen as co-

workers with God, as Imago Die.  

One might imagine that Kuyper would agree with the notion of the ‘sovereignty of the 

people’, as long as the people’s sovereignty is not understood as inalienable and independent 

of the authority from God. Otherwise, it is a concept he emphatically rejects. He endorses the 

notion of plurality and diversity. Although Kuyper was a committed Christian and he would 

have hoped that everybody would become a Christian, at the same time he defends the freedom 

of conscience of the individual person to the extent that he assigned to the state the task of 

protection of the free choice of the individual persons, even those who freely chose to leave the 

church. In the account Kuyper gives, the notion of the sovereignty of God becomes raison 

d’être of the limitation of the state’s power and the freedom of conscience. The authority from 

the above and the authority from the below seem to be mutually working together.  

 

 

4.5 Dooyeweerd: Democracy Would Mean the Rule of a Given Creational Law 

 

4.5. 1 Introduction  

In this section I will address the contribution of Herman Dooyeweerd. It must be stated at the 

beginning that Dooyeweerd is a philosopher, not a theologian. His philosophy, the philosophy 

of law-idea, is mainly concerned with the source of law. In his philosophy, the source of law is 

attributed to supra-temporal law/or a given creational law, in which the sovereignty of God is 

expressed. Although Dooyeweerd doesn’t directly deal with the notion of democracy, his 

philosophy of law-idea has much to say with respect to the true preconditions of democracy 

stated above. I will argue here that Dooyeweerd’s philosophy of law-idea provides a solid 

philosophical foundation for the ‘limitation of the state’s power’ and for ‘freedom of 

conscience/ belief’, when a given creational law is properly positivized or actualized by human 

beings.  
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In so doing, I will point out two central notions in the thinking of Dooyeweerd: the 

‘principle of sphere sovereignty’ and ‘differentiation’. By the ‘principle of sphere sovereignty’, 

he means that human society ought to be structurally plural according to a given creational law. 

Each societal institution has its intrinsic law/norm that makes it sovereign in its own sphere. 

Here the influence of Kuyper is strongly felt. By ‘differentiation’, he means that that through 

historical development human beings do actualize those given laws/norms in the created order, 

by which differentiated and intrinsically limited human institutions come into existence with 

specific tasks. The significance of these two notions is that the state ought not to be an all-

embracing institution, but rather one differentiated societal institution among others. Each 

institution is sovereign in its own sphere according to a given internal law. By these two central 

concepts, Dooyeweerd conceives the state and the church as ontologically limited institutions, 

with differentiated societal responsibilities. The state is concerned with preserving public order 

through just laws, and the church is meant to handle the questions of faith. And if the state and 

the church assume a societal role beyond their intrinsic capacity, they would not be any more a 

state and a church. This approach emphasizes the ontological limitation of the state’s power. It 

reshapes the relationship between the state and the non-political spheres in a way that may allow 

for freedom of each to fulfil its calling in the human cultural mandate, including the church-

institution. Thus, it underlines the limiting transcendent character of the faith aspect of human 

existence that transcends any temporal institution, including the state. The limiting 

transcendence of the faith aspect services as an ontological basis for the freedom of conscience, 

which ought to be -and remain- free.  

In order to substantiate this thesis, Dooyeweerd’s ontological philosophy will be 

presented. In that presentation, I will briefly introduce his idea of given creational law, theories 

of the modal aspects, and of individuality-structures, as the ontological foundation of the 

intrinsic limitation of both, the state and the church. Next, the intrinsic structural principles of 

the state will be discussed. The norm of public justice, as the leading function of the state, will 

be pointed out. After that, Dooyeweerd’s explanation of the internal structural principles of 

church will be discussed. Thus, the modality of faith, as the leading function of the church, will 

be pointed out. Then, the relationship between religion, state, and church will be clarified. Thus, 

the relevance of the ‘principle of sphere sovereignty’ and ‘differentiation’ to the pre-conditions 

of a healthy democratic order will be pointed out. 

Dooyeweerd’s works referred to comprise, among others, his magnum opus A New 
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Critique of Theoretical Thought (1957), which has been published in four volumes.234 In The 

Twilight of Western Thought (1960); A Christian Theory of Social Institutions (1962); The 

Christian Idea of the State (1968); and Roots of Western Culture: Pagan, Secular, and Christian 

Options (1979). I will concentrate on his magnum opus, and I am using here the print of 1984. 

Besides, I will refer to other authors influenced by Dooyeweerd, such as Henk Geertsema, 

Jonathan Chaplin, James Skillen, and René Van Woudenberg.  

 

4.5.2 A Given Creational Law  

Central to Dooyeweerd’s philosophy is the conviction that theoretical thought/philosophy is 

never autonomous. It is always bound to a certain ultimate understanding of human life.235 His 

notion of ‘ground-motive’, by which he tries to uncover the basic motive beyond all kinds of 

theoretical though is his genuine contribution to philosophy. He himself held what he calls 

‘biblical ground-motive of creation-fall- and redemption’.236 He believes that human beings in 

their totality are of a religious meaning. The starting point of Dooyeweerd’s philosophy is the 

conviction that God is the lawgiver and the ultimate sovereign of the created order, including 

human life. In his philosophy, the conditions of human knowledge in concrete experience are 

the same as the conditions of the created reality itself.237 They are to be found in the law 

framework of the created order under the sovereignty of God. At the same time, the creational 

law framework is to be discovered through direct human experience of created reality. 

Dooyeweerd calls this direct human experience ‘naïve experience’. This may indicate that he 

does account for transcendently given laws and immanent human experience together; in the 

sense that the transcendent creational law can only be discovered through naïve (direct/pre-

theoretical) experience with reality.238 In his ontological philosophy, Dooyeweerd distinguishes 

 
 234 Volume I concerns the necessary presuppositions of philosophy. Volume II concerns the general theory of 
the modal spheres. Volume III concerns the structure of individuality of the temporal reality. Volume IV serves 
as index of subjects and authors. 
 235 For more in the necessary presuppositions of philosophy see Vol. I of his work A New Critique of Theoretical 
Thought.  
 236 Dooyeweerd uncovers four ground-motives standing behind all kinds of theoretical thinking, ‘matter-form’ 
of the Greek; the Christian ground-motive of ‘creation-fall-redemption’; ‘nature-grace’ of the Middle Ages 
synthesis; and ‘nature-freedom’ of modernity. For more on this see Herman Dooyeweerd, Roots of Western 
Culture: Pagan, Secular and Christian Options, Toronto (Wedge Publishing Company, 1979), 110-ff; Herman 
Dooyeweerd, A New Critique of Theoretical Thought, Volume I, the presuppositions of Philosophy. 
 237 Prominent modernist Philosophers held that we cannot know reality as its really exist; Kant, for instance, 
claims that our human reason re-construct our knowledge of reality, what we know about reality is not reality 
itself as it exists outside us; Husserl then claims that what we know about reality is reality as it appears to us, 
but we never know reality itself.  
 238 Henk Geertsema calls ‘naïve experience’ ‘pre-theoretical experience’ and/or ‘direct experience’. See his 
Henk Geertsema, Homo Respondens. Essays in Christian Philosophy. (Paideia Press 2021).  
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two fundamental kinds of creational structures. One is the modal cosmic order; the other is that 

of individuality-structures. The earlier is concerned with the ways of being, or with how things 

exist; whereas the latter is concerned with what exists or with the identity of a particular kind 

of things. Both, the modal cosmic order and the individuality-structures, are the law-side of 

reality, which govern human action. I will now turn to his theory of modal aspects. 

 

4.5.3 The Theory of ‘Modal Aspects’ 

Dooyeweerd distinguishes fifteen modal aspects (ways of being) of the given creational law. 

This given creational law, for him, is the transcendental condition of knowing reality and of 

reality itself. The cosmic modal aspects are the numerical, spatial, kinematic, physical, biotic, 

psychical, logical, historical, lingual, social, economic, aesthetic, juridical, ethical, and pistic 

(from Greek ‘pistis’, faith). Each modal aspect has a characteristic moment or meaning kernel 

that makes it distinct and distinguishable. The meaning kernel of these modal aspects are: 

discrete quantity, continuous extension, movement, energy, life, feeling, analytical distinction, 

free formation, meaning, interaction, frugality, harmony, retribution, love, and (ultimate) trust, 

respectively. 

The modal aspects stand in a successive order, in the sense that there are earlier and later 

aspects. The later aspects presuppose the earlier ones. Besides, all the modal aspects have an 

irreducible character. However, emphasizing the irreducible character of each modal aspect 

does not mean that there are fragmented law-spheres in created reality. There are cross-

connections between the modal aspects through analogies; modal aspects are always 

functioning all together in coherence and do not appear alone. Two kinds of analogies are at 

work linking the modal aspects. These analogies are retrocipation and anticipation. In the case 

of anticipations, the earlier aspects refer to or anticipate the later aspects. However, the faith 

aspect does not contain anticipations of later aspects; it is related to the concentration of our 

temporal horizon in the human heart. Therefore, the faith aspect comes at the very end of the 

order of the modal aspects.239 Because faith is the final, ‘terminal’ aspect, and the human heart 

is the focal point at the center of this aspect, the human heart cannot be involuntarily controlled 

by any power external to the human will. This is why the human heart is not subject to any 

 
 239 Herman Dooyeweerd, A New Critique of Theoretical Thought, Vol. II, the general theory of modalities; also, 
René Van Woudenberg of the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam introduces Dooyeweerd’s Theory of Modal Aspects 
in a short and understandable way, see Renée Van Woudenberg ,“Theories of modes of being (modalities)”, in 
Reader II, Philosophical Foundation II, (Free University Amsterdam, 2007-2008). 2-9; and of course, one has to 
mention that the master course on Dooyeweerd’s philosophy taught by Henk Geertsema, former professor of 
Dooyeweerd Chair at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam was of great help to become familiar with Herman 
Dooyeweerd’s philosophy. 
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human authority, it is related to our ultimate understanding of human existence. This point is 

of great significance for the freedom of conscience.  

All of the modal aspects from the analytical to the faith aspect are God’s given 

normative laws exerting pressure on the human cultural mandate throughout the historical 

development. Human beings, therefore, have a subject function in these modal aspects, in the 

sense that human beings in their freedom can obey or disobey those normative laws. However, 

disobeying the given norms is not without damage to human life. These modal aspects, 

therefore, require human recognition. This recognition includes positivisation/actualization of 

a normative principle. This involves both historical and contextual variability. The principle of 

justice, for example, it can be recognized, but the legislations by which the norm of justice is 

applied in different historical situations are subject to different positivisations/actualizations. 

The development of penal law, for instance, demonstrates that the legislations of capital 

punishment are being abandoned as we became more aware of the integrity of human body. 

The normative principle of justice is indeed invariant, but its historical actualization is subject 

to change according to the complexity of the historical situation. The normative principle and 

its positivisation are applicable to the post-historical aspects: lingual, social, economic, 

aesthetic, ethical, and faith. The reason for this is that in these modal aspects there is a historical 

retrocipation with its element of the free formation, the meaning kernel of the historical 

modality.  

 

4.5.4 The Theory of Individuality-Structures  

An individuality-structure obtains its identity from the meaning kernel of its leading modal 

aspect of the interconnected aspects in that individuality-structure. This leading aspect is called 

‘leading function’ or ‘qualifying function’. That leading aspect determines the intrinsic purpose 

of a particular kind of entity. The leading or qualifying function, therefore, distinguishes entities 

of one particular kind from other kinds. 

In reality individuality-structures can be closely related to each other. What kind of 

relationship then can there be between different kinds of individuality-structures? Dooyeweerd 

sharply distinguishes the so-called ‘encaptic’ relationships of different individuality-structures 

from ‘part-whole’ relationships. Encapsis occurs when there is an intimate link between two 

individuality structures having distinct structural principles. This intertwinement can be very 

close, but will not change the internal nature of either structure. Individuality-structures that 

function within encaptic interlacements always have their own independent internal ‘qualifying 
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function’ and their own internal structural principles.240 These structures are never parts of a 

larger whole. They remain ‘relatively independent totalities.’241 Part-whole relationships, on 

the other hand, occur ‘only between entities of which one, according to its nature as a whole, 

determines the inner nature of its parts.’242  

The question now is: How does this ontological philosophy determine Dooyeweerd’s 

analysis of the state and of the church institutions? On this question, I will now elaborate. 

 

4.5.5 Structural Principles of the State: Ontologically Limited State-Institution  

Dooyeweerd approaches the state-institution as an individuality-structure. He aims at 

demonstrating that the state institution obtains its structural principle and task from a supra-

temporal modal law sphere. A normative human response to that supra-temporal law would 

result in an acknowledgement of a state’s power being intrinsically limited.  

Dooyeweerd analyzes the individuality-structure of the state in terms of the relationship 

between might ‘power’ and right ‘law’. He opposes the humanistic political philosophy, which 

was not able to grasp the proper relation between ‘power’ and ‘law’ in the state-institution.243 

For him, the reason behind the problematic dialectic of power and law is the fact that these two 

crucial functions of the state have been theoretically abstracted from the unified individuality-

structure of the state. As a result, the internal structural principles of the state have been ignored. 

This situation has brought about a crisis in political theory. Political theory has reached a stage 

at which it has almost lost the idea of the state. Dooyeweerd’s remedy for this crisis is directed 

to an inquiry into the internal structural principles of the state as such, as individuality-structure, 

encompassing different modal aspects. He, therefore, seeks to solve the dialectic of power and 

law by placing them in a unified individuality-structure of the state. He attributes ‘power’ to 

what he calls the ‘founding function’ of the state, and ‘law’ to what he calls the ‘leading function’ 

of the state. The founding function refers to the institutional historical formation of the state that 

inherited the use of power of the sword in undifferentiated societies, and it is related to the 

historical aspect of the modal aspects of reality, with ‘free formation’ as its meaning kernel. 

Whereas the latter refers to ‘public justice’ as the ‘leading function’ or ‘qualifying function’ of 

the state, which is related to the juridical aspect of the modal aspects of reality. Accordingly, 

 
240 Herman Dooyeweered, A New Critique of Theoretical Thought, Vol. III, 637. 
 241 Op. cit., 634. 
 242 Herman Dooyeweerd, A Christian theory of social institutions. La Jolla, (The Herman Dooyeweerd 
Foundation, 1986), 66; (first print, 1962). 
 243 See his extensive critique of humanistic political theories that neglected, on a way or another, the internal 
principle structure of the state of ‘might’ and ‘right’, see Dooyeweerd, A New Critique of Theoretical Thought, 
Vol., III, 430-446. 
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the state is a public legal community of rulers and subjects, which has been established on the 

historical foundation of the monopolistic organization of the power of the sword over a given 

territory. It should be mentioned that both, the historical and the juridical modal aspects are 

normative aspects. Humans, therefore, have a subject function in positivizing/actualizing them. 

And hence, the state is a normative institution.244 Its intrinsic norms need to be recognized and 

actualized by human beings in the course of history. Thus, this normativity implies that the state 

is an ontologically limited institution, because its ‘founding function’ (which is the monopoly 

of power) anticipates the post-historical aspects of the modal order: the lingual, social, economic, 

aesthetic, juridical, ethical, and faith. The state, therefore, ought not to seek power beyond its 

internal structural principles. And when it does so, it violates its very own ontological structure 

and ceases to be a state.  

The question that must now be addressed is: If the ‘qualifying function’ of the state is 

‘public justice’, then, what does ‘public justice’ mean? The ‘principle of sphere sovereignty’ is 

crucial to understand the meaning of public justice. It provides the foundation for why the state 

does not properly embrace the other societal communities or relationships. Yet, the state 

functions as a public legal community for harmonizing the diverse legitimate legal interests of 

individuals and the legal ‘sphere-sovereignty’ of the various societal communities. For 

Dooyeweerd, this harmonizing process should consist of weighing all the interests against each 

other in the retributive sense, based on the recognition of the ‘sphere-sovereignty’ of those 

societal communities.245 According to this assumption, ‘public justice’ is proper to the state as 

an individuality-structure qualified by the ‘legal modal aspect’. Public justice is then the just 

interrelating of all legal interests, which arise from the legal sphere-sovereignty of the societal 

communities within the territory of the state. Thus, the private justice within a particular societal 

community requires harmonizing the interests arising within that community, in which the state 

can interfere for the sake of justice. According to Jonathan Chaplin, former director of the Kirby 

Laing Institute for Christian Ethics in Cambridge, Dooyeweerd employs the term ‘harmonizing’ 

in this respect for systematic consistency. The legal aspect immediately follows after or is 

‘founded on’ the aesthetic aspect, the meaning kernel of which is harmony. However, the 

economic foundation of the legal aspect illuminates more clearly what Dooyeweerd has in 

mind. Public justice is to be understood in terms of non-excessive balance of legal interests.246 

 
244 Dooyeweerd, A New Critique of Theoretical Thought, Vol., III, 400-416. 
245 Dooyeweerd, A New Critique of Theoretical Thought, Vol., III 454-456, see also Henk Geertsema, “Embodied 
freedom”, in Koers 76(1) 2011, 33-57. 
 246 Jonathan Chaplin, “The Meaning of Public Justice”; in Philosophia Reformata, 72 (2007), 130-133. 
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The state, therefore, in its role as public legal office ought to prevent the excessive satisfaction 

of one of these interests at the expenses of any other.247  

Dooyeweerd, thus, draws a distinction between the enduring structure and the variable 

task of the state. The enduring structure principles of the state determine the varieties of tasks 

that it would perform in concrete situations according to socio-historical circumstances. The 

principle of public justice that is derived from the state’s structural principles is indeed enduring 

and universally valid, but its ‘positivization/actualization’ depends upon an intricate complex 

of variable socio-cultural conditions.248 Here is the role of human beings, as having a subject 

function, to actualize the given norm of justice, to be responsible to God’s norms for the human 

cultural mandate.249 One might say that human positivization of the given norms is the meeting 

point between the authority from above and the authority from below.  

 

4.5.6 The Structural Principle of the Church: Ontologically Limited Intuitional Church 

Dooyeweerd starts his discussion of the intrinsic structural principles of the church by looking 

at different views of the church-institution. His says that Luther, over against the Roman 

Catholic absolutization of the church-institution, conceived of it as only the ‘institution of 

salvation’. Luther assigned the legal and administrative sides of the church to ‘the lord of the 

land, the magistrate’, who he viewed as the first member of the church. Calvin, on the contrary, 

was the first to conceive of the church as a real organized community standing in a close 

connection with the invisible church—the mystical body of Christ. Calvin distinguished the 

church-institution from the ecclesia invisibilis, ‘the invisible church’, but still conceived of it 

as essentially connected to the invisible church. In this way, Calvin’s conception of the 

institutional church differed from that of the Roman Catholic absolutization of the church 

institution, on the one hand; and from Luther’s understanding of the church as a mere institution 

of salvation on the other. Calvin emphasized the essential importance of the internal church 

organization, in its unbreakable relation to Scripture and the confession of faith.250  

It is precisely for this reason that Calvin broke in principle with the dualistic basic 

 
 247 Op. Cit., 134. 
 248 Jonathan Chaplin, “The Meaning of Public Justice”; in Philosophia Reformata, 72 (2007), 138-139; see also, 
Jonathan Chaplin, Herman Dooyeweed, Christian Philosopher of State and Civil Society, Notre Dame, Indiana 
(University Press of Note Dame Press, 2011); James William Skellin, The Development of Calvinistic Political 
Theory in the Netherlands, with Special Reference to the Thought of Herman Dooyeweerd, Department of 
Political Science at Duke University, 1973). 
 249 See Henk Geertsema, “Homo respondens- Het antwoord-karakter van het mens-zijn”, in Homo respondens: 
Verkenningen rond het mens-zijn, Amsterdam (Buijten & Schipperheijn Motief, 2005), 25-48. Positivization of 
norms came to be known as ‘normative practices’ in the circles of Reformational Philosophy.  
 250 Dooyeweerd, A New Critique of Theoretical Thought, Vol., III, 519. 
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motive of ‘nature and grace’. This meant he could no longer leave the internal organization of 

the institutional church to the secular power as an indifferent, worldly concern. He was firmly 

committed to the fact that the internal communal law of the church was essentially dependent 

on the exceptional structure of this institution as written about in the New Testament.251 From 

the basic conviction of Christocracy (the rule of Christ in the Church) necessarily follows the 

structural principle that that the church has its own sovereignty within its own sphere.252 The 

church, therefore, is an organized community in the full sense. The internal structure of the 

church must express itself in all the aspects of its actual existence. Dooyeweerd’s analysis of 

the structural principles of the church, attributes the ‘founding function’ of the church to the 

historical event of the Incarnation of Word of God. And the ‘qualifying function’ of the church 

is connected to the faith aspect or modality of being. In other words, the individuality-structure 

of the church is founded on the historical event of the birth of Jesus Christ with the qualifying 

function of faith. The modality of faith, as a leading function of the church, is enough to show 

that the church is embraced by the modality of faith. It occupies a unique position in temporal 

human society because the modality of faith does not refer to later aspects; it refers to the human 

heart in which human existence is concentrated. 

The question is now: What is the relevance of the ‘faith aspect’, with its transcendent 

limiting character for the ‘freedom of conscience’ and ‘absolute certainty’? The faith aspect 

actually refers beyond the temporal order, to the ultimate understanding of human existence, to 

the Origin. This implies that the aspect of faith has a limiting transcendent character that 

restricts any temporal institution, including the state and the church itself. Thus, the 

characteristic moment or meaning- kernel of the aspect of faith is ultimate trust or certitude. 

This means that the absolute certainty of one’s own faith is proper to religious faith and has an 

ontological dimension. Human conscience, therefore, cannot be forced by any means from our 

temporal existence to accept something that contradicts its own conviction and certainty. For 

Dooyeweerd, even the temporal church institution with its founding historical function (in the 

event of incarnate Word) and its leading function of faith is not sufficient to describe the full 

truth of the Christian church. There is still something that transcends the temporal institution of 

the church, something that dwells in the human heart, the religious center of human existence; 

that which transcends the temporal order cannot be subject to the legal, political, or military 

power of the state. It must remain a matter of the freedom of conscience. It is quite clear that 

Dooyeweerd’s philosophy grows out of a strong belief in the religious totality of human life, 

 
 251 The italic here is mine. 
 252 Dooyeweerd, A New Critique of Theoretical Thought, Vol., III, 519, 520. 
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all of the life-spheres under the sovereignty of God. How can the relationship between religion, 

the state, and the church be explained according to this religious tradition? 

 

4.5.7 Religion, State, and Church: Clarifying the Differentiated Relationship  

According to the type of the Protestant thought dealt with in this chapter, the relationship 

between religion and state does not imply that the state is a community of faith in the same 

sense that the church is a community of faith—the state does not have the ‘faith modality’ as 

its ‘qualifying function’. Rather it is peculiarly limited to its ‘public juridical qualifying 

function’. The church in its turn is limited to its own ‘sphere sovereignty, functioning in the 

modality of faith, as its leading function; exactly as the state is limited to its sphere sovereignty. 

Hence, the church is a societal community which has a historical founding function, and a belief 

leading function. Obviously, the church is rooted in the supra-temporal Kingdom of God in 

Christ Jesus; but in that, it is not more than the state. Each institution, state and church, functions 

in its own sphere in accordance with its calling in human life.253 Therefore, the distinction 

between the church and the state is not the same as between religion and the state. The state is 

not religiously neutral. It functions, like all other societal communities, in the modality of faith 

but it is not qualified by it. Likewise, the church functions in the juridical aspect to make its 

internal laws within its own sphere, but it is not qualified by it. The distinction, then, between 

the state and the church has to do with their internal structural principles and their vocation in 

the Kingdom of God. In sum, it is a relationship of differentiated tasks within the religious 

totality of human life. 

My discussion above aimed at pointing out that Dooyeweerd’s analysis of the state and 

the church, in accordance with his ontological presuppositions, accounts for two crucial notions. 

The first one is ‘the principle of sphere sovereignty’, which asserts that each societal community 

ought to be sovereign in its own sphere according to given norms in created reality, with a 

competence to make its own laws. The source of this sovereignty is the strict relation between 

the societal communities as individuality-structures and the given creational law. The 

relationship between the sovereign societal communities is not a part-whole relation, but a 

whole-whole relation. The state, therefore, is not an all-embracing community. Rather, it is one 

societal community among others. The state is qualified by its leading juridical aspect, oriented 

by the norm of public justice in the tasks it performs in society. 

The second is ‘differentiation’, according to which all societal communities that have 

 
 253 Dooyeweerd, A New Critique of Theoretical Thought, Volume III, 431. 
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come into being by human cultural activity through history actualize cultural norms given in 

the creation order. Therefore, these differentiated communities have their own distinctive nature 

and their own differentiated tasks in human society. 

According to these two notions, the state and religious institutions are differentiated 

societal communities. Each has its own nature, task, and sovereignty in its own sphere 

according to its internal laws. The attempt (either by the state or church) to dominate the other 

is of an undifferentiated nature. Moreover, any attempt to extend the discourse of one societal 

community over the other will in most cases violate the internal principle structure of ‘sphere 

sovereignty’ of the other societal community. 

Thus, the modality of faith with its meaning kernel of trust/certitude and its transcendent 

limiting character in regard to the temporal order -referring to revelation, to the Origin, and to 

the human heart in which the religious meaning of the human existence is concentrated- 

provides an ontological dimension of both, the legitimacy of absolute certainty of one’s own 

faith and freedom of conscience that cannot be subjected by any means that belong to the 

temporal order. 

One might say that Dooyeweerd’s notion of ‘positivization allows for a substantial 

reconciliation between the authority from above and the authority from below. He might accept 

the phrase ‘sovereignty of the people’, as far as it means ‘free human formation according to 

the given norms of the human cultural mandate’. His rejection would be directed to the 

modernistic motive behind it, that is the autonomy of the human person apart from God’s 

sovereignty and norms. 

 

 

4.6 Conclusions  

The leading question of this chapter was: Is it possible for Protestants, who believe in an all-

encompassing kingdom of God, to contribute to the democratic culture in their own countries? 

In answering this question, I started by introducing two approaches: one was the position of 

David van Drunen who assumes that this is only possible when Protestants return to their 

historical position of the two kingdoms and natural law, separating the civil from the spiritual. 

The other was Albert Wolters, who strongly emphasizes the integrating unity of creation under 

the absolute sovereignty of God over all aspects of life, including politics. This means that 

orthodox Protestants have a tendency to integrate religious belief into public life.  

Then, I introduced two prominent orthodox protestant figures who indeed integrated 

their orthodox religious stance into their position on public life: Abraham Kuyper and Herman 
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Dooyeweerd. Kuyper uses the very notion of the absolute sovereignty of God to limit the 

authority of the state. His notion of ‘sphere sovereignty’, while it aims at emphasizing the total 

sovereignty of God, also aims to defend the freedom and liberties of the different social spheres. 

Kuyper strongly stresses that the state’s authority and the authority of the other social spheres 

stem from one and the same divine authority given to humanity to undertake the creation 

mandate.  

Dooyeweerd’s integration of religion and public life is given a more philosophical 

elaboration. His philosophy of law-idea aimed at pointing out two crucial notions for political 

thinking in general, and democracy in particular. The first is the ‘principle of sphere 

sovereignty’, in which each societal community is sovereign in its own sphere according to its 

internal laws given in the created order. The other principle is differentiation, according to 

which various societal institutions have come into being by human cultural activity throughout 

history. Each community has its own differentiated task in human life, corresponding to God-

given norms for human culture. Christian Protestant thinking therefore makes a distinction, not 

a separation between religious belief and public life. Accordingly, each differentiated societal 

community has its distinctive task in human life and is sovereign in its own sphere within the 

framework of the religious totality of the created reality.  

The state, therefore, is not an all-embracing institution, but one societal community 

among others. It has come into being by human formative activity through history as a 

differentiated institution qualified by the norm of public justice according to its internal 

structural principles. Religious institutions too have come into existence, but arequalified by 

the aspect of faith. This ontologically based differentiation between the state and church 

guarantees freedom for both of them to function in their own spheres as differentiated societal 

communities. Each is sovereign in its own sphere under the sovereignty of God. 

The significance of the norm of public justice as the qualifying function of the state for 

a religiously pluralistic society is that all the religious communities have the right to be justly 

treated without any sort of discrimination, whether belonging to the majority or to the minority. 

The morally responsible way of the state is to protect the independent exercise of religious 

freedom in the common public square as a matter of public justice. Extension of a particular 

moral discourse over the other societal communities is of an undifferentiated nature, for neither 

the state nor the religious institution has unlimited competence to exercise indiscriminate 

responsibility for all of society. Rather, they are differentiated institutions with limited tasks in 

human society. Each has its own proper place and responsibilities. Recognition of the 

differentiated relationship of the state and religious institutions would be of help to 
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acknowledge freedom of belief as a matter of public justice, which the state ought to promote 

in a differentiated society according to its qualifying function. Moreover, freedom of belief, as 

such, transcends all human institutions, for it belongs to the human heart in which the totality 

of religious meaning of life is concentrated.  

The two basic notions: the principle of sphere sovereignty and differentiation, therefore, 

underline the two elements that are crucial for democracy, the state’s limitation of power and 

the freedom of conscience/belief. The ‘principle of sphere sovereignty’ points out the internal 

limitation of the state, whereby it ceases to be a state when it seeks to gain power beyond its 

structural principles. Thus, the notion of differentiation underlines the relationship between the 

state and church. It introduces both, the states and church as differentiated societal communities 

formed historically by human beings to fulfil a particular societal task. The state is concerned 

with public justice through just laws; and the church is meant to handle the questions of faith. 

The state has no right to impose a certain religious belief or creed on people, using legal or 

military means. Conscience and belief transcend any temporal human institution and must be 

and remain free. The limit of the state’s power and the freedom of conscience are crucial pre-

conditions of a healthy democratic order which amount to a philosophical elaboration from 

within the transcendent-immanent tension. The ‘principle of sphere sovereignty’ and 

‘differentiation’ provide a philosophical foundation to argue for the ontological limitation of 

the state’s power and for the freedom of conscience of the individual persons and non-political 

life spheres. The true prerequisites of a healthy democratic order, the limitation of the state’s 

power and freedom of conscience noteworthy are developed out of an orthodox religious stance 

regarding the‘sovereignty of God’ and a clear religious, orthodox truth claim.  

As I showed in chapter three, referring to among others the historical work of Maddox 

and Witte, this seems to be no accident. Historically, we find indeed very important sources for 

constitutional democracies with limited state powers and recognition of human rights in exactly 

this type of thinking. ‘Absolute’ religious ideas about the sovereignty of God and the truth of a 

religious conviction, have been at the source of fundamental critiques of political absolutism 

and hence have been at the origin of political freedom.  
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Chapter Five  

 

Christian Catholicism and Democracy 

The Contribution of Jacques Maritain and the Official Position of the Catholic Church  

  

5.1. Introduction 

In this chapter I will demonstrate that the Roman Catholic Church254 has been able to make an 

internal reform to give adequate answers to the questions of the modern time, among others, 

the question of democracy, with its essential pre-conditions of limitation of the state’s power 

and religious freedom. The Third Wave of democratic transformations of the 1970s, which 

mainly included countries of Catholic majorities has been partly motivated by this internal 

reform.255 This internal reform was officially expressed in the Second Vatican Council (1962-

1965). However, the Council was not the starting point of this reform. There were important 

efforets made erliar by some infuencial Catholic thinkers. They attempted to respond positively 

to questions presented by the modern world, while at the same time maintaining the truth of the 

Catholic tradition. This intrinsic reform was centred on a personalist approach to the human 

person, in which the human person is perceived as an independent whole endowed with reason 

and will, endowed with inherent dignity. Hence, human dignity, human rights, and human 

freedoms, including religious freedom became fundamental elements of the social doctrine of 

the Church. Thus, and equally important, a new understanding of the relationship between the 

Church and the state developed. This new understanding was based on mutual autonomy and 

cooperation between the Church and the state. This mutual autonomy finds its justification in 

the fundamental Catholic belief in the two orders, the natural or temporal and the supernatural 

or spiritual orders. The state regulates the natural or temporal order, whereas the Church 

regulates the supernatural or spiritual order in mutual autonomy and cooperation. This implies 

that the Church has departed from the idea of sacral Christendom that dominated the Church’s 

thinking for a long time—whereby the earthly Rome was viewed as representative of the City 

of God in the earthly realm. In other words, the Church has departed from a ‘perfection-totality’ 

mode of thinking. This, in turn, implies both: limitation of the state’s power, and freedom of 

religion. State power cannot be extended to include the non-political spheres to achieve a 

perfect human order, according to the Catholic vision; and freedom of religion means it is no 

 
 254 Now on I will refer to the Roam Catholic Church in brief as ‘the Church’ in this chapter. 
 255 See chapter three, 3. 4; there I refer to the role of the Catholic Church in the democratic transformation in 
countries of Catholic majorities in the Third Wave of democratization in 1970s. 
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longer necessary to be a Catholic to become a full citizen of a Catholic majority state. This 

internal reform has shown a considerable reflexivity and flexibility in the Church’s social 

teaching in giving proper answers to the questions of the modern world, including the question 

of democracy.  

In order to deepen our understanding of this reform and its relationship to the question 

of democracy, I will first discuss the contribution of the French Catholic philosopher Jacques 

Maritain (1882-1973). My concentration on Maritain can be justified 1) in that Maritain’s 

thought significantly influenced the Second Vatican Council; 2) Maritain played a decisive role 

in preparing the Universal Declaration of Human Rights launched by the United Nations in 

1948. This decisive role grew out of his Catholic commitment. His theories of the human 

person, natural law, human freedoms and rights, including freedom of religion, played a central 

role in his contribution to reconciling his Catholic religious commitment with democracy; and 

3) Maritain’s contribution has made it possible for countries with Catholic majorities to take 

significant steps toward democracy during and since the 1970s. After discussing his 

contribution, I will introduce the official position of the Church in this respect. In doing that I 

will make use of the Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, published by the 

Pontific Council of Justice and Peace (2006), and therefore, it is an official and authoritative 

source. In considering Maritain’s contribution and the official position of the Church, I will pay 

special attention to the questions of the limitation of state power and religious freedom, as the 

true pre-conditions of a healthy democratic order. Finally, summary conclusions will be drawn. 

 

 

5.2 The Contribution of Jacques Maritain  

 

5.2.1 Introduction 

At an early stage of life Maritain was attracted to Henry Bergson’s philosophy. After his 

baptism in 1906 in the Church, he turned to criticize Bergson on the basis of the philosophy of 

Thomas Aquinas. 256  He then devoted his efforts to defending Catholicism over against 

Modernity, especially against Cartesian thought. Modernity, he came to believe, 

overemphasizes epistemology at the cost of metaphysics.257 Moreover, he addressed the social 

 
 256 See Jacques Maritain, Bergsonian philosophy and Thomism (Note Dam University Press, 1955), the first print 
appeared in 1913 in French as La Philosophie Bergson. In this work, Maritain has shown an authoritative grasp 
of the thinking of Thomas Aquinas and Henry Bergson, aiming at introducing Aquinas’s philosophy as an 
alternative to Bergson’s.  
 257 See Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy on Maritain: http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/maritain/.  

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/maritain/
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and political issues of his time.258 His works covers a variety of fields including epistemology, 

ontology, arts, social and political philosophy, and philosophy of education.259 In what follows 

I will mostly limit myself to his writings on political philosophy, The Rights of Man and Natural 

Law (1942), Christianity and Democracy (1943), True Humanism (1954), The Person and the 

Common Good (1947), and especially Man and the State (1951). In the latter he gives a 

complete and clear account of his political philosophy.  

My investigation indicates that Maritain’s work is a mediation between traditional 

Catholic views and questions of the modern life; he tries to give authentic Catholic answers 

while critically accepting the basic conditions of modernity. For example, he clearly 

distinguishes between two orders of reality: the ‘natural’ and ‘supra-natural’, in contrast to the 

unified ‘sacral civilization’ of the Middle Ages; but at the same time, he never claims the 

absolute autonomy of the ‘natural order’—so characteristic of the modern thinking. He also 

mediates between the modern view of human rights and the traditional view of natural law and 

natural right theories. He did so by keeping to the tradition of the natural law as a ‘capacity of 

moral discernment’, while introducing natural law as the foundation of human rights. Again, he 

never subscribes to the modernist position that claims the total dependency of the natural law 

on the absolute autonomous reason and will of man. Maritain calls his position ‘personalist’, 

by which he describes a human being as a person, an independent whole, one who combines in 

himself the natural order and supra-natural aspirations. By using the term ‘personalist’, he 

might have wanted to avoid the term ‘individualist’ that suggests a total autonomy of man, as 

meant by modernist philosophers. This position allows Maritain to maintain what he calls the 

‘relative autonomy of man’. By this he means that Natural Law gives man the ‘right of self-

governing’ in order to administer the ‘natural/temporal order’ as an end in itself, but not the 

ultimate end of man. This position was a driving force behind the internal reform within the 

Church and its openness to democratic transformations.260 

 
258 Jacques Maritain, True Humanism, translated by A. R. Adamson, London (THE CENTRENARY PRESS, 1939), 
121-156. 
 259 More on Maritain see Jude P. Dougherty, Jacques Maritain: An Intellectual Profile, Washington DC (Catholic 
University Press, 2003); Douglas A. Ollivant, ed., Jacques Maritain and the Many Ways of Knowing, Washington 
DC (Catholic University Press, 2002). 
 260 Jean Claude Lavigne argues that Maritain’s position introduced in The Person and the Common Good has 
influenced the Catholic social though, especially the social thought of Pope John Paul II. She refers to the early 
work of John Paul II entitled The Acting Person (Springer, 1979), first published in Poland 1969. In this work, 
John Paul II argues that human person is an active agent, not merely subject to impersonal force worth of 
dainty, given intelligence, freedom, and ruled by the natural law; see Jean Claude Lavigne, “The Person and the 
Common Good in the Teaching of John Paul II”, in Giugno, Numero Due (2010), 24-31. 
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In order to deepen our understanding of this position, I will first introduce Maritain’s 

distinction between what he calls ‘natural/temporal’ and ‘supra-natural’ orders. This distinction 

is, in fact, the ontological framework in which his contribution operates. I will then explain 

Maritain’s notion of the human ‘person’ and the relationship of the human person to the two 

orders. Maritain’s view of the state and the limitation of political power will then be pointed 

out. In this respect his criticism of the concept of ‘sovereignty’ will be introduced. After that 

the concept of Natural Law as a key-element in Maritain’s thinking will be discussed. His view 

of the relationship between Natural Law and natural rights will be presented followed by a 

discussion of his theory of democracy. Finally, the relationship between the Church and the 

state or between ‘the spiritual order’ and ‘the secular order’ in a new age of civilization will be 

discussed. According to Maritain, that relationship requires a departure from the traditional idea 

of sacral Christendom.  

 

5.2.2 Maritain’s Two Distinguishable Orders of Reality 

Maritain makes a clear distinction between two orders of reality. The first one he calls the 

‘supra-natural’, ‘supra-temporal’, ‘kingdom of God’, ‘things that are God’s’, or ´Church’; 

whereas the second order he calls ‘natural’, ‘temporal’, ‘earthly history’, ‘secular’ or ‘things 

that are Caesar’s’. Maritain is of the opinion that this distinction was not clear in the ‘sacral’ 

civilization of the Middle Ages. The undifferentiated relationship between these two orders was 

the main reason that the Holy Empire of the Middle Ages came into being. This was when the 

Church was both a spiritual and a political agent in the sacral age. In a New Age of human 

civilization, according to Maritain, this undifferentiated relation is no longer possible. Instead, 

we must understand the particular meaning of our historical time, which after the medieval 

sacral age is not the same after Modernity, Renaissance, and Reformation.261 Maritain believes 

this distinction is required by the Gospel and by Christ Himself. Christ clearly distinguishes 

between things that are Caesar’s and things that are God’s. However, while Maritain makes this 

distinction, he is very careful not to totally separate them. 

The next question is: how does Maritain see the mutual relationship between the two 

orders of reality? He relates these two orders through three principles. The first is the priority 

of the supra-temporal, because this dimension belongs to what is divine, eternal, to what 

 
261 In True Humanism, Maritain makes it clear that a new age of civilization is coming into being. This will be an 
age of ‘common man’ or a ‘man in God’. This new age will be dis-attached from the anthropocentric focus of 
Modernity, at the same time it will differentiate between the ‘temporal’ and ‘supra-temporal orders. One 
assumes that this is the main idea behind the Nouvelle Théologie, movement.  
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transcends the temporal order. The second is the relative independence of natural things, for 

nature enjoys a relative autonomy. This principle is traced back to Thomas Aquinas and 

Aristotle. The third principle is that the natural things or things that are Caesar’s are subject to 

God and just law. By these three principles, Maritain maintains a distinction but no separation 

between the ‘temporal’ and the ‘supra-temporal’ orders in the modernist sense. He is of the 

opinion that the energies of the Gospel must pass into temporal life. Accordingly, in the 

message of the Gospel there are political and social implications which must be unfurled in 

history.262  Therefore, the natural order is indirectly influenced by the supra-natural order. 

Maritain calls this indirect influence ‘the evangelical energy at work in history’. 263  His 

explanation of this indirect influence articulates the way the Gospel message makes it possible 

for the temporal realm to understand certain concepts that are necessary for it. Christianity 

proclaims the kingdom of God and the life to come, and at the same time it teaches the unity of 

the human race, the natural equality of humans. Christianity proclaims that where love and 

charity are, there is also God. But it is our responsibility to make every human being our 

neighbour by loving him as ourselves. According to Maritain, the secular conscience has also 

learned that the history is set forward toward a goal, as well as recognizing the dignity of the 

human person. The secular conscience gained faith in the rights of the human person, as a 

person; faith in justice is also seen as a necessary foundation for common life and an essential 

property of the law.264 The two orders, therefore, are distinguished, but not totally separated: 

they are combined within the human person. 

 

5.2.3 Maritain’s Understanding of the Notion of ‘Human Person’: A ‘Personalist’ 

Approach 

The notion of ‘person’ is crucial in Maritain’s thinking, and it is well employed in his efforts 

to reconcile his Catholic commitment with the notion of democracy. Maritain’s understanding 

of the human person starts with what he calls a ‘personalist position’. By ‘personalist’, he 

understands human beings as more than an element of nature. Indeed, a human being is an 

animal and an individual, but at the same time he is more than that.265 According to Maritain, 

man is an individual who keeps himself in hand by his intelligence and will. The human person 

 
 262 Jacques Maritain, Christianity and Democracy, New York, (Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1943), 43. 
 263 Op. Cit., 44-45. 
 264 Op. Cit., 49. 
 265 Jacques Maritain, The Person and the Common Good, translated by John J. Fitzgerald, (Notre Dame 
University Press, 1966), first publish 1947; Jacques Maritain, Man and the State (Chicago University Press, 
1963), 2,3. 
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exists not merely physically, but within him there is a richer and nobler existence. The human 

person has within himself a spiritual super-existence through knowledge and love. In that, the 

human person is a ‘whole’, not merely a bundle of parts. This implies that the notion of ‘person’ 

involves a totality and independence. To say that a human being is a person, it is to say that in 

the depth of his or her being he or she is an independent whole.266 However, alongside this 

emphasis Maritain also maintains the ‘openness’ of the ‘independent whole’ for other persons 

in human society—in order to form a common life according to that very human nature. This 

implies that human society is a whole made up of wholes. It is a whole composed of liberties, 

since the person as such implies mastery of self and independence, although not the absolute 

independence proper only to God.267 According to Maritain, because man has this spiritual soul, 

the Image of God, a human person has something that transcends the natural temporal order. 

Indeed, the human person has a temporal end: the common good of all, but this temporal end is 

not his ultimate end. The ‘ultimate end’ of the human person in Maritain’s thinking has to do 

with a supra-temporal aspiration, which transcends the temporal order.268  The state as the 

uppermost agent in the temporal order should help the human person on his way to achieving 

his or her supra-temporal aspirations. The question is now: how does Maritain see the state and 

its power in the light of what I have discussed above? 

 

5.2.4 Maritain’s Understanding of the State and its Limitation of Power 

In the previous discussion I mentioned Maritain’s distinction between the ‘natural/temporal’ 

and ‘spiritual/supra-temporal’ orders, his ontological framework, as well as his personalist 

approach to the human ‘person’. I said that he understands the human person as an ‘independent 

whole’ who combines within himself a natural end and a supra-natural ultimate end. His 

understanding of the state fits this framework of thinking very well. He speaks of the state as 

both: the ‘topmost agent of the temporal order’, on the one hand, and as an ‘instrument’ that 

should help the human person in his way to achieve his supra-temporal aspiration, on the other. 

This implies that whilst the human person is a part of the state, at the same time he transcends 

the state, for the inviolable mystery of his spiritual freedom and his call to the attainment of the 

supra-worldly aim. For Maritain, the state ought to help the human person in the acquisition of 

 
 266 Jacques Maritain, The Rights of Man and Natural Law, New York, (Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1943), 2-4. 
 267 Op. Cit., 6-7 
 268 Jacques Maritain, The Person and the Common Good, translated by John J. Fitzgerald, (Notre Dame 
University Press, 1966), first publish 1947. 
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these possessions and of a truly human life.269 The state’s power, therefore, is limited by a truly 

human life and the supra-temporal aspirations of the human person. 

In order to explain the limits of state power, Maritain redefines the basic notions of 

political philosophy. He first makes a distinction between the notions of Nation, Body Politic, 

and State. For him, nothing is more necessary for a sound political philosophy than to try to 

sort out these three notions, and clearly circumscribe the genuine meaning of each.270 Maritain 

starts by distinguishing between community and society.271 He admits that the two are truly 

human ethic-social, not mere biological realities. However, a community is more a work of 

nature, and more related to the biological, whereas a society is more a work of reason, and more 

connected to the intellectual and spiritual properties of the human person. To make this 

distinction understandable, Maritain reminds his readers that in social relationships there is 

always an object around which human persons are interwoven. The object in a community 

differs from that of a society. In a community, the object is a fact which precedes the 

determinations of human intelligence and will, and which acts independently of them to create 

a common unconscious psyche; whereas in a society the object is a task or an end to be aimed 

at, which depends on the determination of human intelligence and will and is preceded by the 

activities of the reason of individuals. Accordingly, businesses, labor unions, and scientific 

associations are societies as much as is the body politic. They are the product of reason and 

moral strength. Tribes and clans are communities, which are the product of given circumstances 

and historical frameworks. Thus, in a community social relationship proceed from the collective 

pattern of feeling, which has the upper hand over personal consciousness, and man appears as 

a product of the social group. In society, personal conscience retains priority, and social 

relations proceed from a voluntary determination of the human person. In short, community 

springs up from nature, but society springs up finally from human freedom.272  

Having made this distinction between community and society clear, Maritain places the 

notion of Nation in the category of community and the State in the category of society. 

According to Maritain, a nation is a human community based on the fact of birth and lineage. 

The nation is a self-aware network of common feelings and representations that human nature 

and instinct have caused to swarm around a number of physical, historical, and social data. But 

 
 269 Jacques Maritain Christianity and Democracy, 47. 
 270 Jacque Maritain, Man and The State, 1-5., in this work, Man and the State, Maritain makes it clear that the 
state is for the man, not man for the state.  
 271 The distinction between society and community was made before Maritain by Ferdinand TÖnnies in his 
work Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft (community and Society), published in 1887.  
272 Jacques Maritain, Man and the State, Chicago, (Chicago University Press, 1963), 5. 
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in all this the nation does not overlap with the political realm. It remains a self-awareness of 

common feelings. A national group cannot transfer itself into a political society. At this point, 

Maritain strongly criticizes the notion of the nation-state. For him, it is a myth, which has 

become an earthly deity whose selfishness is sacred and was very often used to ideologically 

justify totalitarian states.273  

In contradistinction to the notion of Nation, Maritain places the Body Politic and the 

State in the order of society. But at the same time, he makes a distinction between the two: body 

politic and the state. This distinction, however, is not because the two notions belong to two 

different categories, but because they differ from each other as a part differs from a whole. The 

Body Politic is the whole and the State is a part, indeed the topmost part, of this whole.274 The 

body politic, which is required by nature and achieved by reason, is the most perfect form of a 

temporal society. It is subject to the command of an Idea (with higher case I), and deeply rooted 

in nature, tending toward the concrete and a wholly human good, the common good. The body 

politic does not only contain the national community in its superior unity, but also family 

unities, whose essential rights and freedoms are anterior to itself, and a multiplicity of other 

particular societies which proceed from the free initiative of citizens and should be as 

autonomous as possible. Family, economic, cultural, educational, religious life, and political 

life should be free and autonomous associations. The element of pluralism should be there in a 

true body politic. In a true political society, according to Maritain, authority comes from below, 

through the people. It should be made up of particular and partial authorities rising in tiers above 

one another, up to the top authority of the state. Maritain emphasizes that justice is the primarily 

condition of the existence of political society, and of civic friendship which is its very life-

giving form.275  

At this point, Maritain introduces the state as a part of the political society, the body 

politic, which specializes in the interests of the whole. For him, the state is not a man or a body 

of men, but it is a set of institutions combined into a topmost machine, which constitutes a 

superior embodiment of reason, an impersonal and lasting superstructure bound by law and by 

a system of universal regulation. Maritain, however, rejects Hegel’s assumption that the state 

is the incarnation of the Idea (with higher case I). For Maritain, the state is nothing, but an 

agency entitled to use power, and made up of experts in public order and welfare, an instrument 

in the service of the human person. That is what Maritain calls the instrumentalist theory for a 

 
273 Jacques Maritain, Man and the State, Chicago, (Chicago University Press, 1963), 7. 
274 Op. Cit., 10.  
 275 Op. Cit., 11. 
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genuinely political notion of the state. This instrumentalist theory introduced by Maritain stands 

in contrast to the absolutist theory of the state. Maritain strongly opposes this absolutist theory 

of the state. For him, the absolutist theory of the state was a result of an abnormal growth of the 

state beyond its own limits. 276 

Maritain’s historical analysis of this abnormal growth shows that the problem started in 

the Middle Ages with the authority of the Emperor and in the early modern times with the 

authority of the absolute king. In both cases, the authority claimed to be descended from above 

down to the body politic. The authority was believed to be an immediately God-given and 

inalienable right of emperor or king. In the baroque age, while the reality and the sense of the 

state progressively took shape as a great juridical achievement, the concept of the state emerged 

confusedly as the concept of the whole; it was a whole superimposed on the body politic and it 

enjoyed power from above by virtue of its natural and inalienable right or possessed 

sovereignty. At the time of the French Revolution that concept of the state was preserved as a 

whole unto itself, but shifted from the king to the nation, and mistakenly was identified with 

the body politic. The concept of sovereignty, as a natural and inalienable right to supreme 

transcendent power was preserved but shifted from the king to the nation. In the eighteenth 

century, the state was made into ‘a moral person’ and subject of right, in a way that absolute 

sovereignty, ascribed to the Nation, was claimed and exercised by the state.277 

According to Maritain, this concept of the state is not part of the authentic tenets of 

democracy; it does not belong to its real democratic aspiration and philosophy. The task of a 

genuine democratic philosophy is to restore the sound conception of the state as such. The state 

is the topmost agency, which modern civilization has made more and more necessary to the 

people in their political, social, moral, intellectual, and scientific progress. The state needs to 

be restored to its highest and proper functions of ensuring the law and facilitate the free 

development of the body politic. The true dignity of the state then comes not from power but 

from the exercise of justice. The crucial point, according to Maritain, is to distinguish the 

normal growth of the state (as topmost agency for the order of justice) from the false notions 

connected with the concept of sovereignty. Maritain strongly criticizes what he calls ‘the 

paternalist state’, by which he means the state which not only works for the common good, 

which is normal, but directly organizes and controls all the life spheres: economic, educational, 

industrial etc. He introduces, instead, what he calls a personalist and pluralist regime, in which 

 
 276 Jacques Maritain, Man and the State, Chicago, (Chicago University Press, 1963), 11-12. 
277 Op. Cit., 14. 
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the state would leave to the multifarious organs of the social body autonomous initiative and 

management of all activities which by nature pertain to them.278  

Maritain, also, rethinks the concept of the People. For him, the concept of the people 

refers to the multitude of human persons united together under just laws for the sake of the 

common good, having a natural right to govern themselves. But by no means have the people 

possessed sovereignty, for the genuine meaning of the notion of sovereignty is related to a 

supreme and independence power separate from and above the ruled by the sovereign. The 

power of the people is obviously not separate from and above the people themselves. Since the 

people are the living substance of the body politic, Maritain thinks the concept of the people is 

the highest and noblest concept among the concepts he analyzes. Moreover, the people are 

human persons who not only form the body politic, but who each has a spiritual and supra-

temporal destiny. The state ought, therefore, to be for the people, not the people for the state. 

This discussion has raised a question about Maritain’s understanding of the concept of 

sovereignty, to which now I turn.  

 

5.2.5 Maritain’s Criticism to the Concept of Sovereignty of the State and of the People 

Maritain discusses the concept of sovereignty not in terms of juridical theory or the international 

law, but in terms of political philosophy to which this term originally belongs. He is of the 

opinion that political philosophy must get rid of the concept of sovereignty, for it is intrinsically 

wrong. To translate the Latin ‘suprema potestas’ as ‘sovereignty’ is a misleading translation. 

The Latin term simply means ‘the highest ruling authority’, not sovereignty.279 In this context, 

Maritain criticizes Jean Bodin, Thomas Hobbes, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. 

Jean Bodin (1530-1596) was a French jurist and political philosopher and is considered 

to be the father of the modern theory of state sovereignty. Bodin was of the opinion that the 

king does not possess supra-worldly sovereignty, which has absolutely nothing beyond itself. 

Rather, the king possessed full human sovereignty, in the sense that the people have totally 

divested themselves of power by transferring it to the sovereign. The sovereign, then, is no 

longer part of the people and the body politic but is now ‘divided from the whole’ or made into 

a whole: a separate and transcendent whole. The sovereign has a natural and inalienable right 

to govern the subjects from above in his own right.280 Maritain calls the concept of sovereignty 

(the absolute transferring of power to the sovereign in order to be transcendent and separated 

 
278 Jacques Maritain, Man and the State, Chicago, (Chicago University Press, 1963), 20-23. 
 279 Op. Cit., 30. 
 280 Jacques Maritain, Man and the State, Chicago, (Chicago University Press, 1963), 38-39. 
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from the others) the ‘original error’ in political philosophy. While he admits the separation of 

the ruler from the subjects as a functionary status in order to command, he strongly opposes 

this separation as an inherent quality of the ruler or residing in his very existence, which would 

make the essence of power monadic, and dependent upon the very person of the sovereign.281 

Here Maritain introduces the concept of vicariousness, as an alternative to the concept of 

sovereignty, by which he means that people have the right to self-government both by the 

participation in God’s right and as a human right. The vicars of the people possess the right to 

govern by participation in the people’s right. Accordingly, the prince is considered the ‘vicar 

of the multitude’, that is to say a maximum participation in the right naturally possessed by the 

people.282 

Regarding Hobbes (1588-1679), Maritain refers to his notion in Leviathan that men 

confer all their power and strength upon One Man and reduce all their Wills unto One Will in 

order to create a Common Power as an Artificial Covenant.283 In this Covenant every man 

supposedly says: ‘I authorize and give up my Right of Governing myself to this Man’. This is 

the Generation of the Great Leviathan or of the Mortal God, to which we owe under the 

Immortal God, our peace and defense.284 What Maritain precisely disagrees with here is the 

giving up or absolute transferring of the natural right of men to govern themselves to One Man 

in order to create an earthly divine sovereign Common Power, which rules the people from 

above. For Maritain, the idea of absolute transferring of the natural right of self-government is 

derived from a mistaken notion of sovereignty which emphasizes the natural, separate, 

inalienable, and transcendent right of the ruler to rule his subjects from above. 285  This 

misunderstanding played a decisive role in the despotic and tyrannic regimes of the modern era. 

Regarding Rousseau (1712-1778), Maritain shows how he shifted the wrong elements 

of the concept of sovereignty from the king to the People. In his Social Contract Rousseau made 

all individual wills lose any independence of their own in the invisible General Will. And the 

General Will turned out to be a metaphysical, monadic, and transcendent supreme power ruling 

the body politic from above.286 The idea of The Legislature, that superman that is described in 

 
 281 Jacques Maritain, Man and the State, Chicago, (Chicago University Press, 1963), 35. 
 282 Op. Cit., 35-36. 
 283 See Thomas Hobbs, Leviathan: the Matter, Forme, & Power of a Common-Wealth Ecclesiasticall and Civil, 
London (The Green Dragon, 1651). 
 284 Jacques Maritain, Man and the State, Chicago, (Chicago University Press, 1963), 19. 
 285 Op. Cit., 39, 40. 
 286 See J.J. Rousseau, Du Contrat Social: ou Principes Du Droit Politique, Amsterdam (Marc-Michel Rey ,1762), 
first print. 
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the Social Contract, provides a preview of the modern totalitarian dictator.287 According to 

Maritain, Rousseau made the people mere instruments deprived of any right to govern; whereas 

in fact they vicariously and by participation maintain this right: the right of self-government or 

the full autonomy of man, as a natural right. Here Maritain seems to suggest that the right word 

is full autonomy or self-government, as a natural right instead of the concept of Sovereignty. He 

believes that the right of the people to govern themselves proceeds from the Natural Law. 

Consequently, the very exercise of the right of self-government is subject to Natural Law.288  

 

5.2.6 Maritain’s Understanding of Natural Law 

Maritain’s understanding of natural law departs from the traditional view of scholasticism, 

without ever totally subscribing to the absolute autonomy of man of Modernity. He tries to 

mediate between the two. In order to understand Maritain’s own view, we must first understand 

both the traditional and the modern view of Natural Law. For convenience sake, I will rely on 

two authorities in this field: Jean Porter, professor of Moral Theology at the University of Notre 

Dame and John Finnis, professor of Law and Legal Philosophy at Oxford University. Without 

going into their work in great detail I will use them to introduce the two major trends of natural 

law theory. Maritain’s concept of natural law will then be introduced. 

 

a- The traditional concept of natural law 

According to Jean Porter, the scholastics understood ‘natural law’ within their dominant 

theological framework as a ‘capacity for moral discernment’.289 In this respect, Porter refers to 

the so-called ‘Ordinary Gloss’, which is an early twelfth-century commentary on Scripture, 

compiled from individual passages of patristic commentaries. The Gloss was described as 

‘ordinary’ because it was the standard for scholarly use in medieval schools. This Ordinary 

Gloss epitomizes earlier patristic thought, while at the same time it anticipated the main lines 

of subsequent scholastic theology. Porter refers to what became known as the locus classicus 

and what it says about scholastic reflection on the natural law. It refers to Romans 2:14 ‘when 

Gentiles, who do not possess the law, do instinctively what the law requires, these, though not 

having the law, are a law for themselves’.290 Porter quotes the Ordinary Gloss:  

 
 

 287Jacques Maritain, Man and the State, Chicago, (Chicago University Press, 1963), 46. 
 288 Op. Cit., 47. 
 289 Jean Porter, Nature as Reason: A Thomistic Theory of the Natural Law, (B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
2005), 5. 
 290 Jean Porter, Nature as Reason: A Thomistic Theory of the Natural Law, (B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
2005), 5.  
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Paul said above that the Gentiles are dammed if they act badly and saved if they act well. But since 

they do not have a law, as it were being ignorant of what is good or evil, it would seem that neither 

should be imputed to them. Contrary to this, the apostle says: even if one does not have the written 

law, one nonetheless has the natural law, by which one understands and is inwardly conscious of 

what is good and what is evil, what is vice insofar as it is contrary to nature, which in any case grace 

heals. For the Image cannot be so far extirpated from the human soul by the stain of earthly desires, 

that none of its lineaments should remain in it. For that is not altogether removed which was 

impressed there through the Image of God when the human person was created. Accordingly, when 

vice has been healed through grace, they naturally do those things which pertain to the law. Grace is 

not denied on account of nature, but rather nature is healed through grace.291  
 

According to Porter, natural law is treated in the Gloss unproblematically as Scriptural doctrine, 

insofar as Scripture provides both a warrant for affirming the existence of the natural law and a 

theological context within which it is rendered meaningful. In the Gloss, natural law is grounded 

in creation and represents one aspect of the human reflection of the divine Image; as such it 

provides both a benchmark for sin and a basic for the hope of restoration. The Gloss also 

emphasizes what might be described as the noetic, rather than a law-like, character of natural 

law, insofar as it explains natural law as a capacity or power for moral discernment rather than 

essentially a set of rules. Although the scholastics did believe that natural law generates specific 

moral norms, they did not regard them as central to natural law in its most important sense. 

Rather, they identify natural law essentially as a capacity for moral discernment, or as the 

fundamental principles through which such a capacity operates. Porter calls this ‘the theological 

approach’ to natural law.292  

One of the defining characteristics of scholasticism in the twelfth century was its 

reliance on texts, including the supremely authoritative texts of the Scripture and a wide range 

of other texts: Jewish, Islamic, and Classic. It had been believed that these latter texts have 

preserved fragments of truth, while Scripture provided the interpretative key to reunite those 

fragments in a systematic, comprehensible whole. The scholastics, therefore, had confidence in 

the reliability of textual authorities as mediators of truth and in their ability to restore the integral 

truth which these texts preserved. The scholastic concept of natural law was shaped by this 

view. It was believed that natural law was mediated through a wide range of texts all considered 

to be authoritative, though Scripture was considered as the most authoritative source. This range 

included the writings of the church fathers, not only Augustine but many others, next to also a 

wide variety of classical authors such as Aristotle, the Roman jurists collected by Justinian, 

other Roman and Hellenistic philosophers, and most importantly among non-Christian sources, 
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Cicero. The scholastic concept of natural law therefore was a textually informed one. It was 

thought of through received and accepted texts. The scholastics turned to Scripture both to 

justify appeals to natural law and to guide them in reformulating the tradition they had received. 

However, according to Porter, it would be a mistake to think that the relationship between 

Scripture and other authoritative sources was only one-sided as though Scriptural texts always 

determine the contours of the natural law as the scholastics understood it. Their reading of the 

Scripture was itself shaped by wider assumptions about the natural law, which were themselves 

shaped by a multifaceted tradition of reflection on natural law.293 

In their efforts to systematize their ideas about natural law, the scholastics turned to 

Scripture in order to identify its primary or central meaning. In particular, they turned to Paul’s 

reference to the unwritten law of the Gentiles, as interpreted through generations of patristic 

commentaries. This led them to develop the view that natural law is fundamentally the ability 

to distinguish between good and evil; it was intrinsic to the human soul as made in the image 

of God; it expresses itself through moral precepts, which are confirmed, as well as completed 

and transcended, through the operation of grace.294 This primary sense does not consist of any 

specific moral rules. The Golden Rule’ and the Decalogue were understood as expression of 

that fundamental capacity of moral judgment. Even if natural law was introduced as a product 

of reason, reason itself was understood and interpreted within their theological framework. 

Porter introduces this ‘theological approach’ in contrast to what she calls the ‘independent and 

purely rational approach’ of Modernity.295 

 

B-Modernity’s concept of natural law 

In the transition from the later Middle Ages to modernity, the natural law tradition was 

transferred from a theologically grounded interpretation of human morality to a philosophical 

framework for moral norms.296 There was a variety of theories with regard to natural law in that 

period. But those theories were clearly distinguished from the traditional approach by their 

insisting on the autonomous sufficiency of practical reason. The natural law can be ideally 
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expressed in terms of a set of moral norms derived from one or a few first principles, as given 

by nature in the wider sense, or by the exigencies of practical reason itself.  

Turning now to John Finnis, we encounter the modern claim that a comprehensive 

system of moral precepts can be derived solely from an indubitable first principle, namely the 

first principle of practical reason through the apprehension of the basic human good.297 Natural 

law is meant basically to distinguish between the practically unreasonable and the practically 

reasonable.298 For him, natural law is undertaken primarily to assist the practical reflections of 

those concerned to act whether as judges or as statesmen or as citizens to give an independent 

rational judgment. This ultimately implies that natural law is nothing, but to act reasonably and 

well.299  

The modern natural law theorists, therefore, would agree that it is possible to establish 

natural law morality. However, this could only be achieved through rational reflection without 

any necessary reference to a particular religion or traditional belief. Modern philosophers 

introduce natural law as a purely descriptive science. John Finnis argues that Bentham, Kelsen, 

Raz, Austin, and Hart strived to change the theological validity of natural law to a legal validity 

with respect to natural law in the strict sense. 300  Its legal validity rested solely on the 

autonomous reason of man by which independent legal judgments could be made. 301  The 

modern concept of natural law, therefore, can be explained and defended only on independently 

rational grounds. The transformation from a theological approach to a purely rational approach 

was a process started with the mixing of reason and revelation in the early modern period. The 

German jurist and political philosopher Samuel Pufendorf (1632-1694) was the first to break 

with any religious reference to natural law. He introduced the idea of a supposedly genuine 

scientific knowledge of morality. This Modernist approach emphasizes the rational character 

of the natural law and finds its comprehensive formulation in the contribution of John Finnis.302 

 

c-The natural law in The Thinking of Maritain  

To start with Maritain’s understanding of natural law, I would put great emphasis on his point 

of departure in discussing the notion of natural law. He does not stop at the traditional 

understanding of ‘capacity of moral discernment’, nor does he abandon his Catholic stance in 
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favor of the Modernistic view of ‘independent judgment of the autonomous reason’. Rather, 

Maritain discusses the notion of natural law in organic relation to the theme of rights. According 

to him, in order to treat the problem of rights in a philosophical manner we must first examine 

the question of the so-called natural law.303 He keeps the emphasis on morality and while 

simultaneously holding on to the modern emphasis on reason. . However, he opposes the 

opinion of the school of positivist jurists; according to him, they are attacking a false idea of 

natural law based on an untrue idea of man.304  

Maritain’s idea of natural law did not start with the French or American Revolutions. 

The idea of ‘natural law’ is a heritage received from Christian and classical thought. It does not 

go back to the philosophy of the eighteenth century, which more or less deformed it, but to 

Grotius; and before him to Suarez and Francisco de Vitoria, and further back to St. Thomas 

Aquinas, St. Augustine, the Church fathers, St. Paul, as well as to the great moralists of antiquity 

and poets like Sophocles. The eternal heroine of natural law is Antigone. The Ancients called 

it the unwritten law and this is its most befitting name.305 Here, Maritain distances himself from 

any claim that natural law is a production of Modernity, or that it started with Samuel Pufendorf 

(reinforced in the 1980s by John Finnis).  

Maritain, also, criticizes those who claim that the natural law is written in our heart, 

understanding natural law as a ready-made code of conduct. Maritain is of the opinion that 

natural law is not fully known by us. The only practical thing we know naturally and infallibly 

in common about natural law is that we must do good and avoid evil. But this is not the natural 

law; it is its principle and preamble. By this, Maritain also distinguishes himself from the typical 

scholastic view on natural law. His view is that natural law is the ensemble of things to do and 

not to do which follow a particular natural constitution in a necessary fashion from the simple 

fact that man is man, nothing else is taking into account. Human knowledge of this law has 

increased little by little as human´s moral conscience has developed. And only when the Gospel 

has penetrated to the very depth of human substance will natural law appear in its flower and 

its perfection.306  

Maritain starts his discussion of natural law by taking the human person as a person for 

granted, gifted with intelligence and will, acting with an understanding of what he is doing; and 

therefore, acting with the power to determine for himself the ends which he pursues. On the 
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other hand, the human person possesses a nature, for he is constituted in a given, determinate 

fashion. The human person, therefore, obviously possesses ends that corresponds to his natural 

constitution, which are the same for all human persons. In order to make this clear, Maritain 

gives an illustration. He says: all pianos whatever their particular type and in whatever spot 

they may be, have as their end: the production of certain attuned sounds. If they don’t produce 

these sounds, they must be tuned, or be discarded as worthless.307 And since the human person 

is endowed with intelligence and will to determine his own ends, it is up to him to put himself 

in tune with the ends necessarily demanded by his nature. For Maritain, this implies that there 

is, by very virtue of the human nature, an order which human reason can discover and according 

to which the human will must act in order to attune itself to the necessary ends of human 

persons. Natural law is nothing more than that.308 

For Maritain, natural law is ‘the normalcy of functioning’ of man. The normal 

functioning of a human being, despite all their individual variety is ‘to act reasonably’. Even 

when some people act unreasonable, when challenged, they give some sort of ‘reason’ for why 

they do what they do. Thomas Aquinas was of the opinion that the basic natural law for human 

beings can be stated quite briefly as ‘to act reasonably’. The reason we give for what we claim 

to be reasonable does not stand by itself. It stands by measure of man’s nature, by what he is 

and what man is not. This something is not initially formed by man himself but is something 

he receives from whatever causes reality, including his own reality. This original cause stands 

behind being a human being, in what enables us to say that some things are simply against what 

man is. In saying so, it seems that there is a standard to which we may appeal against the reasons 

given for unreasonable human action. Without this presupposition, there really can be no 

criticism of wrong ways of doing things.309 

For Maritain, ‘acting reasonably’ – as the natural law of human beings - is what 

distinguishes humans from other beings. Man possesses a power that other physical beings do 

not have, but one that other spiritual beings do have. A human being is a microcosm; in the 

sense that he contains in himself all the levels of beings, material and spiritual. He is to rule 

himself and his actions according to his highest powers or faculties. And he has the capacity to 

accept or reject the reasonableness of his own given being. This capacity is what gives him his 

moral autonomy and what makes him responsible for what he does. Human being has freedom 
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to accept or to reject his own nature, but only on the condition that he gives a reason for his 

choice; he never escapes this latter condition.310  

Maritain is of the opinion that the ultimate origin of the natural law is the eternal law of 

God. The natural law is the same eternal law but looked at from the side of man. This 

relationship between the eternal law and natural law means that the basic law of human beings 

is not something human beings give themselves, but something that is given to them for a 

purpose. The most important consequence of the relationship between eternal law –the order of 

reality in the mind of God- and natural law- the order of reality looked from the side of created 

reality- is that the natural law has an intelligent origin. The point that Maritain wants to make 

here is that a rational being has the capacity of rejecting himself (his gift) and supposing himself 

to be another kind of being at variance with his natural law as a manifestation of the eternal 

law. By making this point Maritain seeks to prevent human will from claiming, (as it does in 

Modern philosophy), absolute autonomy over what it is, over human nature itself. This is 

exactly the dangerous of Modern view that Marian tries to avoid. Maritain’s most important 

contribution in the natural-law tradition is his distinction between the natural law, as it is in 

itself and as it is known by humans. The former remains always the same, while the latter 

changes with our increasing knowledge of what is implied by it. This distinction means that we 

are not to be surprised by the long history of natural-law discussion, its periods of growth and 

decline. Man’s understanding of his own law, insofar as his self-reflection, experience, and 

good will are concerned, will take the same sort of time and effort as it has taken humanity to 

know about other forms of knowledge, such as how to build bridges or to do open heart 

surgery.311  

For Maritain, the law and knowledge of the law are two different things. Knowing that 

there is a law does not mean knowing what the law is. Maritain developed this distinction by 

using two expressions in speaking of natural law: the first one is ‘ontology’ and the second is 

‘gnoseology’/epistemology. He uses the earlier to refer to the reality of natural law itself, its 

status in being, while the latter refers to our knowledge of that law. Generally, Maritain speaks 

of natural law in the context of his discussion of human rights. This way of speaking has become 

a basic language in modern political thought since the American and French revolutions. 

Maritain is of the opinion that people might agree that there are certain acknowledged 

rights that everyone assents to, but they cannot agree on the way to defend or to philosophically 
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explain why such rights hold valid. Here we are confronted by the paradox that rational 

justifications are indispensable and at the same time powerless to create agreement among men. 

But what is remarkable about Maritain as a philosopher is that he proposes a way to allow for 

this disagreement at the level of common principle without the same disagreement being 

allowed at the level of practice where it might result in destroying public peace. He insists that 

rational justification is indispensable, as fair debate about highest things, but neither can be 

imposed or arrived at by any method other than a rational method. 312  Maritain wants all 

arguments, wrong or right, to be proposed and to be known in intellectual debate, to be treated 

squarely and fairly in freedom. When it comes to the ‘gnoseological’ side of natural law, to the 

side of its being known, Maritain argues that this knowledge is slow and difficult. Behind 

Maritain’s concern for distinguishing ontological and epistemological natural law is the 

realization that the natural law, as an understanding of what man is, passes from metaphysics 

to ethics and politics. Accordingly, people may exercise their natural (human) right of self-

governing, ruling themselves, and that has to do with the human awareness of his natural law 

(or what man is). In other words, to be a human person entitles the right of self-government.313  

 

 

5.2.7 Natural Law and Natural Rights, Including Rights to Self-Governing and religious 

Freedom 

In relation to his discussion of natural law, Maritain discusses the issue of natural rights, to 

which the right of self-governing belongs. He starts his discussion of rights with a clear 

distinction between what he calls the ‘rational justification’ of human rights, by which he 

means the theoretical, religious, or philosophical speculations to justify a list of human rights; 

and the ‘practical conclusions’, by which he means the awareness of certain practical elements 

upon which people of different, even opposing, theoretical backgrounds can agree. For 

Maritain, this was exactly the case in formulating the Human Rights Declaration, of 1948. 

However, by saying this, Maritain does not belief that all theoretical justifications are correct 

or valid.314 He, therefore, tries to introduce his own justification of moral values and norms in 

relation to human rights.315 In order to make a restatement of his justification of the human 

right, Maritain engages himself in an analysis of the concept of human right in an organic 

 
 312 Jacques Maritain, The Rights of Man and Natural Law, New York, (Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1943), 69-70. 
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relation to the natural law. Maritain believes that jurists and philosophers of the rationalist era 

misused the notion of natural law. They oversimplified and used it in an arbitrary way. The 

notion of natural law, however, was there and the idea of the rights of man was basically 

bounded to it. From the seventeenth-century onward, people began thinking about ‘Nature’, 

with a capitol N, and ‘Reason’, with a capitol R, as abstract divinities sitting in a Platonic 

heaven. As a result, the consonance of a human act with reason meant that that act was traced 

from a ready-made, pre-existing pattern that infallible Reason had been instructed to lay down 

to be of an infallible Nature. Consequently, it was considered immutable, timeless and 

universally valid. The eighteenth-century conception of the rights of man presupposed the long 

history of the idea of natural law, but it had its immediate origin in the artificial systematization 

and rationalist reasoning to which the idea of natural law was subjected since Grotius, and more 

generally since the advent of the geometrizing reason since Descartes. According to Maritain, 

Kant replaced God as the supreme origin of nature, by the autonomy of human Will, with a 

capitol letter W. Natural Law, therefore, was to be deduced from the autonomous human Will, 

and man became obliged to obey only himself.316 Maritain strongly opposes this view of natural 

law, and hence the view on human rights based on it.  

The notion of reason in Maritain’s thinking is not an absolutist one, as is the case with 

the rationalist school; it always operates under the guidance of natural law or the ideal order of 

creation. In natural law, according to Maritain, there is immutability with regard to law itself 

ontologically considered, but progress and relativity regarding human awareness of it. These 

two sides of natural law, immutability and human awareness, are applicable to human rights. 

Here Maritain is of the opinion that a new age of civilization will be called upon in which ‘new 

rights’ of man in his social, economic, and cultural functions will be recognized.  

Though these rights may be theoretically defended from different or even conflicting 

schools, Maritain introduces his own position, which he calls ‘personalist’. This position will 

be introduced precisely in contrast to both, liberal-individual type of society and communistic 

type of society. While the first sees the mark of human dignity primarily in the power of each 

person to individually appropriate the goods of nature in order to do freely whatsoever he wants, 

the other sees the mark of human dignity primarily in the power to submit these same goods to 

the collective command of the social body in order to ‘free’ human labor by subduing it to the 

economic community, and again the control of history. A Personalistic type of society, 

however, would consider the mark of human dignity primarily in the power to make these same 
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goods of nature serve the common conquest of intrinsically human, moral, and spiritual goods 

and of man’s freedom of autonomy. It should be mentioned that Maritain’s notion of autonomy 

differs from Kant’s. Kant’s autonomy is deduced from absolute, independent human reason, 

whereas Maritain’s autonomy is an alienable right of man of self-governing by both: 

participation in God’s right to command, and the maximal right of the citizens. It is the right of 

the human person as a human person.317  

Maritain seeks to bridge the relationship between natural law and natural rights in order 

to explain, defend, and legitimize the usefulness of both natural law and natural right in a 

consistent understanding. Maritain argues against the modern ‘rights’ theory that came from 

Hobbes and Locke. Their modernist theory considers rights as subjective, no objective. They 

saw rights not as rooted in nature, now with an origin external to man, but from within the 

human will. A human will that has no limit but itself. Accordingly, a natural right is what the 

‘will’ wills. Thus, if whatever is willed is right because it is willed, and only because it is willed, 

then there arises a certain parallel between law and right. This means there can be no conflict 

between right and law, for what is willed is right because it is willed. The strongest will, the 

public will take precedence. The natural-law tradition, on the contrary, provides for a possible 

conflict between what is willed and what is right. That which is right and just takes priority, 

therefore, over what is willed. What Maritain wants to do through this discussion is to suggest 

a way of coordinating ‘modern rights’ talk with natural law principle. He does this by describing 

what a human being is. His view is that humans are beings with definite, defined, indeed, 

unalienable rights owed to him or open to him. Those rights are related to the ‘normalcy’ of 

human activities. At the same time, Maritain does not want the content of the word ‘rights’ to 

depend on a purely voluntaristic conception. He wants to save a legitimate place for using 

‘rights’ as a basis of common public discourse.318  

 

 

5.2.8 The Relation between Church and State in Maritain’s thinking  

Maritain explains the relationship between the church and the state in what he calls a ‘new age 

of civilization. His understanding of this relation relies on a distinction he makes between the 

two levels of reality discussed above.319 He sees the church as belonging to the supra-natural 
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order and involving man’s supra-natural aspirations. He distinguishes between the conceptions 

non-believers and believers have of the Church. Unbelievers view the Church as a mere 

institution, an organization or association in society concerned with the religious needs, creeds 

and spiritual values to which its members are committed.320 But believers view the church as a 

supernatural society, divine as well as human. It unites men as co-citizens of the kingdom of 

God, leading them to eternal life, and teaching them the Truth revealed by God through the 

Word Incarnate, Jesus Christ. The head of the Church is Christ, its body are the human souls, 

even those who do not know but through the inner movement of their heart seek God in truth. 

For the believer, the Church is the Body of Christ supernaturally made of the whole human 

race.321 In that, the Church has the freedom of Christ to proclaim the Gospel, and the Pope 

enjoys freedom and spiritual authority as the Vicar of Christ. But at the same time, the Church 

and the clergy have no privileges in relationship to the temporal realm. In the secular order all 

men enjoy the same freedom, dignity, and equality. Those free men form a society for the good 

of all, based on the practical conclusion that they live a democratic life together whatever their 

theoretical justification may be.322  

Therefore, it is clear that Maritain employs the two orders of reality and the two ends of 

the human person in the same way the human person combines the two orders in his human 

nature. He believes the state is concerned with the temporal/secular and the Church is concerned 

with supra-temporal matters in mutual autonomy and cooperation. Maritain seeks a democratic 

life as a ‘commonwealth of free men’ which is the goal of the temporal order, but the human 

person transcends this order with his ultimate spiritual aspirations. As the uppermost agent of 

the temporal order the state should be a good instrument in helping human persons toward their 

ultimate spiritual end.  

It seems that Maritain speaks of two truths. The first concerns the end of this temporal 

or secular order. It is a democratic way of life, a commonwealth of free and equal men. That is 

the responsibility of the state and the political community as a whole. The second truth concerns 

the ultimate end of human persons, the supernatural order or kingdom of God, and eternal life 

which transcends the temporal order. This ultimate end is the responsibility of the Church as 

the Body of Christ, within which the Pope is the Vicar of Christ. The two realms are clearly 

distinguished in Maritain’s thinking. They are mutually autonomous; each is necessary, and 

each has its own purpose—and yet they are not totally separate.  
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5.2.9 Maritain’s Democratic Theory 

Having explained Maritain’s natural law and natural right theories, according to which the 

human relatively autonomous person has the right of self-government, I now turn to his 

understanding of the notion of democracy. Maritain understands democracy as ‘the 

commonwealth of free people’, who form a common life together for the good of all, regardless 

all religious differences. In order to explain his theory, Maritain introduces what he calls a 

‘democratic secular charter’, as practical conclusion on which the people can agree.323  

Maritain was first careful to point out that the secular conscience or temporal realm itself 

is influenced by the message of the Gospel.324 This indirect influence he calls ‘the evangelical 

energy at work in history’.325 This explains how the message of the Gospel makes it possible 

for the temporal realm to understand important concepts that are necessary for common 

temporal life. Among the examples he gives is the Christian proclamation of the kingdom of 

God and the life to come. Christianity also teaches the unity of the human race, and the natural 

equality of all human beings. Thus, it proclaims that where love and charity are, there is also 

God. Moreover, as a Christian it is your responsibility to make every man your neighbor by 

loving him as yourself. The secular conscience, according to Maritain, has also learned that 

history is directed toward a goal, and that human beings have dignity. The secular conscience 

has acquired a faith in the rights of the human person, and justice as a necessary foundation for 

common life; and that this is an essential property of the law. Maritain says that under the 

Gospel inspirations at work in history, people begin to understand concepts like dignity of the 

person, and the community of citizens of a country. These concepts, for Maritain, have been 

derived from Christian notions like equality, dignity, freedom and so on.326  The common 

influence of the Gospel in the temporal realm gives birth to what Maritain calls ‘the common 

man’. By this he means that peoples under the indirect influence of the Gospel inspirations at 

work in history have come to recognize common and shared values and principles. This concept 

stands for what Maritain calls the ‘secular democratic charter’.327  
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Maritain introduces his notion of ‘democratic secular charter’ as a practical agreement 

between free men in that new age of civilization328 He is of the opinion that if democracy enters 

its next historical stage, with sufficient intelligence and vitality, it will not ignore religion. 

According to him, it would be a ‘personalist’ democracy based on what he calls a common 

secular faith in human freedom, which people of a new stage of civilization may recognize as 

practical conclusions or points of convergence regardless their different religious or 

philosophical trends. Maritain himself believes that human freedom is the core message of the 

Gospel, and that freedom would flourish when the message of the Gospel will be fully 

recognized by men. According to him, in the ‘secular’ or ‘temporal’ realm human persons can 

agree on an essential creed regarding human freedom.329 This charter or agreement would deal, 

for example, with the rights and liberties of the human person, social rights and social liberties, 

common responsibilities, mutual rights and duties between various social groups and the state, 

government of the people, by the people and for the people, functions of authority in a political 

and social democracy, the change of authority without coups, human equality, justice between 

persons and the body politic, justice between the body politic and persons, civil friendship and 

the ideal of fraternity, religious freedom, mutual tolerance and mutual respect between various 

spiritual communities, and between different schools of thought. Maritain, here, makes two 

important remarks; the first is that the more people were imbued with Christian conviction and 

aware of the religious faith, the more deeply they would adhere to the secular faith in the 

democratic charter. The second is that justification of the democratic charter offered by 

Christian philosophy would be recognized as the truest one not by interference of the state, but 

only as a result of the free adherence to Christian faith and a Christian philosophy.330  

In his discussion of democracy, Maritain mentions the importance of what he calls ‘the 

prophetic factor’ for democracy, by which he means that is not enough to define a democratic 

society by its legal structure, but by the dynamic energy which fosters political movement, and 

which cannot be inscribed in any constitution or embodied in any institution, since it is both 

personal and contingent in nature, rooted in free initiative. His view is that this prophetic 

element is essential for democracy, because it awakes the people.331 But at the same time, 

 
 328 Vincent Battaglia criticises Maritain’s charter. Battaglia is of the opinion that an agreement in common 
principles rooted in the natural law tradition is idealistic and proved to be allusive, see Vincent Battaglia, 
“Building a New Christendom: Jacques Maritain’s Critique of Modern Philosophy”, in Australian Journal of 
Theology, 5, (August 2005). 
 329 Jacques Maritain, The Rights of Man and Natural Law, New York, (Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1943), 111; see 
also John DiJoseph, Jacques Maritain and the Moral Foundation of Democracy (Rowman, 1996).  
 330 Jacques Maritain, The Rights of Man and Natural Law, New York, (Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1943), 112-114. 
 331 Op.Cit. 136-137. 
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Maritain warns for the false prophets of democracy, who while claiming that they are awaking 

people for democracy destroy the most essential elements for the people: human freedom and 

dignity.  

In order to clarify the difference between means and ends in the political realm, Maritain 

introduces two different models of political realm. The first one is the democratic state, in which 

freedom, law and dignity of the human person are basic tenets, and the realization of political 

life is sought of in terms of moral values and norms. The second is the totalitarian state, in 

which power and a particular task has to be achieved, and only things to be taken into 

consideration. In the first case, the democratic state, the people have regular means to exercise 

control over the state, they choose their representatives and administrative officials under the 

Constitution. The people have media, the press, and every means of expressing public opinion 

are free under moral obligations. Along with this democratic state, Maritain refers to the 

spiritual, which offers to the human mind an infinite field of discovery if to be considered and 

systematically applied to the temporal realm. In this context, Maritain refers to Gandhi and his 

affirmation of the ‘Power of Love’ and the ‘Power of Truth’ as spiritual means of political and 

social action. Maritain of the opinion that Gandhi’s theory and technique should be related to 

the Thomistic notion that the chief act of the virtue of fortitude is not the act of attacking, but 

the bearing of suffering. Maritain calls this the means of courage in enduring.332 For Maritain, 

the spiritual means can play a vital role in limiting the illusory absolutist idea of the state and 

its notion of sovereignty.  

In the second case, the totalitarian state, the state suppresses any means whatsoever for 

the people to supervise or control it. The state treats the people as infants, who do not know 

what is good for themselves. The state therefore is a paternalist state, controlling all the 

activities of the people. Even what Maritain calls spiritual means come under the state’s control. 

Thus, in a democratic state the state’s power is controlled in order to serve the essential task of 

political life that is the common good of the common life of free and autonomous organs of the 

body politic as well as the human person. In a totalitarian state, however, the state elevates itself 

above the body politic, using every means possible to maintain power. This destroys in the long 

run the very task of political life: human freedom and autonomy, which is necessary for 

civilized life.  

 

 

 
 332 Jacques Maritain, The Rights of Man and Natural Law, New York, (Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1943), 54-69. 
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5.3 The Official Position of the Roman Catholic Church  

 

5.3.1 Introduction  

In this section I will introduce the official position of the Roman Catholic Church on 

democracy, religious freedom, and its relationship to the state. For this I will rely on the 

Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church (2006), published by the Pontifical Council 

for Justice and Peace and as such it can be considered as an authoritative statement of the official 

position of the Church. This Compendium is unprecedented in the Church’s history. It 

systematically spells out the social doctrine of the Church as this has been developing 

throughout a long line of papal encyclicals, starting with Rerum Novarum of 1891.So the 

Compendium summarizes and systematizes these earlier documents and extensively refers to 

and quotes these earlier documents. I will reference the articles I quote in the footnote, along 

with the documents quoted in the Compendium.  

The chosen form of a Compendium may easily hide from view that in the social and 

political teaching of the Church a drastic, radical change can be discerned. The Compendium 

may give the impression that the teachings of the church are in line with the famous dictum 

‘quod ubique, quod semper, quod ab omnium creditum est’ (‘what has been believed always, 

everywhere by all’). But this is obviously not the case. From 1891 onwards one can see the 

Church critically reconciling itself with the modern world, trying to give guidance, without a 

full rejection of modernity. And in the early 20th century it is exactly this movement which has 

been strongly boosted by the Nouvelle Théologie of which Maritain was such a powerful 

representative. So, the Compendium, in spite of it’s a-historical form is historical through and 

through. Therefore, before I go to the Compendium, I will briefly further highlight here the 

radical change in the official position of the Church. In doing so, a brief historical overview is 

given showing the Church’s official position before and after that internal transformation in the 

Church with respect to the relevant points.  

The relationship between the Church and the state and the question of religious freedom 

were problematic before that radical change. Consider for example the encyclical letter of Pope 

Pius IX Syllabus Errorum, Condemning Current Errors (1864). It considers the contemporary 

claim ‘that the Church ought to be separated from the State, and the State from the Church’333 

as one of the current errors that the Church ought not to accept. The encyclical letter of Pope 

Leo XIII Immortale Dei, On the Christian Constitution of the State (1885), in which Pope Leo 

 
 333 Pope Pius IX Enc. Letter, Syllabus Errarum , art., 55; avalable at: 
http://www.rosingsdigitalpublications.com/pius_ix_pope_quanta_cura_and_the_syllabus_of_errors.pdf 

http://www.rosingsdigitalpublications.com/pius_ix_pope_quanta_cura_and_the_syllabus_of_errors.pdf
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XIII declares that the Catholic faith is the only true one and the duty of the state is to protect 

the true Catholic faith, as matter of the common good, while other beliefs must be banned in 

the Catholic society.334 In the encyclical letter of Pope Leo XIII Libertas Praestantissimum, On 

the Nature of the Human Liberty (1888), Leo opposes the rights of God over against rights of 

man and argues that the Church has been given divine authority to teach and defend the rights 

of God. The Libertas Praestantissimum states:  

 

From what has been said it follows that it is quite unlawful to demand, to defend, or to grant 

unconditional freedom of thought, of speech, or writing, or of worship, as if these were so many 

rights given by nature to man. For, if nature had really granted them, it would be lawful to refuse 

obedience to God, and there would be no restraint on human liberty. It likewise follows that freedom 

in these things may be tolerated wherever there is just cause, but only with such moderation as will 

prevent its degenerating into license and excess. And, where such liberties are in use, men should 

employ them in doing good, and should estimate them as the Church does; for liberty is to be 

regarded as legitimate in so far only as it affords greater facility for doing good, but no farther.335  

 

These authoritative documents gave the state the right to disregard non-Catholic citizens, 

understanding human rights only in terms of seeking the true religion, which is in this case the 

Catholic faith.  

By way of contrast, the internal and radical change in the Church has brought about a 

new horizon. Consider the encyclical letter Rerum Novarum of the very same Pope Leo XIII in 

1891.336 In that encyclical the Church responded to the current challenge of Communism and 

Socialism resulting from the industrial age. In Rerum Novarum the Church argued for the rights 

and duties of both capital and labour. It affirms the right to private property on the one hand, 

and condemns the miserable conditions of the working class, on the other. The Church rejected 

the unrestrained role that capital had started to play in the modern world and supported the 

rights of labour to form unions. Indeed, the Church can be credited with this significant 

contribution to the social order and with the development of a new social conscience since and 

during the industrial age. This was not a mere coincidence. For in 1931 the encyclical 

Quadragesimo Anno ‘In the 40th Year’ has been issued by Pope Pius XI, in which he strongly 

 
 334 Pope Leo VIII Enc. Letter, Immortale Die, especially art., 7, 17, 18, and 27; available at: 
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/leo_xiii/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_01111885_immortale-
dei_en.html 
 335 Pope Leo VIII Enc. Letter Libertas Praestantissimum, especially art. 42; see also,11, 12, 20, 23, 25,27, 28,30; 
available at: https://w2.vatican.va/content/leo-xiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-
xiii_enc_20061888_libertas.html 
336 Available at: Rerum Novarum (May 15, 1891) | LEO XIII (vatican.va). 

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/leo_xiii/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_01111885_immortale-dei_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/leo_xiii/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_01111885_immortale-dei_en.html
https://w2.vatican.va/content/leo-xiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_20061888_libertas.html
https://w2.vatican.va/content/leo-xiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_20061888_libertas.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/leo-xiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_15051891_rerum-novarum.html
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continued this line of critical but at the same time sympathetic engagement with the current 

world.337 He discussed the ethical implication of the social-economic order, underlining the 

dangers on human freedom and dignity from unrestrained capitalism, socialism, and totalitarian 

communism. Pope Pius XI called for a re-construction of the social order based on the principles 

of solidarity and subsidiarity.  

In the meantime, as has been indicated above, an intrinsic reform has taken place in the 

Church. Its main aim was to give answers to new questions of the modern world, including the 

relation between Church and the state and human rights and freedoms. Jacques Maritain played 

a significant rule in this regard.338 In the Second Vatican Council 1962-1965, the Church 

unprecedentedly officially adopted this radical change in its documents. One of these 

documents is Dignitatis Humanae 1965, in which the Church has argued for human dignity, 

human rights, and political freedom.339 In 1991, the100th anniversary of Rerum Novarum, Pope 

John Paul II has issued the encyclical Centesimus Annus, in which the human dignity and 

freedom, including the freedom of religion, have been strongly affirmed.340  

This brief overview demonstrates a radical change in the official position of the Church. 

The Church has turned to admit, even to support, democratic transformation, considering the 

freedom of religion and limitation of the state’s power. Against this contextualizing background 

it is legitimate to take the Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church as the result of a 

radical change of position that shows that the Catholic Church has been able to reconcile itself 

to the modern world and has started to recognize that some important traits of this modern world 

cannot only be affirmed from a Catholic point of view but even share the same moral and 

spiritual sources. The role of the Church might even be to remind the modern world of these 

moral and spiritual sources underlying e.g., human dignity and human rights and political 

freedom.  

5.3.2 The Church’s Doctrine on Human Person  

The Church adopted the personalist approach in its understanding of the human person.341 The 

Compendium states:  

 

 
337 Available at: Quadragesimo Anno (May 15, 1931) | PIUS XI (vatican.va). 
338 See above 5.1, 5.2, and the whole discussion on Maritain.  
339 See John Witte’s discussion above in 3.4. 
340 See Centesimus Annus (1 May 1991) | John Paul II (vatican.va) 
 341 See Compendium, art., 105, 106, and 107. 

http://www.vatican.va/content/pius-xi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-xi_enc_19310515_quadragesimo-anno.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_01051991_centesimus-annus.html
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The human being is a person, not just an individual. The term ‘person’ indicates ‘a nature endowed 

with intelligence and free will’: he is therefore a reality that is far superior to that of a subject defined 

by the needs arising solely from his material dimension... 342 

 

Thus, the Compendium emphasizes certain aspects of the human person, among others, the 

biblical anthropology of the human person as Imago Dei 343 , the irreducible and the 

nonabsolutized character of the human person344, the unity of human person345, the openness of 

the human person to the transcendence, and freedom of the human person. 

As far as the openness to transcendent is concerned, the Compendium states: 

 

Openness to transcendence belongs to the human person: man is open to the infinite and to all created 

beings...The human person is open to the fullness of being, to the unlimited horizon of being…’346 

 

And as far as the freedom of the human person is concerned, the Compendium states:  

 

Man can turn to good only in freedom, which God has given to him as one of the highest signs of 

his image (…) Hence man’s dignity demands that he act according to a knowing and free choice that 

is personally motivated and prompted from within, neither under blind internal impulse nor by mere 

external pressure’..347 

 

However, the Church believes that human freedom is not absolute. It has to remain within the 

limits of what the Compendium calls ‘truth’ and ‘Natural Law’, which imprinted in the human 

heart. The Compendium states:  

 

 
 342 Compendium, art., 39. The Compendium quotes John XXIII, Encyclical Letter Pacem in Terris: AAS 55 (1963), 
259 and Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et Spes, 73: AAS 58 (1966), 109. 
 343 Compendium, art., 108. The Compendium quotes Catechism of the Catholic Church, 357; see also art., 109, 
110; see also Compendium, art., 132; see also art., 133, 134. The Compendium qoutes the Second Vatican 
Ecumenical Council, Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et Spes, 27: AAS 58 (1966), 1047; and Catechism of the 
Catholic Church, 2235. 
 344 Compendium, art. 125. The Compendium qutes John Paul II, Encyclical Letter Redemptor Hominis, 14: AAS 
71 (1979), 284. 
 345 Compendium, art., 130. 
 346 Compendium, art., 130. The Compendium quotes Saint Thomas Aquinas, Commentum in tertium librum 
Sententiarum, d. 27, q. 1, a. 4: “Ex utraque autem parte res immateriales infinitatem habent quodammodo, 
quia sunt quodammodo omnia, sive inquantum essentia rei immaterialis est exemplar et similitudo omnium, 
sicut in Deo accidit, sive quia habet similitudinem omnium vel actu vel potentia, sicut accidit in Angelis et 
animabus”; cf. Saint Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I, q. 75, a. 5: Ed. Leon. 5, 201-203. 
 347 Compendium, art., 135; see also 136, 137. 
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In the exercise of their freedom, men and women perform morally good acts that are constructive 

for the person and for society when they are obedient to truth, that is, when they do not presume to 

be the creators and absolute masters of truth or of ethical norms. Freedom in fact does not have ‘its 

absolute and unconditional origin in itself, but in the life within which it is situated …’348 

 

5.3.3 The Church’s Doctrine of the Natural law 

The Compendium emphasizes the importance of the Natural Law as the foundation of morality 

and common social and political life. The Compendium states: 

 

The natural law, which is the law of God, cannot be annulled by human sinfulness. It lays the 

indispensable moral foundation for building the human community and for establishing the civil law 

that draws its consequences of a concrete and contingent nature from the principles of the natural 

law...349 

 

5.3.4 The Church’s Doctrine on Human Rights 

The Personalist approach to the human person and the profound influence of the natural law 

tradition in the Catholic Church urged the Church to develop its own approach to the human 

rights, which is founded on both, the inalienable dignity of the human person and the Natural 

Law. The Compendium states: 

 

In fact, the roots of human rights are to be found in the dignity that belongs to each human being. 

This dignity, inherent in human life and equal in every person, is perceived and understood first of 

all by reason. The natural foundation of rights appears all the more solid when in light of the 

supernatural, it is considered that human dignity, after having been given by God and having been 

profoundly wounded by sin, was taken on and redeemed by Jesus Christ in his incarnation, death 

and resurrection, The ultimate source of human rights is not found in the mere will of human beings 

in the reality of the State, in public powers, but in man himself and in God his Creator. These rights 

are ‘universal, inviolable, and inalienable’. Universal because they are present in all human beings, 

without exception of time, place or subject. Inviolable insofar as ‘they are inherent in the human 

person and in human dignity’ and because ‘it would be vain to proclaim rights, if at the same time 

everything were no done to ensure the duty of respecting them by all people, everywhere, and for all 

 
 348 Compendium, art., 138. The Compendium quotes John Paul II, Encyclical Letter Veritatis Splendor, 44, 99: 
AAS 85 (1993), 1168-1169, 1210-1211; and John Paul II, Encyclical Letter Veritatis Splendor, 86: AAS 85 (1993), 
1201. 

 349 Compendium, art., 142. The Compendium quotes Saint Augustine, Confessions, 2, 4, 9: PL 32, 678: 

“Furtum certe punit lex tua, Domine, et lex scripta in cordibus hominum, quam ne ipsa quidem delet iniquitas”; 
John Paul II, Encyclical Letter Veritatis Splendor, 51: AAS 85 (1993), 1175; John Paul II, Encyclical Letter 
Evangelium Vitae, 19-20: AAS 87 (1995), 421-424.  
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people’. Inalienable insofar as ‘no one can legitimately deprive another person, whoever they may 

be, of these rights, since this would do violence to their nature’.350 

 

One of the new aspects of the Church’s official position on human rights is that the Church 

commits itself to defend and promote human rights on the basis of the personalist view of the 

human person. The Compendium adds:  

 

The Church (is) aware that her essentially religious mission includes the defense and promotion of 

human rights, ‘holds in high esteem the dynamic approach of today which is everywhere fostering 

these rights.’351 

 

 

5.3.5 The Church’s Doctrine on the Political Authority  

The Church believes that the foundation of political authority is God’s dominion over the 

universe. The Compendium emphasizes a significant connection between God’s dominion and 

political community. The Compendium makes an intensive reference to Scriptures in order to 

point out that the authority of God is foundation is the political authority.352 More specifically, 

the Compendium makes a clear statement on the relationship between political authority and 

the reign of Christ the Messiah over the whole of the universe.353 Thus, in a clear manner the 

Compendium teaches that the source of political authority is neither a contract nor an agreement 

among ‘the people’, but political authority is essentially based on the social nature of human 

person. The Compendium states:  

 

The natural social disposition of men and women also makes it evident that the origin of society is 

not found in a ‘contract’ or ‘agreement’, but in human nature itself; and from this arises the 

 
 350 Compendium, art., 153. The Compendium quotes Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Pastoral Constitution 
Gaudium et Spes, 27: AAS 58 (1966), 1047-1048; John XIII, Encyclical Letter Pacem in Terris: AAS 55 (1963), 259; 
Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et Spes, 22: AAS 58 (1966), 1079. Cf. John 
XXIII, Encyclical Letter Pacem in Terris: AAS 55 (1963), 278-279; John XXIII, Encyclical Letter Pacem in Terris: AAS 
55 (1963), 259; John Paul II, Message for the 1999 World Day of Peace, 3: AAS 91 (1999), 379; Paul VI, Message 
to the International Conference on Human Rights, Teheran (15 April 1968): L'Osservatore Romano, English 
edition, 2 May 1968, p. 4; and John Paul II, Message for the 1999 World Day of Peace, 3: AAS 91 (1999), 379. 
 351 Compendium, art, 159. John Paul II, Encyclical Letter Centesimus Annus, 54: AAS 83 (1991), 859-860; Second 
Vatican Ecumenical Council, Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et Spes, 41: AAS 58 (1966), 1060; and John Paul II, 
Address to Officials and Advocates of the Tribunal of the Roman Rota (17 February 1979), 4: Insegnamenti di 
Giovanni Paolo II, II, 1 (1979), 413-414. 
 352 See the Compendium, art., 377, see also, 378; see also art. 379, 380, and 382. 
 353 See the Compendium, art., 383. The Compendium quotes John XXIII, Encyclical Letter Pacem in Terris: AAS 
55 (1963), 266-267, 281-291, 301-302; John Paul II, Encyclical Letter Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, 39: AAS 80 (1988), 
566-568; and Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1884. 
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possibility of freely creating different agreements of association. It must not be forgotten that the 

ideologies of the social contract are based on a false anthropology; consequently, their results cannot 

be — and in fact they have not been - profitable for society or for people. The Magisterium has 

declared such opinions as openly absurd and entirely.354  

 

 

5.3.6 The Church’s Doctrine on the Political Community, ‘the Body Politic’ 

The Church believes that the political realm is an instrument to achieve the Common Good of 

the human persons. The human person is the foundation and purpose of the political community. 

The Compendium states:  

 

The human person is the foundation and purpose of political life. Endowed with a rational nature, 

the human person is responsible for his own choices and able to pursue projects that give meaning 

to life at the individual and social level. Being open both to the Transcendent and to others is his 

characteristic and distinguishing trait. Only in relation to the Transcendent and to others does the 

human person reach the total and complete fulfilment of himself. This means that for the human 

person, a naturally social and political being, ‘social life is not something added on’ but is part of an 

essential and indelible dimension. The political community originates in the nature of persons, whose 

conscience ‘reveals to them and enjoins them to obey’ the order which God has imprinted in all his 

creatures: ‘a moral and religious order; and it is this order — and not considerations of a purely 

extraneous, material order — which has the greatest validity in the solution of problems relating to 

their lives as individuals and as members of society, and problems concerning individual States and 

their interrelations’. This order must be gradually discovered and developed by humanity. The 

political community, a reality inherent in mankind, exists to achieve an end otherwise unobtainable: 

the full growth of each of its members, called to cooperate steadfastly for the attainment of the 

common good, under the impulse of their natural inclinations towards what is true and good.355 

 

 
 354Compendium, art., 297; see also art., 393. The Compendium quotes John XXIII, Encyclical Letter Pacem in 
Terris: AAS 55 (1963), 269; Catechism of the 
 355 Compendium, art., 384. The Compendium quotes Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Pastoral Constitution 
Gaudium et Spes, 25: AAS 58 (1966), 1045-1046; Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1881; Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith, Doctrinal Note on Some Questions Regarding the Participation of Catholics in Political Life 
(24 November 2002), 3: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, Vatican City 2002, p. 8; Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, 
Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et Spes, 25: AAS 58 (1966), 1045; John XXIII, Encyclical Letter Pacem in Terris: 
AAS 55 (1963), 258; John XXIII, Encyclical Letter Mater et Magistra: AAS 53 (1961), 450; and Second Vatican 
Ecumenical Council, Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et Spes, 74 AAS 58 (1966), 1095-1097; Compendium, art., 
485. 
 355 Compendium, art., 388. The Compendium quotes John XXIII, Encyclical Letter Pacem in Terris: AAS 55 
(1963), 273; cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2237; John Paul II, Message for the 2000 World Day of Peace, 
6: AAS 92 (2000), 362; John Paul II, Address to the Fiftieth General Assembly of the United Nations (5 October 
1995), 3: L'Osservatore Romano, English edition, 11 October 1995, p. 8. 
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The Compendium relates the purpose of the political community to the theme of rights, as 

essential ingredient of the common good, which the political community ought to achieve. The 

Compendium states:  

 

The political community pursues the common good when it seeks to create a human environment 

that offers citizens the possibility of truly exercising their human rights and of fulfilling completely 

their corresponding duties...’356 

 

 

5.3.7 The Church’s Doctrine on the Relationship between the Church and the State 

In order to adequately give answers to the modern world, the Church has developed a new type 

of relationship between the Church and the State. This new type of relationship is called in the 

Compendium mutual ‘autonomy’ and ‘cooperation’. The Compendium states:  

 

The political commitment of Catholics is often placed in the context of the ‘autonomy’ of the State, 

that is, the distinction between the political and religious spheres. This distinction ‘is a value that has 

been attained and recognized by the Catholic Church and belongs to the inheritance of contemporary 

civilization’. Catholic moral doctrine, however, clearly rejects the prospects of an autonomy that is 

understood as independence from the moral law: ‘Such ‘autonomy’ refers first of all to the attitude 

of the person who respects the truths that derive from natural knowledge regarding man’s life in 

society, even if such truths may also be taught by a specific religion, because truth is one’. A sincere 

quest for the truth, using legitimate means to promote and defend the moral truths concerning social 

life — justice, freedom, respect for life and for other human rights — is a right and duty of all 

members of a social and political community. When the Church’s Magisterium intervenes in issues 

concerning social and political life, it does not fail to observe the requirements of a correctly 

understood autonomy, for ‘the Church’s Magisterium does not wish to exercise political power or 

eliminate the freedom of opinion of Catholics regarding contingent questions. Instead, it intends — 

as is its proper function — to instruct and illuminate the consciences of the faithful, particularly those 

involved in political life, so that their actions may always serve the integral promotion of the human 

person and the common good. The social doctrine of the Church is not an intrusion into the 

government of individual countries. It is a question of the lay Catholic’s duty to be morally coherent, 

found within one’s conscience, which is one and indivisible’.357 

 
 356 Compendium, art., 389. The Compendium quotes John XXIII, Encyclical Letter Pacem in Terris: AAS 55 
(1963), 274, 275. 
 357 Compendium, art., 571; The Compendium quotes Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Pastoral Constitution 
Gaudium et Spes, 76: AAS 58 (1966), 1099-1100; Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Doctrinal Note on 
Some Questions Regarding the Participation of Catholics in Political Life (24 November 2002), 6: Libreria Editrice 
Vaticana, Vatican City 2002, 11.  
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The Compendium adds:  

 

The mutual autonomy of the Church and the political community does not entail a separation that 

excludes cooperation. Both of them, although by different titles, serve the personal and social 

vocation of the same human beings. The Church and the political community, in fact, express 

themselves in organized structures that are not ends in themselves but are intended for the service of 

man, to help him to exercise his rights fully, those inherent in his reality as a citizen and a Christian, 

and to fulfil correctly his corresponding duties. The Church and the political community can more 

effectively render this service ‘for the good of all if each works better for wholesome mutual 

cooperation in a way suitable to the circumstances of time and place.358 

 

5.3.8 The Church’s Doctrine on the Limitation of the State’s Power  

The Compendium emphasizes the limitation of the State’s power. It introduces the Natural Law 

with its moral demands imprinted in the human nature, as the limiting force for the State’s lust 

for power. This moral law ultimately finds its root in God. The Compendium states:  

 

Political authority must guarantee an ordered and upright community life without usurping the free 

activity of individuals and groups but disciplining and orienting this freedom, by respecting and 

defending the independence of the individual and social subjects, for the attainment of the common 

good. Political authority is an instrument of coordination and direction by means of which the many 

individuals and intermediate bodies must move towards an order in which relationships, institutions 

and procedures are put at the service of integral human growth. Political authority, in fact, ‘whether 

in the community as such or in institutions representing the State, must always be exercised within 

the limits of morality and on behalf of the dynamically conceived common good, according to a 

juridical order enjoying legal status. When such is the case citizens are conscience-bound to obey.359 

 

The Church defends the right to resist the civil authority when it insists to pass unjust laws as 

well as laws that contradict the conscience of citizens. 

 

Citizens are not obligated in conscience to follow the prescriptions of civil authorities if their 

precepts are contrary to the demands of the moral order, to the fundamental rights of persons or to 

the teachings of the Gospel. Unjust laws pose dramatic problems of conscience for morally upright 

 
 358 Compendium, art., 425. The Compendium quotes Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Pastoral Constitution 
Gaudium et Spes, 76: AAS 58 (1966), 1099. 
 359 Compendium, art., 394. The Compendium quotes Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Pastoral Constitution 
Gaudium et Spes, 74: AAS 58 (1966), 1096 
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people: when they are called to cooperate in morally evil acts they must refuse. Besides being a 

moral duty, such a refusal is also a basic human right which, precisely as such, civil law itself is 

obliged to recognize and protect. ‘Those who have recourse to conscientious objection must be 

protected not only from legal penalties but also from any negative effects on the legal, disciplinary, 

financial and professional plane’. It is a grave duty of conscience not to cooperate, not even formally, 

in practices which, although permitted by civil legislation, are contrary to the Law of God. Such 

cooperation in fact can never be justified, not by invoking respect for the freedom of others nor by 

appealing to the fact that it is foreseen and required by civil law. No one can escape the moral 

responsibility for actions taken, and all will be judged by God himself based on this responsibility 

(cf. Rom 2:6; 14:12).360 

 

Thus, and more importantly, the Church even beliefs that the civil authority, when it goes 

beyond its limitation of power, turns out to be like the ‘Beast of the Apocalypse’, a ‘false 

prophet’ that deviates from its essential task of serving the civil community. The Compendium 

states:  

 

When human authority goes beyond the limits willed by God, it makes itself a deity and demands 

absolute submission; it becomes the Beast of the Apocalypse, an image of the power of the imperial 

persecutor ‘drunk with the blood of the saints and the blood of the martyrs of Jesus’ (Rev 17:6). The 

Beast is served by the ‘false prophet’ (Rev 19:20), who, with beguiling signs, induces people to 

adore it. This vision is a prophetic indication of the snares used by Satan to rule men, stealing his 

way into their spirit with lies. But Christ is the Victorious Lamb who, down the course of human 

history, overcomes every power that would make it absolute. Before such a power, Saint John 

suggests the resistance of the martyrs; in this way, believers bear witness that corrupt and satanic 

power is defeated, because it no longer has any authority over them.361 

 

 

5.3.9 The Church’s Doctrine on Religious Freedom  

The autonomy of the  state serves also the freedom of religion. Because the state keeps itself 

outside the religious sphere, not using its power to force its citizens to adhere to a certain 

religious belief, even Catholicism. The Compendium states:  

 

 
 360 Compendium, art. 399. The Compendium quotes John Paul II, Encyclical Letter Evangelium Vitae, 73: AAS 87 
(1995), 486-487, 488; and Saint Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, II-II, q. 104, a. 6, ad 3um: Ed. Leon. 9, 392: 
“principibus saecularibus intantum homo oboedire tenetur, inquantum ordo iustitiae requirit”.  
 361 Compendium, art., 382. 
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The principle of autonomy involves respect for every religious confession on the part of the State, 

which ‘assures the free exercise of ritual, spiritual, cultural and charitable activities by communities 

of believers. In a pluralistic society, secularity is a place for communication between the different 

spiritual traditions and the nation’. Unfortunately, even in democratic societies, there still remain 

expressions of secular intolerance that are hostile to granting any kind of political or cultural 

relevance to religious faiths. Such intolerance seeks to exclude the activity of Christians from the 

social and political spheres because Christians strive to uphold the truths taught by the Church and 

are obedient to the moral duty to act in accordance with their conscience. These attitudes even go so 

far, and radically so, as to deny the basis of a natural morality. This denial, which is the harbinger of 

a moral anarchy with the obvious consequence of the stronger prevailing over the weaker, cannot be 

accepted in any form by legitimate pluralism, since it undermines the very foundations of human 

society. In the light of this state of affairs, ‘the marginalization of Christianity (...) would not bode 

well for the future of society or for consensus among peoples; indeed, it would threaten the very 

spiritual and cultural foundations of civilization.362 

 

Thus, the Compendium makes it clear that the Church’s social doctrine supports religious 

freedom of every human person. The Compendium states:  

 

Another very important document of the Second Vatican Council in the corpus of the Church’s social 

doctrine is the Declaration Dignitatis Humanae, in which the right to religious freedom is clearly 

proclaimed. The document presents the theme in two chapters. The first of a general character, 

affirms that religious freedom is based on the dignity of the human person and that it must be 

sanctioned as a civil right in the legal order of society. The second chapter deals with the theme in 

the light of Revelation and clarifies its pastoral implications, pointing out that it is a right that 

concerns not only people as individuals but also the different communities of people.363 

 

The Compendium adds: 

 

The Second Vatican Council committed the Catholic Church to the promotion of religious freedom. 

The Declaration Dignitatis Humanae explains in its subtitle that it intends to proclaim ‘the right of 

the person and of communities to social and civil freedom in religious matters’. In order that this 

freedom, willed by God and inscribed in human nature, may be exercised, no obstacle should be 

placed in its way, since ‘the truth cannot be imposed except by virtue of its own truth’. The dignity 

of the person and the very nature of the quest for God require that all men and women should be free 

from every constraint in the area of religion. Society and the State must not force a person to act 

 
 362 Compendium, art., 572.  
 363 Compendium, art., 97. The Compendium quotes Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Declaration Dignitatis 
Humanae: AAS 58 (1966), 929-946 and 930-931. 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decl_19651207_dignitatis-humanae_en.html
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against his conscience or prevent him from acting in conformity with it. Religious freedom is not a 

moral license to adhere to error, nor as an implicit right to error.364  

 

Freedom of conscience and religion ‘concerns man both individually and socially’. The right to 

religious freedom must be recognized in the juridical order and sanctioned as a civil right; 

nonetheless, it is not of itself an unlimited right. The just limits of the exercise of religious freedom 

must be determined in each social situation with political prudence, according to the requirements 

of the common good, and ratified by the civil authority through legal norms consistent with the 

objective moral order. Such norms are required by ‘the need for the effective safeguarding of the 

rights of all citizens and for the peaceful settlement of conflicts of rights, also by the need for an 

adequate care of genuine public peace, which comes about when men live together in good order 

and in true justice, and finally by the need for a proper guardianship of public morality.365 

 

And as far as the religious freedom is concerned, the Compendium specifies the religious 

freedom as fundamental human right for every person. The Compendium states:  

 

The teachings of Pope John XXIII, the Second Vatican Council, and Pope Paul VI have given 

abundant indication of the concept of human rights as articulated by the Magisterium. Pope John 

Paul II has drawn up a list of them in the Encyclical Centesimus Annus: ‘the right to life, an integral 

part of which is the right of the child to develop in the mother’s womb from the moment of 

conception; the right to live in a united family and in a moral environment conducive to the growth 

of the child’s personality; the right to develop one’s intelligence and freedom in seeking and knowing 

the truth; the right to share in the work which makes wise use of the earth’s material resources, and 

to derive from that work the means to support oneself and one’s dependents; and the right freely to 

establish a family, to have and to rear children through the responsible exercise of one’s sexuality. 

In a certain sense, the source and synthesis of these rights is religious freedom, understood as the 

right to live in the truth of one’s faith and in conformity with one’s transcendent dignity as a person’. 

The first right presented in this list is the right to life, from conception to its natural end, which is the 

condition for the exercise of all other rights and, in particular, implies the illicitness of every form 

of procured abortion and of euthanasia. Emphasis is given to the paramount value of the right to 

religious freedom: ‘all men are to be immune from coercion on the part of individuals or of social 

groups and of any human power, in such wise that no one is to be forced to act in a manner contrary 

to his own beliefs, whether privately or publicly, whether alone or in association with others, within 

 
 364 Compendium, art., 421. The Compendium quotes Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Declaration Dignitatis 
Humanae, 3: AAS 58 (1966), 931-932; Catechism of the Catholic Church, 20180. 
 365 Compendium, art., 422. The Compendium quotes Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Declaration Dignitatis 
Humanae, 7: AAS 58 (1966). 
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due limits’. The respect of this right is an indicative sign of ‘man’s authentic progress in any regime, 

in any society, system or milieu.366 

 

5.3.10 The Church’s Doctrine on Democracy  

The Church’s public use of the term ‘democracy’ is recent. The early attempts to re-think the 

issue of the relation between the state and the Church can be traced back to the early decades 

of the twentieth century. Then, there have been internal arguments in favor of democracy 

expressed in the Second Vatican Council, besides the Encyclicals that follow after this, 

especially Centesimus Annus. 

 

On the hundredth anniversary of Rerum Novarum, Pope John Paul II promulgates his third social 

encyclical, Centesimus Annus, whence emerges the doctrinal continuity of a hundred years of the 

Church’s social Magisterium. Taking up a new one of the fundamental principles of the Christian 

view of social and political organization, which had been the central theme of the previous 

Encyclical, the Pope writes: ‘What we nowadays call the principle of solidarity... is frequently stated 

by Pope Leo XIII, who uses the term ‘friendship’... Pope Pius XI refers to it with the equally 

meaningful term ‘social charity’. Pope Paul VI, expanding the concept to cover the many modern 

aspects of the social question, speaks of a ‘civilization of love’. Pope John Paul II demonstrates how 

the Church’s social teaching moves along the axis of reciprocity between God and man: recognizing 

God in every person and every person in God is the condition of authentic human development. The 

articulate and in-depth analysis of the ‘new things’, and particularly of the great breakthrough of 

1989 with the collapse of the Soviet system, shows appreciation for democracy and the free 

economy, in the context of an indispensable solidarity.367 

 

The Compendium makes it clear that democracy is a system of government. The Compendium 

states:  

 

The Encyclical Centesimus Annus contains an explicit and articulate judgment with regard to 

democracy: ‘The Church values the democratic system inasmuch as it ensures the participation of 

citizens in making political choices, guarantees to the governed the possibility both of electing and 

holding accountable those who govern them, and of replacing them through peaceful means when 

appropriate. Thus she cannot encourage the formation of narrow ruling groups which usurp the 

 
 366 Compendium, art., 155. The Compendium quotes John XXIII, Encyclical Letter Pacem in Terris: AAS 55 
(1963), 259-264; Second Vatican Ecumenical Council, Pastoral Constitution Gaudium et Spes, 26: AAS 58 (1966), 
1046-1047; Paul VI, Address to the General Assembly of the United Nations (4 October 1965), 6: AAS 57 (1965), 
883-884; Paul VI, Message to the Bishops Gathered for the Synod (26 October 1974): AAS 66 (1974), 631-63; 
John Paul II, Encyclical Letter Centesimus Annus, 47: AAS 83 (1991), 851-852; and also John Paul II address to 
the 34th General Assembly of the United Nations (2 October 1979), 13: AAS 71 (1979) 1152-1153. 
 367 Compendium, art., 103. 

http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/leo_xiii/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_15051891_rerum-novarum_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/edocs/ENG0214/_INDEX.HTM
http://www.vatican.va/edocs/ENG0214/_INDEX.HTM
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power of the State for individual interests or for ideological ends. Authentic democracy is possible 

only in a State ruled by law, and on the basis of a correct conception of the human person. It requires 

that the necessary conditions be present for the advancement both of the individual through education 

and formation in true ideals, and of the ‘subjectivity’ of society through the creation of structures of 

participation and shared responsibility.368 

 

Although, the Compendium emphasizes that democracy is a system it does not stop at the formal 

procedure of the democratic system. The Compendium refers to some essential values of 

democracy. The Compendium states:  

 

An authentic democracy is not merely the result of a formal observation of a set of rules but is the 

fruit of a convinced acceptance of the values that inspire democratic procedures: the dignity of every 

human person, the respect of human rights, commitment to the common good as the purpose and 

guiding criterion for political life. If there is no general consensus on these values, the deepest 

meaning of democracy is lost and its stability is compromised. The Church’s social doctrine sees 

ethical relativism, which maintains that there are no objective or universal criteria for establishing 

the foundations of a correct hierarchy of values, as one of the greatest threats to modern-day 

democracies. ‘Nowadays there is a tendency to claim that agnosticism and skeptical relativism are 

the philosophy and the basic attitude which correspond to democratic forms of political life. Those 

who are convinced that they know the truth and firmly adhere to it are considered unreliable from a 

democratic point of view, since they do not accept that truth is determined by the majority, or that it 

is subject to variation according to different political trends. It must be observed in this regard that 

if there is no ultimate truth to guide and direct political action, then ideas and convictions can easily 

be manipulated for reasons of power. As history demonstrates, a democracy without values easily 

turns into open or thinly disguised totalitarianism’. Democracy is fundamentally a ‘system’ and as 

such is a means and not an end. Its ‘moral’ value is not automatic, but depends on conformity to the 

moral law to which it, like every other form of human behavior, must be subject: in other words, its 

morality depends on the morality of the ends which it pursues and of the means which it employs.369 

 

As far as the participation of the people is concerned the Compendium states: 

 

Participation in community life is not only one of the greatest aspirations of the citizen, called to 

exercise freely and responsibly his civic role with and for others, but is also one of the pillars of all 

democratic orders and one of the major guarantees of the permanence of the democratic system. 

 
 368 Compendium, art., 406. The Compendium quotes John Paul II, Encyclical Letter Centesimus Annus, 46: AAS 
83 (1991); see also Compendium, art., 408; John Paul II, Encyclical Letter Centesimus Annus, 44: AAS 83 (1991), 
848. 
 369 Compendium, art., 407. The Compendium quotes and John Paul II, Encyclical Letter Evangelium Vitae, 70: 
AAS 87 (1995), 482. 
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Democratic government, in fact, is defined first of all by the assignment of powers and functions on 

the part of the people, exercised in their name, in their regard and on their behalf. It is therefore 

clearly evident that every democracy must be participative. This means that the different subjects of 

civil community at every level must be informed, listened to and involved in the exercise of the 

carried-out functions.’370 

 

These statements given in the Compendium show that the Church has turned to defend and 

promote democratic transformations. These pro-democratic attitudes in the Catholic tradition 

are recent. Tracing back  the Compendium’s references to the Church documents in favor of 

mutual autonomy of the Church and the state, human dignity, human freedoms, human rights, 

especially religious freedom shows that these pro-democratic attitudes only appeared in the 

official documents of Church during and since the Second Vatican Council, notably the 

‘Declaration on Religious Freedom’ called Dignitatis Humanae (1965), and the Pastoral 

Constitution Gaudium et Spes (1965), as well as  the encyclicals Pacem in Terris (1963), 

Evangelium Vitae (1995) and Centesimus Annus (1991).  

 

 

5.4. Conclusions 

 

The aim of this chapter was to analyze the internal reform of the Roman Catholic Church with 

respect to democracy. The Church was able to depart from the anti-democratic tendencies that 

dominated it for so long time. Such internal reform was only possible when the Church took 

distance from the perfection-totality mode of sacral empire of the Middle Ages, which identified 

Room with the City of God. I focused on the contribution of Jacques Maritain that tried to give 

adequate answers to the questions of modernity from within the Catholic tradition I then 

introduced the official position of the Church in this regard. Among the important questions 

that had to be answered were the question of the question of religious freedom and the question 

of the relation between the Church and the stat. These two elements have paved the way for 

democratic transformations in countries with Catholic majorities.  

Jacques Maritain was careful to give answers to these questions from within his Roman 

Catholic tradition. He maintained the idea of the two orders of reality: a natural and a 

 
 370 Compendium, art., 190. The Compendium emphasizes the moral dimension of political representation. Thus 
in art., 413, 414, 415, 415, and 416 the Compendium emphasizes the important role of media and mass 
communication as crucial instruments in a democratic society, putting much emphasis on the moral obligation 
on media for the sake of the common god. 
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supernatural order (or nature and grace), which historically has been attached to the Roman 

Catholic tradition. However, while he maintains the distinction between the two orders, he 

combines them in the human person. Human persons by virtue of being human, seek to achieve 

two distinguished, but not separated, ends. Each of these two ends is required for its own sake. 

In this framework, while Maritain introduces the human person as a part of the state/the 

temporal order, he also emphasizes that the human person transcends the state. This framework 

allows Maritain to provide an adequate remedy from the Roman Catholic tradition for the 

questions of the relationship between the Church and the state, and the right of religious 

freedom. He believes the state has the task of regulating the common good for the temporal 

realm, while the Church is concerned with the supernatural aspirations of the human person. 

For this reason, the state must limit its power, because it only has authority over the 

political regulation of the temporal order. The state cannot be sovereign. This is an error in 

political philosophy which political philosophy must get rid of. . He too, argued for the right of 

religious freedom but in an intrinsic way. His argument is rooted in the notion of natural law, 

which is an essential ingredient of the Catholic tradition. However, Maritain’s argument departs 

from the scholastic understanding of natural law as a ‘capacity of moral discernment’ to an 

internal law of man or a normalcy of man as being a man. Since natural law is a normalcy of 

the human person as a person, Maritain introduced the concept of human rights as organically 

related to the concept of the natural. In other words, human persons have rights to determine 

and realize their own destiny. Among these rights are the right to freedom of conscience and 

the right to self-government. The human person, as person, endowed with reason and will 

understands what he is doing and determines the goals he peruses. Human persons, by virtue of 

being persons, are entitled to rights, according to their nature.  

By emphasizing the right of self-government, Maritain points to democracy, which he 

views as the ‘commonwealth of free men’. By stressing the right of self-government in 

accordance with the natural law, the eternal law of God, Maritain seems to reconcile the 

contradiction between ‘sovereignty of God’ and ‘sovereignty of the people’. Participation of 

the people in the ruling process does not imply a substantial contradiction with the sovereignty 

of God. My discussion in Maritain’s thinking demonstrates that he clearly reconciles the 

‘sovereignty of God’ with ‘the sovereignty of man’. He substantiates this reconciliation by his 

understanding of the human person. The human person is as an independent whole, but not 

absolute independent. He also makes use of the notion of natural rights to articulate the human 

right for self-governing. For Maritain, God is the only source of sovereignty, and He alone is 
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the One who has the right to rule over man. At the same time, human person participates in 

God’s right by natural law, the law of Creation, the eternal law of God.  

With respect to the contradiction between the religious truth-claim about absolute certainty and 

the question of plurality and differences of democracy, Maritain would say that these two issues 

belong to two different orders of reality. A democratic state belongs to the temporal order. 

Human persons, regardless of their differences, can come together and agree on how to live 

together under a democratic charter. The goal of this temporal or secular order is to live in 

dignity together as free and equal men. Religious certainty and truth-claims, however, belongs 

to another order of reality: the supra-temporal. For Maritain, not all religious beliefs are equally 

correct or valid. But there is a true religion and that for Maritain is of course Roman 

Catholicism. This is, however, for Maritain is not altogether the question of the temporal order. 

He is of the opinion that everybody regardless of religious belief or philosophy has the same 

right of self-government that is given by natural law, regardless of the theoretical justification 

of this right. It is therefore possible to administrate the temporal life according to the natural 

right of self-government, in which we all are the same.  

The Church’s official position seems to have been influenced by the thinking of 

Maritain. A quick look at the sources referred to by the Compendium of the Social Doctrine of 

the Church shows the extent of his influence. The Second Vatican Council expressed the mutual 

autonomy between the Church and the State in Gaudium et Spes. It ensures that the Church 

defends and promotes human dignity and rights, including the right to religious freedom in 

Dignitatis Humanae. This internal transformation which leads to the support of democratic 

regimes has continued to reappear in later encyclicals, including Centesimus Annus 

These intrinsic argumentations from the Catholic tradition in favor of 

democracysupplies evidence that religious traditions that have long supported anti-democratic 

tendencies can intrinsically argue for pro-democratic tendencies. In my view, this intrinsic 

argument must target two main themes: the limitation of the state’s power and the question of 

the freedom of conscience. Any religious tradition that can intrinsically argue for freedom of 

conscience and limitation of the state’s power would be able to contribute positively to the 

establishment of democratic culture. 
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Chapter Six 

 

Islam and Democracy: The Significant Role of Interpretation  

 

Qur’an is not what is written with ink on papers, but the way by which it is understood 

and expressed by the humans, ‘Ali Ibn Abi Talib, the fourth Caliph (656-661 C.E.) 

 

 

6.1 Introduction 

 

Having discussed the relation between democracy and Christianity in both Protestantism and 

Catholicism, I dedicate this chapter to discuss the relation between democracy and Islam, both 

Sunni and Shiite traditions. I will present the thesis that authoritative Islamic texts and key 

notions are open to various possible interpretations—either in support of authoritarian 

governments or democratic ones. This thesis, therefore, underlines the significant role of 

interpretation in the relationship between Islam and democracy. I assume that there are crucial 

driving forces inherent within Islamic tradition directing the process of interpretation in both of 

the two directions. These driving forces are centered on the notions of ‘perfection’ and ‘totality’. 

By ‘perfection’ I mean the belief in the possibility of establishing ‘the Kingdom of God’ in its 

fullness on earth here and now—this in contrast with the admission of the ‘imperfection’ of this 

world. By ‘totality’ I mean the tendencies to ‘control’ and exercise ‘hegemony’; in contrast to 

the admission of the legitimate place of ‘plurality’ and ‘diversity’.371 Both driving forces: 

‘perfection-totality’ and ‘imperfection-plurality’ are inherent in Islam as will be explained 

below. They constitute the framework within which the Islamic authoritative text and key 

notions are interpreted. I call this the ‘interpretative mode’. Interpreting authoritative Islamic 

texts and key notions within the framework of ‘imperfection-plurality’ would allow Islam to 

support democracy from within itself. Obviously, the question of when and under what 

conditions the ‘imperfection-plurality’ mode of interpretation would be a dominant one is of 

great importance. However, the focus of this chapter is confined to discussing the possibility 

that both modes of interpretation: ‘perfection-totality’ and ‘imperfection-plurality’ are present 

in Islam. The mode that is chosen affects the process of interpretation significantly such that it 

 
371 See my discussion in this respect in Part I “Theoretical Framework”: Chapter One. 
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can support either an authoritarian or a democratic regime. Being non-Muslim myself, apart 

from the perspective of Western sociologists and anthropologists, I will rely on the works of 

Muslim scholars and ‘ulama in interpreting Islam. 

In order to demonstrate this thesis, I will first sketch two types of Islam in relation to 

the notion of ‘interpretative mode’ that concerns the ideas of ‘perfection/imperfection’ and 

‘totality/plurality’. I call one of these modes ‘totalitarian Islam’ and the other ‘pluralistic Islam’. 

Next the contemporary debate over the Caliphate, how to understand and implement the notion 

after the abolition of the Ottomans caliphate, will be explored. In so doing, the two main lines 

of this debate articulated by Muhammad Rashid Rida and ‘Ali ‘Abde al-Razeq will be 

presented. I will then explore the emergence of what I call ‘totalitarian Islam’ of the second half 

of the twentieth century. In this respect, the works of Sayyid Qutb and Imam Khomeini will be 

introduced, with their contributions characterized by totalistic messianic tendencies. Then, an 

interpretation from without Islam, Western interpretations, with regard to the relationship 

between Islam and politics in general, and democracy in particular, are discussed. In this 

respect, I first present an example of the standard Western interpretation of the relationship 

between Islam and politics introduced by James Piscatori and Dale Eickelman. Secondly, 

another interpretation from without Islam which takes seriously the positive role it could play 

in democratization. In this regard, the contribution of John Voll and John Esposito will be 

discussed. After considering their views, I turn to the interpretation of Khalid Abu El-Fadel, an 

interpretation from within, with regard to the relationship between Islam and democracy. Abu 

El-Fadel’s interpretation of Islam seems to be derived from within the framework of 

imperfection-plurality mode, which may allow for Islam to support democracy from within. 

Then, some key Islamic notions such as  توحيدtawḥed, خالفة cliphate,  شورى shura, إجماع’ijma’, 

and إختالفikhtilaf that are often used in tackling the relationship between Islam and democracy 

will be discussed. Finally, some tentative conclusions will be drawn.  

 

 

6.2 Two Types of Islam in Relation to the Notion of ‘Interpretative Mode’ 

 

For the sake of clarity, I will start by sketching two ideal-types of Islam, using Max Weber’s 

notion. The two types come into being when the authoritative text and key notions of Islam are 

explained within the framework of what I call the ‘interpretative mode’. The framework that 

concerns the ideas of ‘perfection-totality’ and ‘imperfection-plurality’ are both present in Islam. 

Each produces a distinct type of – orthodox- Islam. 
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6.2.1 Totalitarian Islam. 

This type comes into being when the sacred text and basic notions of Islam are conceived of in 

terms of the ‘perfection and totality’ mode of interpretation. Totalitarian Islam seeks to establish 

the Kingdom of God on earth in its fullness, starting with a pure and true Muslim community. 

It is assumed that this pure Muslim community, even if it is small in number, will lead all of 

humanity into a transformation to be true and pure. This type considers the political sphere to 

be the major means to achieve this end. Therefore, the political realm is to be extended to 

include all other life spheres in a totalistic and hegemonic manner. Re-construction of the 

caliphate is of central importance because it is seen as the main political means to achieve a 

perfect and pure Islamic community. This type not only contains the inherent Islamic elements, 

but also includes some typical modernist Western ones. The theories of progress and the dream 

to establish the kingdom of God in human history of nineteenth century Europe constitute an 

essential part of this type of Islam. These Western elements have empowered the tendencies of 

perfection and totality inherent in the Islamic tradition.372  

 

6.2.2 Pluralistic Islam 

This type comes into being when the basic Islamic notions are understood within the mode of 

‘imperfection-plurality’. It recognizes the brokenness of the world and the impossibility of 

transforming it into the Kingdom of God in its fullness in the here and now. It allows room for 

human weakness in the fulfilment of all religious precepts. At the same time, a Muslim can still 

maintain his/her orthodox Islamic belief and the salvific truth of Islam. Moreover, it is still 

legitimate to think of politics from an Islamic perspective. The crucial difference, however, is 

that a Muslim admits the fact that humanity is not perfect and will not be in the future, at least 

not here on earth. There is also an awareness of diversified discourses and interpretations even 

within Islam itself.373  

 

 
 372 See below the discussion on Sayyid Qutb and Imam Khomeini in 6.4.1 and 6.4.2; see also Ian Buruma and 
Avishai Margalita, Occidentalism: The West in the Eyes of its Enemies, New York (The Penguin Press, 2004). The 
authors brilliantly demonstrate a strong connection between what they call ‘Islamism’, that is the same as what 
is called in this study ‘totalitarian Islam’, and the Modern secular West. The polemic discourse that is used 
against the Western culture by other cultures, the authors claim, has been originally developed in the West 
itself over against the capitalistic, materialistic, and progressive impulses of modernity; also see Bassam Tibi, 
Islam and Islamism (Yale University Press, 2012). 
 373 See below the discussion on Khaled Abu El-Fadel in 6. 6; and the discussion on the key Islamic notions in 
6.7. 
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Both of the types discussed above, still claim to be orthodoxy Islam. And both can defend their 

views from Islamic sources: the Qur’an and the Sunna. Below, I will discuss the contemporary 

debate over the concept of caliphate, because it is commonly seen as the main political means 

to achieve a perfect and pure Islamic community. 

 

 

6.3 Contemporary Debates over the Caliphate 

 

6.3.1 Introduction  

The year 1923 marked the collapse of the Islamic caliphate in Turkey. At that time there were 

unprecedented changes in Islam, questions the Islamic world had to face such as, what form of 

government should Islam take after the abolishing of the Othman caliphate. Two different 

answers were given to this important question. These two answers demonstrate how differently 

the concept of caliphate has been understood. The first was given by Muhammad Rashid Rida 

(1862-1935), a Sunni Lebanese migrant in Egypt and a key-figure in the contemporary Islamic 

Salafi movement. His important work الخالفة al-khilapha, Caliphate, was published in 1923. The 

second was that of ‘Ali ‘Abd el-Razeq (1888-1966), an Egyptian Sunni clergyman and scholar 

at Al-Azhar. His important work مو أصول الحك اإلسالم  al-Islam Wa Usul al-Hukum, Islam and the 

Foundations of Government, was published in 1925. My discussion of both works demonstrates 

how differently the concept of caliphate is understood. As we shall see, the relationship between 

Islam and the political realm in general, Islam and democracy in particular, seem to be subject 

to different understandings.  

 

6.3.2 Rashid Rida: caliphate is a distinctively Islamic form of government and must be re-

stored in contemporary times  

Rashid Rida advances the thesis that the caliphate is a fundamental principle of Islamic faith as 

such, and a distinctively Islamic type of government. This authentically Islamic type of 

government has to be gradually restored in contemporary times; stating with the establishment 

of local Islamic governments in the recently independent states which came about through 

Western colonial powers.  

In his investigation into the Islamic tradition, Rida observes that the authentically 

Islamic caliphate was only actualized at the time of the four upright caliphs: Abu Baker, ‘Umar, 

‘Othman, and ‘Ali. However, since and during the Umayyad dynasty in Damascus, the 

Abbasside dynasty in Baghdad up until the Othman dynasty in Turkey, the Islamic caliphate 
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has deviated and been transferred into a sort of monarchy in contradiction from an authentic 

Islamic caliphate. That is why Rida expresses his appreciation of the Turkish people who had 

abolished the Othman dynasty, since it was not a genuine Islamic caliphate.374  

Rashid Rida’s vision, therefore, is to restore the authentically Islamic caliphate, 

correcting the deviation that occurred throughout Islamic history after the time of the four 

upright caliphs. By the authentically Islamic caliphate, Rida means, firstly that the caliph has 

to meet the condition of uprightness. Secondly, the caliph has to be chosen by the key figures 

of the umma, أهل الحل و العقد   , ahl al-ḥal wa al-’qd, after شورى shura, after consultation among 

themselves. And the caliph can only then come to power by a public oath of allegiance of those 

key figures on behalf of the umma. Thirdly, the caliph should be a descendant of the Prophet 

Muhammad’s tribe, the tribe of Quraysh.375 

In his definition of caliphate, Rida relies on two prominent Islamic scholars whose 

works extensively discussed the concept of caliphate. One is Abu al-Hassan al-Mawardi (d. 750 

C.E.) author of األحكام السُلطانيَة al-Aḥkam al- Sultania, The Sultani Rules. The other is S’ad al-

Din al-Taftazani (d. 791), author of المقاصد al-Maqased, The Purposes. Based on these two 

authors, Rida concludes that the caliphate has overall leadership of Islamic government 

concerning both the religious and the worldly affairs of the umma.376  

Rida points out that actualization of the concept of caliphate is a religious duty that the 

umma must obey. In this respect, Rida refers to a number of evidence and justifications from 

within Islamic tradition to support his view that the caliphate system is an essential ingredient 

of the Islamic faith as such. He refers to the ‘consensus among the companions after the death 

of Muhammad to nominate a caliph’. For Rida, the companions agreed first to choose a caliph, 

even before Muhammad was buried. For him, this consensus on nominating a caliph is 

considered by Islamic tradition to be the foundation of the caliphate system of government.377 

Thus, for Rida, the Muslim community must have a caliph. Traditionally a caliph had the role 

of implementing shari’a, which is central to the Islamic community. Besides the ‘consensus’, 

Rida is of the opinion that Sunna also justifies the caliphate as a religious duty which must be 

actualized. Rida refers to a ḥadith narrated by imam Muslim states: ‘ من مات وليس في عنقه بيعة فقد

 
 374 Muhammad Rashid Rida, الخالفة The Caliphate, Cairo: (Hendawi Foundation for Education and Culture, 
2015), 11, 12. First print 1923. 
 375 Op. Cit., 21-25. 
 376 Op. Cit., 14. 
 377 Op. Cit., 11.  
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 This means: ‘Whoever dies and has no oath of allegiance to a caliph, dies with مات ميتة جاهلية’.

the status of jahiliyya’, (and as such is considered a non-Muslim).378 

Rida then discusses how a caliph would be appointed. He recognizes the authority of 

the umma in appointing a caliph, and also of dismissing him in certain cases. But at the same 

time, he confines this authority to a small group of people on behalf of the umma. This group 

is called والعقد الحل   ahl ḥal al wa al-’aq’, the key figures of the umma. This nomination‘ اهل 

should be made through شورى shura, consultation, among ahl al-ḥal wa al-’aqd. In this context, 

Rida tries to justify the nomination of the first caliph, Abu Baker, who was initiated by ‘Omar 

ibn al-Khattab—since this nomination happened without shura consultation. And key persons 

of the umma were not present at the nomination of Abu Baker including the household of 

Muhammad, and the ansar—the original people of Medina who converted to Islam. Rida is of 

the opinion that what ‘Omar ibn al-Khattab had done at Thaqifa Bani Sa’ada on this occasion 

was an exception. And such an exception would be admitted as a matter of necessity because 

of the critical situation after the death of Muhammad. Rida, however, is of the opinion that the 

normal procedure for choosing a caliph must meet the requirements of uprightness, shura, and 

Quraysh genealogy. And these conditions must be considered in reconstructing the caliphate in 

contemporary times.  

At the time, Rida was fully aware that the Islamic countries were under Western colonial 

rule. He therefore believed that such a political situation would be an obstacle to the full 

realization of a true and authentically Islamic caliphate. Consequently, he suggested that until 

then, the recently independent nation states would have to form local bodies that might be 

considered as ahl al-ḥal wa al-’qd and appoint an upright ruler at the local level of the nation-

state. Rida called this the ‘local governments of Islamic caliphate’. For him this was to be a 

temporary solution, as a matter of necessity under the political conditions of his time. The 

permanent aim, however, remained the restoration of an authentic Islamic caliphate throughout 

the Muslim world.379 Realization of this aim would start with a small piece of land in the Islamic 

world over which a true caliphate could be established.  

One could say that Rida attempted to re-construct the caliphate under the conditions of 

the modern nation-state by proposing local Islamic government at the level of nation-state is 

the starting point of all the attempts to Islamize the nation states in the Muslim majority 

 
 378 Muhammad Rashid Rida, الخالفة The Caliphate, Cairo: (Hendawi Foundation for Education and Culture, 
2015), 15. First print 1923.  
 379 Muhammad Rashid Rida, الخالفة The Caliphate, Cairo (Hendawi Foundation for Education and Culture, 2015), 
98-102.  
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countries, one of which is the Muslim Brotherhood movement in Egypt. Thus, his proposal of 

appointing a key religious figure who would enjoy spiritual authority in all the Islamic 

territories by virtue of his learning and religious status in a particular piece of land in the Muslim 

world seems similar to the Vatican Pope in the Roman Catholic world. As we shall soon see, 

however, ‘Ali ‘Abd el-Razeq offers an entirely different answer to the question of caliphate. 

 

6.3.3 ‘Ali ‘Abd el-Razeq: caliphate is not an ingredient of Islam and it is relevant to neither 

religious nor worldly affairs in contemporary times 

‘Ali ‘Abd el-Razeq put forth the thesis that the caliphate system of government is not an 

essential ingredient of Islam. There is not a single reference in either the Qur’an or Sunna to 

caliphate. The early Muslim community appealed to the caliphate system of government in a 

tribal context only in order to keep the unity of the community after the death of the Prophet 

Muhammad. The caliphate is something entirely invented by humans. Moreover, in reality 

caliphate has been a main source of evil and destruction in the Muslim community throughout 

Islamic history.  

‘Abd el-Razeq’s argument for this position is designed in a way that reviews the 

arguments of those who claim that caliphate is a  fundamental Islamic religious duty after which 

he in detailed fashion refutes the arguments. He observes two different directions in these 

arguments with respect to the rights and power of the caliph. The first one views the caliph as 

a successor of the Prophet. The second one sees the caliph as the shadow of God on earth. In 

both cases, the caliph would deserve total and unconditional obedience.380 ‘Abd el-Razeq, then, 

observes that there are two different directions among those who consider caliphate as an 

integral part of Islam. This difference concerns the source of power of the caliph. The first 

group believes the caliph is directly chosen by God, considering the caliph as the shadow of 

God on earth or the successor of the Prophet. Accordingly, the caliph has an all-encompassing 

power in both the religious and worldly realms.381 The second group claims that the caliph 

receives his power from the umma. In that case the caliph may be dismissed from his position 

under certain circumstances and his authority is limited by shari’a.382 ‘Abd el-Razeq observes 

 
 380 ‘Ali ‘Abd el-Razeq, اإلسالم و أصول الحكم al-Islam wa Usul al-Hukm, Islam and the Foundations of Government: 
(Bibliotheca Alexandrina, 2013), with an introduction by ‘Ammar ‘Ali Hassan, 12- 15. First print 1925. 
 381 Op. Cit., 16-18.  
 382 ‘Ali Abd el-Razeq, اإلسالم و أصول الحكم al-Islam wa Usul al-Hukm, Islam and the Foundations of Government: 
(Bibliotheca Alexandrina, 2013), with introduction by ‘Ammar ‘Ali Hassan, 20. 
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that the first school of thought resembles the ideas of Thomas Hobbes, while the second 

resembles that of John Locke.383  

‘Abd el-Razeq altogether refuses the opinion that the caliphate is an essential part of 

Islam. He writes:  

 

We did not find in the works of those who claim that the appointment of a caliph is a must any 

reference to the caliphate in the Qur’an. And if there was a single verse in the Qur’an supporting the 

caliphate system, they would not hesitate to celebrate and refer to it.384 

 

‘Abd el-Razeq adds: 

 

It is not only that the Qur’an neglects caliphate, but Sunna has also neglected it. That is why even 

the ‘ulama who support caliphate do not rely on definitive evidence from the Qur’an and Sunna in 

this respect. If they have found such evidence, they would have given it priority over other evidence 

which they do rely on such as ijma’a.385  

 

‘Abdel el-Razeq also refers to the hadith used by Rida in order to support his claim that the 

caliphate is an essential Islamic duty, which states: ’من مات و ليس في عنقه بيعة فقد مات ميتة جاهلية‘, 

‘Whoever dies and has no oath of elegance to a caliph, dies in the state of jahiliyya (is 

considered a non-Muslim). For ‘Abd el-Razeq, this is a solitary hadith and even an unreliable 

one. And a solitary hadith, when it is reliable, should not be used as legal evidence from the 

Sunna.386  

‘Abdel Razeq also criticizes the sole evidence used by those who defend the caliphate 

as an essential ingredient of Islam; that is the ijma’, the consensus. For him, there was never 

consensus over the caliphate at any time in Islamic history. What there was, was not ‘consensus’ 

but a ‘compliance’ by the sword. In this context, ‘Abd el-Razeq refers to what Mu’awia’s 

spokesman said in his speech on the occasion of the nomination the son of Mu’awia, Yazid, for 

the caliphate. The spokesman states in his speech: ‘the position of caliphate is for this man, 

referring to Mu’awia; and when Mu’awia dies, the position of caliphate will be transferred to 

Mu’awia’s son, Yazid; and anyone who opposes what I am saying will be deserving this, 

 
383 ‘Ali Abd el-Razeq, اإلسالم و أصول الحكم al-Islam wa Usul al-Hukm, Islam and the Foundations of Government: 
(Bibliotheca Alexandrina, 2013), with introduction by ‘Ammar ‘Ali Hassan, 22. 
384 ‘Ali Abd el-Razeq, اإلسالم و أصول الحكم al-Islam wa Usul al-Hukm, Islam and the Foundations of Government: 
(Bibliotheca Alexandrina, 2013), with introduction by ‘Ammar ‘Ali Hassan, 25. (The English translation from 
Arabic in this part is mine and it has been reviewed by Amin Mansour, an Egyptian American pastor). 
 385 ‘Ali Abd el-Razeq, اإلسالم و أصول الحكم al-Islam wa Usul al-Hukm, Islam and the Foundations of Government: 
(Bibliotheca Alexandrina, 2013), with introduction by ‘Ammar ‘Ali Hassan, 27. (The English translation is mine). 
 386 Op. Cit., 14.  
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referring to the sword in his hand’. For ‘Abd el-Razeq, this is the way in which caliphate was 

imposed throughout Islamic history; and this is wrongly called consensus.  

‘Abd el-Razeq then turns to explain his own opinion concerning Islam and government. 

He departs from the basic idea that the Prophet practiced a specific and concrete way of 

government in the first Muslim community. ‘Abd el-Razeq states:  

 

We found in our investigation in the juridical system at the time of the Prophet that the other functions 

and tasks of government next to the jurisprudence were not there during the time of the Prophet. (..)An 

honest scholar would conclude this, and that the Prophet did not appoint rulers in the new lands that have 

converted to Islam. All that occurs in this respect is the appointment of commander of the army, leader 

of prayers, teachers of Qur’an; and all these appointments were temporarily. (...)It is obvious that we did 

not find in our investigation a specific and concreate form of what might be surely called Prophetic or 

Islamic form of government. 387  

 

‘Abd el-Razeq distinguishes between the ‘Prophetic message’ and ‘political rule’. His view is 

that Muhammad is only the messenger of Allah for a divine message to humanity. To be the 

messenger of the divine and to be a political ruler are two different things. He says that many 

kings were neither prophets nor messengers. And so many of the messengers and prophets of 

Allah were not kings. What is most known about the messengers of the divine is that they were 

messengers and only messengers. ‘Abd el-Razeq believed that Muhammad was nothing other 

than a messenger of the divine for a pure religious message. The Prophet did not establish a 

kingdom; and yet he was a messenger. The Qur’an clearly teaches that Muhammad is nothing 

but a messenger of Allah. And his task is only to convey the message of Allah to the people.388  

After demonstrating that the caliphate is not a part of Islam, ‘Abd el-Razeq goes so far 

as to say that the caliphate has been a source of evil and destruction in Islamic history. He shows 

that it was turned into a monarchy during the Umayyad dynasty. The caliphate was centered 

only on arbitrary power and imposed itself only by forced submission and the rule of the 

sword.389 Since then, Caliphate has become a source of evil and corruption throughout Islamic 

history.390 ‘Abd el-Razeq suggests that the caliphate is neither needed for the administration of 

worldly nor religious affairs in our times. ‘Abd el-Razeq concludes that the caliphate is not a 

religious system, and it is not a distinctively Islamic form of government. All that has been said 

about its place is nothing, but an error used for the interests of rulers and Sultans to maintain 

power. According to ‘Abd el-Razeq, there no such distinctive form of government as this that 

 
 387 ‘Ali Abd el-Razeq, اإلسالم و أصول الحكمal-Islam wa Usul al-Hukm, Islam and the Foundations of Government 
(Bibliotheca Alexandrina, 2013), with introduction by ‘Ammar ‘Ali Hassan, 64. First print 1925.  
 388 Op. Cit., 70, 78, 97.  
 389 Op. Cit., 40.  
 390 Op. Cit., 50, 51.  
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can be described as ‘Islamic’. In fact, the juridical system and all other functions of government 

are political affairs that religion did not define or have a preference about. Rather, it was left up 

to us as human beings to decide on them according to our reason, the experience of other 

nations, and the roles and principles of political thinking.391 ‘Abd el-Razeq says the reason the 

Muslim community is so attached to the traditional idea of caliphate is the lack of political 

literature in the Islamic tradition. Although Muslims were interested in Greek philosophy and 

translated many of its works, according to ‘Abd el-Razeq, they neglected Plato’s Republic and 

Aristotle’s Politics.392 

 

 

6.4 Emergence of Totalitarian Islam  

 

6.4.1 Introduction 

The second half of the twentieth century witnessed a remarkable development in the Islamic 

political thinking. This development marked the emergence of what might be called ‘totalitarian 

Islam’ with a messianic tendency in both Sunni and Shi’a Islam. In the present section I offer 

an account of messianic totalitarian Islam. In order to do so clearly, I will discuss two key-

figures who significantly contributed to the crystallization of this messianic totalitarian Islam. 

One is Sayyid Qutb (1906-1966), an Egyptian Sunni Muslim thinker. I concentrate on his 

influential work  معالم في الطريق(Milestones) published in 1964. In this book, Qutb draws a plan 

of how to achieve the Kingdom of God on earth with a true and pure ‘Muslim community’. The 

other figure is Imam Khomeini (1902-1989), leader of the Shiite Islamic revolution in Iran in 

1979. I concentrate on his work والية الفقيه (The Guardianship of Faqih) published in 1970.393 In 

his book, for the first time in Shi’a Islamic history Imam Khomeini gives the right to the faqih, 

the grand faqih, to rule on the basis that the grand faqih is Deputy of the Imam, the messianic 

figure in Shi’a Islam. I will start with Sayyid Qutb.  

 

6.4.2 Sayyid Qutb: a pure ‘Muslim Community’ has to come into being to establish the 

Kingdom of God on earth 

 
 391 ‘Ali Abd el-Razeq, اإلسالم و أصول الحكم al-Islam wa Usul al-Hukm, Islam and the Foundations of Government 
(Bibliotheca Alexandrina, 2013), with introduction by ‘Ammar ‘Ali Hassan, 137. First print 1925. 
392Ali Abd el-Razeq, اإلسالم و أصول الحكم al-Islam wa Usul al-Hukm, Islam and the Foundations of Government 
(Bibliotheca Alexandrina, 2013), with introduction by ‘Ammar ‘Ali Hassan, 36.  
 393 Khomeini’s book is based on 13 lectures he delivered in Parisian language to students of Shiite marj’ayya at 
the city of Najaf in 1969. The book was first published in Arabic in Beirut in 1970. And I am using here the 
English Print Published in Tehran by the Iranian Ministry of Religious Affairs. 
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Qutb’s vision is that the Kingdom of God must be established on earth. He, also, calls this the 

total rule of God ‘ḥakimiyya’. For him, the fundamental witness of Islam ال اله اال هللا, la ilah illa 

Allah, no God but God, means something beyond the doctrinal and ritual levels. It implies that 

the entire earth must surrender to God alone, and to the rule of God’s shari’a in all areas of 

human life: politics, law, social customs, economy, culture. Qutb is of the opinion that Islam 

came to liberate the human being in ‘the entire earth’ from all man-made forms of rule, laws, 

and ways of life. In other words, Islam came to demolish the Kingdom of man and establish the 

Kingdom of God. For Qutb, this is the nature of Islam and its true role in the world. How, then 

is the Kingdom of God to be achieved? As a matter of fact, through his work Milestones Qutb 

provides an answer to this question. Qutb approaches what he calls a ‘true Muslim community’ 

with a plan of how to transform the entire world into the Kingdom of God.394  

Qutb’s plan will be discussed by examining the key concepts he uses in ‘Milestones’. 

He uses the concept of تصور tasawor, ‘model’ by which he means a pre-planned form of human 

community, or a given idea of how human community should be organized. The Islamic 

tasawor of humanity comes from beyond human existence as such.395 The fundamental witness 

of Islam ال اله اال هللا, la ilah illa Allah, no God but God, implies a human community that is solely 

under the lordship and total rule of God. The second half of that witness رسول هللا محمد   ,أن 

Muhammad rasulul Allah, Muhammad is the messenger of God means that the total rule of God 

is instructed in the Qur’an that Muhammad received and the Sunna of the Prophet. Accordingly, 

the total rule of God is the same as the rule of shari’a.  

Departing from the concept of tasawor, Qutb calls for actualizing this pre-planned 

model of human community based on the fundamental witness of Islam. For him, actualizing 

of such a pre-planned community would result in what he calls ‘المسلمة  Muslim‘ ’الجماعة 

community’. By ‘Muslim community’ Qutb means a community of true and pure Muslims who 

would take seriously the fundamental witness of Islam la ilah illa Allah and Muhamad rasulu 

Allah in all areas of human life, including politics and law. This true and pure Muslim 

community would first separate itself from the rest of society.396 This separation is a separation 

of Islam from شرك shirk, denying the oneness of Allah/God. One observes that Qutb even uses 

the concept of ‘Muslim community’ over against the common use of ‘Islamic community’. The 

latter he uses to refer to all Muslims who may apply the fundamental witness of Islam at the 

 
 394 See Sayyid Qutb, معالم في الطريق Milestones, Cairo, (Dar el-Shuroq. 1979), 60-64. First print, Cairo, (Dar el-
‘Alem, 1964). 
 395 Op. Cit., 105-120, 123-130. 
 396 Sayyid Qutb, معالم في الطريق Milestones, Cairo, (Dar el-Shuroq. 1979), 11-19. 
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levels of doctrine and ritual, but not at the level of government and law. For Qutb, the true and 

pure ‘Muslim community’ appeared once in history under the Prophet Muhammed and his 

companions in Medina. And this true and pure ‘Muslim community’ must come into being 

again in order to lead the world and transform it into the Kingdom of God. Consequently, Qutb 

calls for what he sees as a ‘new Qur’anic generation’ or a ‘Qur’anic vanguard’ that has to come 

into being in the contemporary times after the model of the Muslim community of Medina.397  

In contrast to the ‘Muslim community’, Qutb describes all other human communities, 

including the ‘Islamic communities’ as ‘jahiliyya’. By ‘jahiliyya’ Qutb means a state in which 

humans rely on any source of political power and legislation other than God’s shari’a as 

revealed in the Qur’an and Sunna. In that sense, Qutb makes a clear distinction between a 

‘Muslim community’ and ‘jahiliyya’, ‘Islam’ and ‘shirk’, and between the ‘Kingdom of God’ 

and the ‘Kingdom of man’. The task of the ‘Muslim community’ or the ‘Qur’anic vanguard 

community’ is to abolish the jahiliyya/shirk and establish instead the Kingdom of God 

throughout the entire earth.398  

A central concept in Qutb’s vision is, الحاكمية ḥakimiyya. By ḥakimiyya he means ‘God’s 

total rule in all life spheres. For Qutb, ‘the rule of God’ is equivalent to ‘the rule of shari’a’. He 

stresses the political consequences of الحاكمية ḥakimiyya, His usage of this term implies 

‘sovereignty’ in modern political theory and international law. His vision is human freedom 

from all man-made political authorities and laws, which he identifies with jahiliyya—a term 

usually used to describe the pre-Islamic era in the Arabian Peninsula but which he transferred 

from its common connotation. To him it means a human condition in relation to the source of 

political power and laws, which is God and God only. Qutb writes:  

 

Islam is a universal declaration to liberate human being from the slevary of man by man. Islam 

declares the Lordship of God alone, and that implies an all-encompassing revolution over against all 

forms of human authority, a rebellion in every corner of the world over against any form of human 

rule and law...399 

 

He adds: 

 

This religion (Islam) means demolishing the Kingdom of man and establishing the Kingdom of 

God…the Kingdom of God would be established only when shari’a dominates and rules over all the 

 
 397 Sayyid Qutb, معالم في الطريق Milestones, Cairo, (Dar el-Shuroq. 1979), 46-64. First print, Cairo, (Dar el-‘Alem, 
1964). 
 398 Op. Cit., 38-44. 
399 Sayyid Qutb, معالم في الطريق Milestones, Cairo, (Dar el-Shuroq. 1979), 59. First print, Cairo, (Dar el-‘Alem, 
1964). The translation here is mine. 
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human affairs...However, demolishing the Kingdom of man and establishing the Kingdom of God 

on earth would not be achieved by mere preaching and teaching Islam.400 

 

Here Qutb introduces the concept of jihad as the chief means by which ḥakimiyya/the Kingdom 

of God would be established on earth. For Qutb jihad is the primary means of establishing a 

pristine and true Muslim community, the vanguard that seeks to bring about the Kingdom of 

God on earth. The mission of this ‘Muslim vanguard’ is not to defend itself, but rather to remove 

by force all sorts of existing human political powers, social systems, and laws based on any 

source other than God’s shari’a. The legitimacy of jihad, therefore, is not based on 

understanding of jihad as a means of self-defense. Rather, the legitimacy of jihad comes from 

the nature of Islam as such and its mission in the world: overthrowing all human political power, 

laws, and social systems and establishing the ḥakimiyya, the total rule of shari’a. Jihad in this 

sense is an integral part of the ‘Muslim community’ and its universal mission aiming at 

abolishing the Kingdom of man and establishing the Kingdom of God on earth.401  

Qutb’s dichotomy: Islam/jahiliyya made him deny any possible tie among the true 

Muslims other than the tie of Islam itself. He denounced all ties based on race, color, blood, 

land, nation, language, or citizenship. For him any tie other than Islam is jahiliyya and shirk. 

Qutb, therefore, suggests what he calls ‘الُمسلمة  al-jensiyya al-muslima, ‘Muslim ’الجنسي ة 

citizenship’ as the true and genuine tie among the true Muslims. It is not surprising, then, that 

Qutb concludes his Milestones with what he calls the ‘superiority of Islam’, with which 

Muslims who enjoy ‘Muslim citizenship’ are also superior to any other human community. The 

Muslim community should be proud of the superiority of Muslim citizenship.402 

It is from Qutb’s vision that all the militant Islamic movements of the present-day have 

come into existence, that are all stemming from the Sunni-tradition, including Al Qaeda and 

ISIS.  

 

6.4.3 Imam Khomeini: the faqih would rule in his capacity as the Deputy of the absent 

Imam (the awaited Shiite Messiah)  

The contribution of Imam Khomeini comes from within the Shiite Twelfth Imamate tradition, 

according to which the Twelfth Imam (the awaited Mahdi/Messiah) is in a period of occultation 

since 1200 CE. The absent Imam will come back again in history in order to establish the 

 
 400 Sayyid Qutb, معالم في الطريق Milestones, Cairo, (Dar el-Shuroq. 1979), 59-60. The translation here is mine; see 
also Sayyid Qutb, This religion of Islam: hadtha‘d-din, Beirut: (The Holly Qur’an Publishing House, 1980), 15, 16, 
176-ff. 
 401 Sayyid Qutb, معالم في الطريق Milestones, Cairo, (Dar el-Shuroq. 1979), 76-81. 
 402 Op. Cit., 136-140 and 163-166.  
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Kingdom of God and rule the earth with peace and justice. Khomeini’s aim was to provide a 

remedy for such a long period of absence during the wait for the Imam, the Shiite Messiah. In 

this context, Khomeini introduces his innovative concept; that is, the concept of  الفقيه  والية 

welayat al-faqih, ‘guardianship of the faqih’. The concept implies that the faqih, high rank 

Muslim clergy, may rule in current times as the Deputy of Imam, having the right of 

guardianship and overseeing the Muslim society in all its affairs. The idea of welayat al- faqih, 

therefore, is essentially related to the idea of the messianic expectations and offers remedy to 

such a long time of expecting the awaited Imam.403 In the follows, I explore the contribution of 

Khomeini. 

 In his book ‘Guardianship of the Faqih’ from 1970, Khomeini makes a number of points 

in order to support his vision of welayat al-faqih. Firstly, Islam needs to establish a government 

from within its own belief in order to implement Islamic laws and rulings. Secondly, 

establishing an Islamic government implies an Islamic opposition to injustice in the world, 

seeking to ensure justice on earth. Thirdly, establishing Islamic government to implement the 

rulings of Islam and ensure justice implies that the faqih must rule, as he is the one who is 

concerned to achieve this aim. The authority or guardianship of the faqih includes all the 

religious and worldly affairs of society, just like the Prophet and the infallible Imam. Fourthly, 

the laws of the Islamic government and its rulings are deemed fundamental and enjoy priority 

over any other secondary laws and rulings.  

While he is arguing these points, Khomeini seems to take for granted the idea of the 

governance of the faqih. For him, the guardianship of the faqih is a prima facie principle. 

Khomeini writes:  

 

The governance of the faqih is subject that in itself elicits immediate assent…for anyone who has 

some general awareness of the belief and ordinance of Islam will be unhesitant to give his assent to 

the principle of the governance of the faqih. 404  

 

Khomeini views the concept of the guardianship of the faqih as self-evident. At the same time, 

he believes the concept needs explanation in the present-day. The reason the explanation is 

needed are the unpleasant circumstances that prevail in Muslim countries today. 405  His 

 
 403 See Abdulaziz Sachedina, Islamic Messianism: The Idea of the Mahdi in Twelver Shi’ism (State University of 
New York Press, 1980). 
 404 Imam Khomeini, Governance of the Jurist: Tehran, The Institution for Compilation and Publication of Imam 
Khomeini’s Works, International Affairs Division, 7. It was Mulla Ahmad Naraqi (1771-1829), who was the first 
to coin the term Walayat al-Faqih, but the use of term was confined in the religious and social realms until 
Khomeini’s innovation of the term to include the realm of governance.  
405 Op. Cit.,7. 



   
 

171 
 

explanation of those circumstances in the Muslim world is traced back to the aged-old tension 

between the first Muslim community and the Jewish people in Medina—and through history. 

For Khomeini, the Jews in Medina established the first anti-Islam propaganda and resistance to 

the historical movement of Islam. In the Middle Ages, the Jews made efforts against Islam. 

These efforts were supported by Western countries during the Crusades. Then, the Jewish-

Christian hatred has been manifested in the imperialistic penetration of the Muslim countries. 

This hatred of Islam, he believed, continued down to the present-day. 

In this context, Khomeini refers to what he considers the core of the Western hatred of 

Islam. The West realizes that the only obstacle to its ambitions in Muslim countries is Islam 

and Islamic ordinances for human society. Consequently, the West campaigned against Islam 

in the Muslim countries by various means. Khomeini mentions some of those means; among 

others, the preachers appointed in religious institutions, professors of universities, publishing 

houses, governmental educational institutions, and the orientalists. All these efforts made by 

Western imperial powers aimed at demolishing true Islam.406 As a result, a false Islam has been 

introduced and taught in Muslim countries.407  Islam that is only confined to the personal 

religious domain and has nothing to do with all other aspects of human life ignores the 

ordinances of Islam for human society.408 Khomeini calls this the ‘evil propaganda’ against 

Islam.409  

Based on his ideas of a Western conspiracy against Islam, Khomeini introduces what he 

considers ‘true Islam’. True Islam according to Khomeini is that which rules over all the affairs 

of life by means of an Islamic government with a faqih as the head of government. He points 

out that the largest parts of the Qur’an and hadith are concerned with societal, economic, legal, 

and political matter.410 According to Khomeini, Islam includes laws for society and government 

just as it includes laws for worship. There is not a single topic in human life for which Islam 

has not provided instructions and established a norm.411 For him, any form other than the 

Islamic government of the faqih is unjust and invalid. Monarchy, dynasty, and Empire all stand 

in opposition to Islam. Islam declares that these forms of rule are wrong and invalid.412 

 
 406 Imam Khomeini, Governance of the Jurist, Jurist: Tehran, The Institution for Compilation and Publication of 
Imam Khomeini’s Works, International Affairs Division, 7. 
 407 Op. Cit., 8. 
 408 Op. Cit. 
 409 Op. Cit. 
 410 Op. Cit. 
 411 Imam Khomeini, Governance of the Jurist, Jurist: Tehran, The Institution for Compilation and Publication of 
Imam Khomeini’s Works, International Affairs Division, 9. 
 412 Op. Cit.,10-12. 
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Then, Khomeini discusses why an Islamic government is necessary.413 He believes that 

a body of laws alone is not sufficient for a society. There must be an executive power to ensure 

the implementation of laws. Islam, along with the revealed law, the shari’a, has laid down a 

certain form of government as executive and administrative institutions. In the first Muslim 

community, Prophet Muhammed himself was the head of the executive and administrative 

institutions of the state of Medina. The Prophet was not only concerned with explaining shari’a, 

but also with implementing it. Khomeini gives some examples of this, among others, that the 

Prophet implemented cutting off hands; administrating lashings; and stoning. By this role of 

the Prophet, according to Khomeini, the Islamic state has been brought into being.414 It is 

therefore, necessary to have an executive power to implement the shari’a to assure the well-

being of society. Khomeini calls the one who holds the executive power in the Muslim society 

‘wevali-al amr’, The One who holds the authority.415 In this respect, he says that the Prophet 

designated a ruler, ‘Ali Ibn Abi Talib, to successes him.416 For Khomeini, if God designated a 

successor through Muhammad, then that indicates that Islamic government is essential to 

Islamic society. 

This executive power, or rather Islamic government is not restricted to the time of the 

Prophet or his successor but must be continued until the end of time. Khomeini says that it is 

contrary to the essential basis of Islam to claim that the Islamic way of rule was confined to a 

particular time and place.417 He concludes his discussion on the necessity of the formation of 

an Islamic government by stating that both reason and divine law demonstrate the necessity of 

what was there in the time of the Prophet and the Commander of the Faithful ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib, 

namely the formation of Islamic government with its administrative and executive 

institutions.418  

Khomeini then argues in favor of the guardianship of the faqih. He asks: Is it proper that 

Islamic shari’a should be cast out of Islamic society since the time of occultation of the Imam? 

Khomeini’s answer aims to demonstrate that shari’a must be implemented in an Islamic state, 

one ruled by a faqih, as a deputy of the Imam. Here, Khomeini refers to the historical dispute 

which arose after the death of Muhammad. This dispute centered on who is going to succeed 

 
 413 Imam Khomeini, Governance of the Jurist, Jurist: Tehran, The Institution for Compilation and Publication of 
Imam Khomeini’s Works, International Affairs Division, 18. 
 414 Op. Cit. 
 415 Op. Cit., 18, 19. 
 416 This point is one of the divergent points between Sunna and Shiite. Sunni Islam does not belief that 
Muhammad appoint a successor to lead the Muslim community after him.  
 417 Op. Cit., 19.  
 418 Op. Cit. 



   
 

173 
 

the Prophet. 419  The dispute ended up with abduction  of power in the Muslim society by 

Mu’awia (on this see above 6.3.3.). The Umayyad dynasty, which Khomeini calls the enemy 

of faith, did not allow a true Islamic state to continue under the leadership of Imam ‘Ali ibn 

Abi-Talib.420 Umayyads and Abbasids adopted un-Islamic way of rule. They adopted a dynastic 

rule, just like the Parisian monarchy, Roman Empire, and Egyptian Pharaoh. Khomeini’s goal 

was to articulate the need for an Islamic alternative and to call upon the masses for a revolution 

against the Iranian monarchy, as an un-Islamic government. A key element of the true Islamic 

government for Khomeini is that it must be led by a ruler who acquires an authoritative 

knowledge of shari’a, a faqih. This is because an Islamic government is a government that rules 

by shari’a in the first place.421 Knowledge of shari’a and commitment to universal justice are 

the fundamental qualifications of a ruler of a truly Islamic government a according to 

Khomeini.422 If a ruler does not acquire knowledge of shari’a, he is unfit to this position, 

because he will then not be able to govern correctly according to Islamic ordinances. 423 

Precisely at this point Khomeini is able to present his idea of the ‘guardianship of the faqih’, as 

the One who has authoritative knowledge of the shari’a and its rulings. Khomeini writes:  

 

The view of the shari’a concerning the government and the nature of persons who should assume 

rule was clear from the time following the death of the Prophet down to the beginning of the 

Occultation of the Imam. It is specified that the ruler should be foremost in knowledge of the law 

and ordinances of Islam, and just in their implementation.424 

 

Khomeini adds:  

 

‘Now, we are in the time of the occultation of the Imam; it is still necessary that the shari’a and 

Islamic ordinances in relation to government be preserved and maintained; therefore, establishing 

Islamic government is a necessity. An Islamic ruler will be able to rightly implement the shari’a; for 

instance he would know the deferent types of taxes, kharaj, khums, and zakat; and know how to 

spend them in right Islamic way.425  

 

 

 
 419 Imam Khomeini, Governance of the Jurist, Jurist: Tehran, The Institution for Compilation and Publication of 
Imam Khomeini’s Works, International Affairs Division, 3. 
 420 Op. Cit., 23. 
 421 Imam Khomeini, Governance of the Jurist, Tehran (The Institution for Compilation and Publication of Imam 
Khomeini’s Works, International Affairs Division), 31. 
 422 Op. Cit., 32. 
 423 Op. Cit., 32, 33, 
 424 Imam Khomeini, Governance of the Jurist, Tehran (The Institution for Compilation and Publication of Imam 
Khomeini’s Works, International Affairs Division), 32. 
 425 Imam Khomeini, Governance of the Jurist, Tehran (The Institution for Compilation and Publication of Imam 
Khomeini’s Works, International Affairs Division), 33. 
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Then Khomeini asks:  

 

Now, in the time of occultation of the Imam there is now one appointed by God to rule and no one 

can claim this, then what to do? Are we going to abandon Islam?426  

 

His answer is that the fundamental qualifications for an Islamic ruler, comprehensive 

knowledge of shari’a and justness, are present in the fuqaha (sing. faqih) who can establish a 

truly Islamic government for a universal justice.’427  

After that, Khomeini deals precisely with the notion of the ‘governance of the faqih’ 

during the occultation period of the infallible Imam. In his view the crucial question is centered 

on what Muslims should do in this period of the occultation period of the infallible Imam. 

Khomeini answers to this question aim at demonstrating that the Islamic requirement for the 

head of Islamic government only exists in the faqih, who can rule until the advent of the Imam. 

For Khomeini, faqih –deputy of the Imam, is entrusted with the right of ‘guardianship’. This 

guardianship includes all areas of human life where the Prophet Muhammad and the infallible 

Imams were authorized and assigned as guardians over Muslim society with a final aim to 

overthrow oppressive and tyrannical governments and ensure universal justice.  

One might say that what is referred to as a ‘universal justice’ in Khomeini’s project of 

the governance of the faqih represents the messianic dimension of Khomeini’s project. In fact, 

the Islamic revolution of 1979 in Iran was characterized by a strong messianic tendency to re-

arrange human society with a universal scope according to the doctrine of the Twelfth Imam, 

the messianic figure in Shiite Islam and his deputy on earth, the faqih. Khomeini sketches a 

plan of how to make the Islamic alternative a reality. He first calls for a revolt against the Shah, 

establishing Islamic government, enforcement of the shari’a to work for the unification of 

Islamic umma under one Islamic government, and to save the oppressed people as a religious 

duty in the entire world.428  

 

 

  

 
426 Imam Khomeini, Governance of the Jurist, Tehran (The Institution for Compilation and Publication of Imam 
Khomeini’s Works, International Affairs Division), 33. 
 427 Op. Cit.,. 
 428 Imam Khomeini, Governance of the Jurist, Tehran, (The Institution for Compilation and Publication of Imam 
Khomeini’s Works, International Affairs Division), 78-ff. 
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6.5 Islam and Democracy- Interpretations from without  

 

6.5.1 Introduction.  

In this section I will present interpretations from outside Islam of the relation between Islam 

and politics in general, and democracy in particular. I specify the works of some Western 

thinkers whose works consider the relation between Islam and politics/democracy from 

different perspectives. I concentrate first on the contribution made by Dale Eickelman and 

James Piscatori. Because their contribution offers a standard Western interpretation of the 

relationship between Islam and politics from the perspective of Western sociologists and 

anthropologists. This Western vision concerns the pragmatic interpretation of Islam in order to 

gain and/or maintain political power. Then, I will also discuss a contribution from outside Islam, 

but from a different point of departure. This contribution is that of John Voll and John Esposito, 

who take seriously the religious influence in the life of the people and their political thought. 

Voll and Esposito discuss how Muslims could support democracy from within their Islamic 

belief. I will first demonstrate what normally Western sociologists and anthropologists do in 

the relation between Islam and politics. Then, I will turn to a deeper interpretation also from 

without in this respect. 

 

6.5.2 Eickelman and Piscatori: Islam is re-interpreted to maintain political power  

Dale Eickelman, anthropologist at Dartmouth College in the US, and James Piscatori, Professor 

of Islam and international relations at Durham University, offer an interpretative account of the 

relationship between Islam and politics. They argue that Islamic authoritative texts, key notions, 

and religious symbols are liable for diversified interpretations, especially with the modern 

technological tools that make Islamic knowledge available for Muslims in a wide scale. I 

consider this contribution because it emphasizes the flexibility of interpretations of the Islamic 

text, symbols, and religious expressions. However, the authors interpret this possibility for 

multiple interpretations to serve the standard view that is made by Western sociologists and 

anthropologists with respect to the relationship between Islam and politics, as an instrument of 

maintaining political power.  

Eickelman and Piscatori view Islamic politics as ‘symbolic politics’, in the sense that it 

involves competition for socio-economic interests between heads of state, opposition, ‘ulama, 

and Islamists in which religious symbols, religious language expressions, and sacred authority 

are used. The doctrinal element is only one factor among others in creating this framework. 

Islamic politics, like everywhere in the world, tend to set boundaries. The foundations that 
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inspire those boundaries are the Qur’an, Sunna, and Schools of Islamic law. These boundaries 

themselves are expressed through symbols and language. But since language and symbols are 

ambiguous, the boundaries are never fixed. 429  In their opinion, therefore, the relationship 

between doctrine and political practice is complicated in a way that makes it difficult to interpret 

Islamic politics in mere doctrinal terms. They mention two main reasons. The first is that the 

established religious hierarchy defends its interests, as defender of the faith, by focusing on the 

permanence of doctrine itself, and therefore it is by nature fixed and universally applicable; 

whereas actually Islamic principles, like in other religions, are subject to reinterpretation in time 

and space.430 The second is that there are other factors next to the doctrinal one, which play a 

role in social and political conduct, such as family, ethnicity, class, gender, and bureaucratic 

access.431  

Eickelman and Piscatori also pay attention to the impact of Western modernity on the 

Islamic world. Their view is that to draw dichotomies between modernization and tradition, or 

between reformists and traditionalists, is not of great help to understand the relation between 

Islam and politics. Because invoking the traditional symbols of the past is part of Islam in its 

interaction with modernization. Those symbols provide a link between the past and leave room 

for changes.432 Moreover, the modern technological tools provide contemporary Muslims at a 

mass scale with intensive Islamic knowledge. This has ended the monopoly of Islamic 

knowledge by Muslim religious scholars. Muslims, therefore, can rethink their tradition and 

reinterpret its symbols outside the circles of official Muslim clergy. Eickelmann and Piscatori 

call this phenomena ‘objectification’ of Muslim consciousness.  

The ‘objectification’ therefore, has led to a diversity of interpretations of the Islamic 

symbols and notions. Eickelman and Piscatori explain this idea by showing how traditional 

symbols, like caliphate, the ‘golden age’, the notion of ‘Islam is religion and state’, and umma, 

are re-interpreted in the Islamic world. 

As far as the Caliphate is concerned, their view is that the debate that followed the 

collapse of the Islamic caliphate in the early twenty century has demonstrated the link between 

the past and the modern era. Muhammad Rashid Rida, for example, realized the impossibility 

of reviving the Caliphate as the sole source of authority in the Islamic world. Therefore, he 

proposed the transfer of the caliphate function to ‘governments of the caliphate’, local Islamic 

 
 429 Dale Eickelman and James Piscatori, Muslim Politics: New Jersey, (Princeton University Press, 1996), 18-21. 
 430 Op. Cit., 16, 17. 
 431 Dale Eickelman and James Piscatori, Muslim Politics: New Jersey, (Princeton University Press, 1996), 17, 18. 
 432 Op. Cit., 28. 
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states. 433  He therefore draws a link between traditional symbols: caliphate, and the 

contemporary political debate. 

For the so-called ‘golden age’ of Islam, the authors indicate that Muslims who advocate 

an Islamic Caliphate justify their claim by referring to the early years of the ‘just four caliphs’ 

in which there was only a little divergence between ideal and reality. However, out of these 

four only the first one, Abu Bakr (r. 632-634), died a natural death. ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab (r. 

634-644) was assassinated. ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan (r. 644-656), was killed and his house was 

pillaged. ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib (r. 656-661), Muhammad’s son-in-law, also was killed. Eickelman 

and Piscatori point out that this ‘golden age’ has been interpreted in two different ways. Firstly, 

those who call themselves modernists or reformists emphasize the internal weakness in Muslim 

societies, since the disputes already emerged in the early Muslim community and continued 

throughout history. Secondly, the Salafists, following the path of ancestors, regard this age as 

inspiration for the common good of contemporary Muslim societies, seeking to establish a 

contemporary Muslim community after that early model.434 From that, Eickelman and Piscatori 

conclude that the concept of tradition itself is flexible and liable for many interpretations. The 

lack of fixed recorded events, the understanding of events within a small-scale community or a 

large community influences the concept of tradition. They notice also that Islamic tradition 

encompasses major elements of world religious traditions. The recognized four Sunni Schools 

of Islamic jurisprudence, for example, have elements from other religious traditions. These 

factors make the meaning of tradition subject to considerable flexibility.435 

As for the notion of اإلسالم دين و دولة Islam din w-Dawla, Islam is religion and state, which 

is very often used by those who call for an Islamic state, Eickelman and Piscatori demonstrate 

that this notion of indivisibility between religion and state did not continue for long after 

Muhammad’s death. The separation of the religious from the temporal authority occurred 

immediately after Muhammad. Caliphs were only political successors to extend Dar al-Islam, 

since it is impossible to be the religious successors of Muhammad, the seal of prophets 

according to Islam.436 Therefore, as common as the concept of Islam Din wa-Dawla, Islam is 

religion and state, in Islam there are significant variations in its interpretation. Its interpretation 

in Iran is the direct rule of the Imam, wlayet al-faqih, whereas in other Muslim countries it is 

interpreted in rather different ways, including ‘Ali ‘Ab er-Razeq’s view of the complete 

 
 433 Eickelman and Piscatori, Muslim Politics: New Jersey, (Princeton University Press, 1996), 30, 31. 
 434 Eickelman and Piscatori, Muslim Politics: New Jersey, (Princeton University Press, 1996), 34. 
 435 Op. Cit., 37. 

 436 Op. Cit., 47, 48. 
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separation between Islam and politics. 

Eickelman and Piscatori’s account can serve as an example of a standard western 

interpretation of the relationship between religious belief and politics. It emphasizes the use of 

religious belief as an instrument to maintain political power. This vision has been tried to be 

overcome by Voll and Esposito, who pay much more careful attention to the content of Islamic 

beliefs and their interpretation. 

 

6.5.3 Esposito and Voll: key-notions of Islam have been re-interpreted by leading figures 

of the current Islamic revivalism in favor of democracy  

John Esposito, professor of religion and international affairs at Georgetown University and 

founding director of the Alwaleed Bin Talal Center for Muslim-Christian Understanding at the 

same University, and John Voll, professor of Islamic history at Georgetown University, argue 

that authoritative Islamic texts and key notions have been reinterpreted by leaders of the ‘current 

Islamic revival movements’ to support democracy. Both scholars are from a Roman Catholic 

background. They seek a wider understanding between Christianity and Islam, as well as 

providing advice to the policy-makers in Washington to positively consider contemporary 

Islamic revival movements in prompting democracy in the Muslim world; for the leading 

figures of the revival movement re-conceptualized the basic notions of Islam in a way that 

supports democracy. This is why I am discussing Esposito and Voll. However, I will show also 

that a closer reading of some of the authors that are discussed by them call for a critical 

assessment of their work. Esposito and Voll seem to be too optimistic about the integration of 

Islam and democracy.     

Esposito and Voll argue that the ‘contemporary phenomenon of Islamic revivalism’ 

encourages democracy. They even go so far as to suggest that Islamic revivalism movements 

will bring about a distinctively Islamic type of democracy.437 They think Islamic concepts 

emphasized by the leaders of these movements, like توحيدtaḥwed (oneness of God), خالفة 

caliphate (succession), شورىshura (consultation), and إجماعijma’ (consensus), are a starting 

point for an authentic Islamic democracy. In Islam and Democracy and Islam’s Democratic 

 
 437 Esposito and Voll maintain this optimistic position after the so-called ‘Arab Spring’, see John L. Esposito, 
Tamara Sonn, and John O. Voll, Islam and Democracy after the Arab Spring (Oxford University Press, 2016). 
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Essence438 Esposito and Voll ask: Is democracy incompatible with Islamic revivalism?439 Their 

answer is that Islamic revivalism not only encourages democracy but will also be able to 

produce its own distinctive Islamic-type of democracy.440 They make several observations to 

support their argument. The first is that democracy is a contested concept, even in the West 

since there is no one definition of it.441 The second is that democracy is a recent phenomenon 

in the West. The idea of the Divine Right of the prince dominated Western political thought for 

a longer period of time. Therefore, democratic transformation in the Muslim world should be 

given enough time.442 The third argument is that every culture can produce its own type of 

democracy; most societies have indigenous traditions that incorporate ‘consultation’ in 

decision-making processes and some degree of popular participation. As an example, the 

authors refer to democratic institutions in both England and Norway as having their roots in the 

pre-modern times in those countries. 443  The fourth point concerns the process of re-

conceptualization and re-formulation of the existing concepts in the light of new cultural 

developments. Esposito and Voll relate this process to the beginning of the modern era in 

Europe when new formulations and definitions of political thought emerged in the light of new 

perceptions about social, religious, and political needs and rights of the time. They see a similar 

process of re-conceptualization happening in the contemporary Muslim world.444 The fifth 

argument is that there are two elements for understanding the relation between Islam and 

democracy. One is that democracy turns out to be the most acceptable form of government. The 

other concerns the question of the common identity in the Muslim world, which has much to 

do with religion.445  

Esposito and Voll claim that authentically Islamic notions, such as tawḥed (oneness of 

God) caliphate (succession\representation), shura (consultation), and ijma’ (consensus) can 

 
 438 John Esposito & John Voll, Islam and Democracy, New York and Oxford, (Oxford University Press, 1996); John 
O. Voll and John L. Esposito, “Islam’s Democratic Essence” in Middle East Quarterly, September 1994, 1- 10, 
available online at: http://www.meforum.org/151/islams-democratic-essence. The article meant to give advice 
to the policy-makers in Washington. And It has received much criticism made by liberal thinkers such as Joshua 
Muravchik, “Blamin America First”, in The Middle East Quarterly, September 1994; Patrick Clawson, “Liberty ‘s 
the thing, Not Democracy”, In The Middle East Quarterly, September 1994; and David Bukay, “Can There Be an 
Islamic Democracy?”, In The Middle East Quarterly, Spring 2007, 71-79.  
 439 Voll and Esposito “Islam’s Democratic Essence, 1; Esposito & Voll, Islam and Democracy, 11,16 
 440 Esposito, Voll maintain their optimistic view regarding the contemporary Islamic revivalism in their recent 
publication, John L. Esposito, Tamara Sonn, and John O. Voll, Islam and Democracy after the Arab Spring 
(Oxford University Press, 2016). Their view is that the Muslim Brotherhood governments in both Egypt and 
Tunisia were the first Islam-motivated democracies government in the Muslim world.  
 441 John Esposito & John Voll, Islam and Democracy, New York and Oxford, (Oxford University Press, 1996), 17. 
 442 Voll and Esposito, “Islam’s Democratic Essence”, 1. 
 443 Op. Cit., 2. 
 444 Op. Cit., 2.  
 445 Esposito & Voll, Islam and Democracy, 3, 6, 7. 

http://www.meforum.org/151/islams-democratic-essence
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play a decisive role in this respect. According to the authors, these notions have been re-

conceptualized by the leaders of the contemporary Islamic revivalism in service of democracy. 

This re-conceptualization can be a point of departure for a distinctively Islamic type of 

democracy.446 In this regard, Esposito and Voll rely on Muslim thinkers such as Abu al-A’ala 

al-Mawdudi (1903-1979), founder of the Islamic groups in south Asia; the Iraqi Shii’t cleric 

Baqer al-Sadr (1935-1980); and Mohammad Hashim Kamali, director of the Institute for the 

Advanced Islamic studies in Malaysia. I will refer to them again later. 

Esposito and Voll adopt al-Mawdudi’s concept of ‘theo-democracy’,447 in which three 

principles: tawḥed (oneness of God), risala (prophethood), and khilafa (representation) are the 

foundations of the Islamic political system.448 Thus, the authors highlight al-Sadr’s view that 

the Grand Imam can be publicly elected in case there is more than one person eligible for the 

position. They consider this as evidence promising wider political participation in Muslim 

society.449 Thus, they point to the anti-dictatorial elements embodied in the concept of taḥwed 

emphasized by both al-Mawdudi, and al-Sadr. They also celebrate the re-conceptualization of 

the concept of Caliphate made by al-Mawdudi and al-Sadr, by which Caliphate becomes a wider 

category referring to the status of man as God’s vicegerent on earth. Such a reformulation of 

the notion of Caliphate is seen as the point of departure for an authentically Islamic democracy 

based on the ‘sovereignty of God and vicegerency of man’.450 Widening the scope of notions, 

among others, tawḥid, khilafa, shura, and ijma’, one can partly maintain the assumption of 

Esposito and Voll, namely the idea of re-conceptualization of the Islamic notions to be 

reconciled with democracy.  

However, I must take distance from the way Esposito and Voll connect this process with 

some leading figures of what they call ‘the current Islamic revivalism movements’. It seems to 

me that there are as well anti-democratic elements to be found in the efforts made by some of 

these leading figures. Al-Mawadudi and al-Sadr, for instance, are pre-occupied with the idea of 

establishing a pure and hegemonic Muslim community/the Kingdom of God in its fullness on 

earth. Such a tendency can be a serious challenge to democracy.  

 
 446 Op. Cit., 21-32; and also see Voll and Esposito, “Islam’s Democratic Essence”, 2-6. 
 447 Op. Cit., 24. 
 448 Abu al-A’ala al-Mawdudi, Islamic Way of life, Delhi (Markazi Maktaba Islami, 1967), 40; John Esposito and 
John Voll, Islam and Democracy, 23-26; also, Esposito and Piscatory, “Democratization and Islam”, in Middle East 
Journal, Vol., 45, No. 3 (Summer 1991), 427-440; and John L. Esposito, The Islamic Threat: Myth or Reality? 
(Oxford University Press, 1999), 125-6 (third print). The first print was published in 1992.  
 449 Voll and Esposito, “Islam’s Democratic Essence”, 3. 
 450 Mawdudi, Islamic Way of life, Delhi (Markazi Maktaba Islami, 1967), 3, 4.  
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Al-Mawdudi’s re-formulation of Islamic notions such as umma (Muslim community), 

iman, (faith), and shari’a demonstrates that his ‘theo-democracy’ is more a project of a pure 

and hegemonic Islamic society. Al-Mawdudi speaks of Islam and democracy within the 

framework of an ideological society. Such an ideological society is based on the shari’a, which 

he considers as the ‘code’ of the Islamic umma distinguishing it from any other society based 

on nationalism, popular sovereignty, race, color, or any other basis.451 He emphasizes two 

elements crucial to Islam. The first he calls ‘the chief characteristic of Islam’,452 that is, Islam 

makes no distinction between the spiritual and the secular. According to him, Islam aims at 

shaping both individual life and society as a whole in every aspect. It must ensure that the 

Kingdom of God is established on earth and that peace, contentment, and well-being may fill 

the world.453 The second is the unique concept of man’s place in the universe. Man is given a 

free will—a degree of autonomy to choose between the wrong and the right paths. God made 

man His khalifa, vicegerent on earth. Man, therefore, is not totally free or autonomous, but 

rather he has been given a ‘code’ to show him how to live the life in all its aspects. This ‘code’ 

is the shari’a. And because man is given free will, he can either follow the course of 

righteousness or choose the way of evil. The shari’a, according to al-Mawdudi, was revealed 

first to Adam, then to the later prophets, each to serve his own people. Finally, shari’a was 

revealed to Muhammad in order to universalize it.454 The prophet Muhammad presented the 

teachings of Islam in their pristine form and provided humanity once again with divine 

guidance, which in his time had been largely lost. He organized all those who accepted his 

message into one community (umma), charged with living according to the teachings of Islam 

within the boundaries of iman (faith).455 

Iman (faith) for al-Mawdudi is not a metaphysical concept, but rather a contract by 

which man submits his life and his possessions to God in exchange for the promise of Paradise 

in the hereafter. Al-Mawdudi quotes Surah Al-Tawba (Qur’an, 9: 111) in this respect.456 Faith 

is man’s ‘selling’ his ‘autonomy’ to God, and in return man receives God’s promise of eternal 

happiness in the Paradise. A person who makes such a bargain, says al-Mawdudi, is مؤمن 

Mu’men, a believer, and إيمان iman, faith is the Islamic name for this contract.457 Iman, faith, 

entails a complete surrender of one’s will and freedom of choice to the will of Allah. And when 

 
 451 Mawdudi, Islamic Way of life, Delhi (Markazi Maktaba Islami, 1967) , 3.  
 452 Op. Cit., 2.  
 453 Mawdudi, Islamic Way of life, Delhi (Markazi Maktaba Islami, 1967), 3. 
 454 Mawdudi, Islamic Way of life, Delhi (Markazi Maktaba Islami, 1967), 2, 3. 
 455 Op. Cit., 4. 
 456 Op. Cit., 5. 
 457 Op. Cit. 
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man submits himself to Allah, he renounces all claims to his own supremacy. This aspect of 

faith, according to al-Mawdudi, makes the Islamic way of life the very opposite of a non-

Muslim society. A truly Muslim society cannot break away from the Law of Allah, the shari’a. 

Its political order, its social organizations, its culture, its economic policy, its legal system, and 

its international strategy must all be in accordance with the ‘code of guidance’ revealed by 

Allah. This code is obligatory for man, and it has been revealed and explained clearly by Allah 

Himself and there is no ambiguity about it.458  

Al-Mawdudi describes مة ُُ  umma, the Muslim community, as ‘an ideological’ societyأُ

that is radically different from those which are founded on the basis of race, color, or territory.459 

Umma is those who ‘sell’ their autonomy to God by entering into the ‘contract’ of faith, 

recognize God as their Sovereign, His guidance as supreme, His injunctions as absolute Law 

and accept without question the instructions to discern between what is good or evil, right or 

wrong, and permissible or prohibited. In short, the freedoms of the Islamic society are limited 

by the commandments of God. It is God and not the human being whose will is the primary 

source of law in Muslim society.460  

It might be noticed that the free will of man and his autonomy come to an end with the 

‘contract’ of faith. Qur’an and Sunna provide the Muslim community with the proper 

instructions of how to live the life in all its aspects. It is therefore inconceivable that a true 

Muslim society can deliberately adopt any other system of life based on any other source than 

the shari’a. According to al-Mawdudi, within this true Muslim society the only valid criterion 

of human conduct is the shari’a, according to which things are seen either   معروفMa’rufa 

(things that are good to be done) or  منكراتMunkarat (things prohibited in Islam). 461 

Abandonment of this ‘contract’ is known asُكفرkufr (disbelieve).462  

Within this framework (in which umma, iman, khilafa, and shari’a are the central 

elements) al-Mawdudi speaks of democracy. Although he is widening the concept of caliph to 

mean more than the person of a ruler, he only employs it within the framework of a perfect 

umma. Al-Mawdudi states that this Islamic political system is a perfect democracy. Al-

Mawdudi, also, makes a clear distinction between Islamic democracy and Western democracy. 

In his view, Western democracy is based on the concept of ‘popular sovereignty’; whereas 

Islamic democracy is based on ‘popular caliphate’. In Western democracy people make their 

 
 458 Mawdudi, Islamic Way of life, Delhi (Markazi Maktaba Islami, 1967), 6. 
 459 Op. Cit., 7. 
 460 Mawdudi, Islamic Way of life, Delhi (Markazi Maktaba Islami, 1967), 8. 
 461 Op. Cit., 9. 
 462 Op. Cit., 5. 
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own laws, whereas Islamic democracy is conducted within the framework of the given shari’a 

that people have to follow and obey.463 

 

As for Baqer al- Sadr, he is also occupied by the idea of creating a perfect and a total Islamic 

community. It is true that al-Sadr admits the public election of the Grand Imam when more than 

one person is eligible for the position, and he underlines the concept of khilafa. And yet this is 

not enough to substantiate the judgment that he is a pro-democratic Muslim thinker.464 The 

entire scheme of al-Sadr’s thinking may contain some rather anti-democratic elements. In his 

Lamha Fiqhhiyyah Tamhidiyyah ‘a Mashro’a Dustur al-Jumhuriyya al-Islamiyya fi Iran 

(Provisional Jurisprudential Glimpse at the Constitutional Project for the Islamic Republic in 

Iran, 1979), he gives the  مرجعي ةmarjiáyyah (the religious guardian council) and the Grand Imam 

a great role in his political thought. While the people have the right to elect the president, this 

is only possible after his nomination is approved by the Grand Imam.465 The marjiáyyah is 

given the power to create the high court overseeing the executive and legislative and is also 

given the authority to approve or to disapprove the laws made by the legislature. Moreover, the 

Grand Imam is granted the status of head of the state and the senior head of the army. 

Marjia’yya also has the role of educating the mass and spreading the message of Islam.466  

This emphasis on marjia’yya is of great significance when we consider the entire 

scheme of al-Sadr’s political thinking. Al-Sadr distinguishes three types of Islamic state. These 

are: ‘infallible state’, ‘fallible state’, and ‘deviating state.’467 The ‘infallible state’ only can be 

implemented with infallible persons, such as the prophets and the Imam (the messianic figure 

in Shiite Islam). The ‘fallible state’ is the most relevant type for the contemporary society. It is 

a society in which Muslim citizens are obliged to obey the authority of the state. Under this 

state, some laws may contradict the Islamic law. This contradiction between the Islamic law 

and the state’s law results from a lack of awareness of true Islamic teaching. In such a case, it 

is the duty of the knowledgeable people among Muslims to explain to the state what it does not 

know in this respect. If the government does not alter its views according to that explanation 

 
 463 Mawdudi, Islamic Way of life, Delhi (Markazi Maktaba Islami, 1967), 17-19. 
 464 Jaffar Al-Rikabi argues that although al-Sadr seems to be anti-democratic from a certain viewpoint, but al-
Sadr’s thinking well fits with what might be called Islamic democracy. See Jaffar Al-Rikabi, “Baqir al-Sadr and 
the Islamic State: a Theory for Islamic Democracy”, in Journal of Shi’a Studies, Vol. V, No. 3, summer 2012.  
 465 Muhammad Baqer al-Sader, “lamha fiqhiya ‘an Mashru’a Dustur al-jomhuryya al-Islamyya in Iran”; in   اإلسالم

 al-Islam Yaqud al Hayat (Islam Leads the Life), a collection of al-Sader works, Tehran (Ministry ofيقود الحياة
Islamic Guidance, 1403 H), 11. I am not using the English translation used by Esposito and Voll, but the Arabic 
version.  
 466 Op. Cit., 12, 13. 
 467 Op. Cit., 133-153. 
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out of good intention, then those knowledgeable Muslim citizens are only obliged to obey the 

law in ‘the matter of unity’. They are free to disobey the law of the state and to follow their 

opinion in other matters.468 The ‘matter of unity’ here refers to laws that require unity. Al-Sadr 

bears in mind the state in the situation of war when only one interpretation of Islam should be 

applied to preserve the unity of the state in such a case.  

Furthermore, al-Sadr believes that the state-institution is a prophetic phenomenon. He 

is of the opinion that the prophets were striving to establish the ‘infallible state’. Some of them 

led the state themselves, such as David and Solomon. Others spent their life time striving to 

establish the infallible state, like Moses, where truth and justice are insured. Finally, the seal of 

the prophets, Muhammad, was able to complete the efforts of his predecessors by establishing 

the perfect and infallible state. After the death of the prophet, however, irresponsible leaders 

headed the Islamic state.  Imamate, which is the true spiritual and doctrinal extension of  ةاإلمام  

Muhammad’s prophethood and the only legitimate inheritor of the heavenly message in Shi’ite 

thinking, has continued its role in bringing back the Islamic state to its correct path. To achieve 

this goal, the imams sacrificed much that ended with the martyrdom of Imam al-Husain in the 

day of عاشوراء’ashura’. In the period of absence of the Imam, the Imamate role has been 

continued though the  مرجعي ةmarjia’yya. In that sense, marjia’yya has a prophetic role in 

bringing about the ‘perfect society’ and establishing the ‘infallible state’. 469  Within this 

framework, al-Sadr is convinced that the Islamic revolution in Iran under the leadership of 

Ayatollah Khomeini has a universal significance. In the sense that the Islamic republic of Iran 

represents a return to the ‘state of the prophets’, which will lead not only Muslim countries, but 

also all the nations of the world to the ‘good society’ based on Islam.470  

It is not surprising then that al-Sadr introduces two lines as essential ingredients of his 

political thinking. He calls one  خالفة اإلنسانkhilafat al-insan (vicegerency of man), and the other 

is   شهادات اإلنبياءshehadat al-inbiaa’ (witnesses of the prophets). Although the ‘vicegerency of 

man’ has a general meaning in al-Sadr’s thinking, in the sense that God has invested the entire 

human community in the person of the first man (Adam) with the status of God’s khalifa 

(vicegerent of God). And the task of the Caliph, according to al-Sadr, is to incarnate the absolute 

values in human society and to establish the perfect society. The Caliphate, however, deviated 

from its correct path. It, therefore, needs divine intervention to bring it back to its correct path. 

 
 468 Op. Cit. 
 469 Muhammad Baqer al-Sadr, “lamha fiqhiya ‘an Mashru’a Dustur al-jomhuryya al-Islamyya in Iran”; in  اإلسالم

 al-Islam Yaqud al Hayat (Islam Leads the Life), a collection of al-sadr works, Tehran (Ministry of Islamicيقود الحياة
Guidance, 1403 H), 3-6.  
470 Op. Cit., 7, 8. 
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This intervention is the ‘witnesses of the prophets’, the role that has been given to imams. And 

due to the absence of the true Imam, this role has been passed to the marji’aya. The role of the 

marji’aya is mainly guardianship and supervision over the state and society to ensure that they 

walk in the right path, the path of prophetic society.471  

Al-Sadr, however, emphasizes that the marji’ayya should include at least one hundred 

well-learned clerics, intellectuals, and preachers, rather than a sole person. This seems to be the 

crucial difference between al-Sadr and Khomeini. 472  The latter claims that the role of 

supervising the state and society is given to a sole person; that is, Khomeini himself as the 

deputy of the absent Imam. Such a principle was an innovation in Shi’ite thinking introduced 

by Khomeini himself and known as  والية الفقيهwlayat al faqih (guardianship of the Jurist).  

 

6.5.4 Evaluation 

It seems to me that both al-Mawdudi and al-Sadr are pre-occupied with the idea of a perfect 

and hegemonic Muslim society. This perfect society plays the role of the vanguard to bring all 

of humanity back to the purity and perfection under one God, one law, and one people. Such a 

tendency, in my judgment, is a serious challenge to democracy, because democracy operates 

basically within the framework of diversity and imperfection. 

Practically speaking, it is through al-Mawdudi’s efforts (among others) that Pakistan 

was founded as a Sunni Islamic Republic in 1947. Since that time, Pakistan has witnessed a lot 

of political turmoil, one step forward and two steps backward in terms of democracy.  

One can also look at the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt which has similar tendencies of 

perfection and hegemony that may be traced to the contribution of Sayyid Qutb. After only one 

year in power, it was not possible for the Muslim Brotherhood to maintain power in Egypt. The 

attempts of the Muslim Brotherhood to establish a pure and hegemonic Islamic society were 

not acceptable by most moderate Egyptian people. In the one year of his presidency (2013), 

Muhammad Morssi aimed at reconstructing the Egyptian society according to the perfection 

and hegemonic tendencies. In order to do so, he issued a constitutional decree after a few 

months of his presidency, proposing himself to be above the law and beyond any sort of 

accountability.  

 
 471 Muhammad Baqer al-sadr, خالفة اإلنسان و شهادات األنبيا ء “Khilafat al-Insan and Shehadat al-Anbiyaa’”; in  اإلسالم

 al-Islam Yaqud al Hayat (Islam Leads the Life), a collection of al-Sader works, Tehran (Ministry ofيقود الحياة 
Islamic Guidance, 1403 H), 133-153. 
472 See Paragraph 6.4. 3. 



   
 

186 
 

Similarly, the Islamic republic of Iran, did not do much better in the political and 

economic levels after the Islamic revolution of 1977. Here the ultimate political power is given 

to the Grand Imam, human rights and religious freedoms -as core democratic values- are 

undermined. The year 2019 has witnessed several demonstrations of the Iranian people against 

the government for political and economic reasons. Moreover, what Iran has done –and still is 

doing- is to attempt to export its ‘totalitarian’ ideas in the region and in this way it has 

contributed to instability in the Middle East, funding the militant groups in Lebanon, Syria, 

Iraq, and Yemen. 

 

My own discussion below is developed in ‘continuity’ and ‘discontinuity’ with Esposito and 

Voll. ‘Continuity’ in the sense that I maintain the validity of their vision that the intrinsically 

Islamic notions can be re-conceptualized in order to allow for significant democratic 

transformation in the Muslim world. However, this is only possible, I assume, when such a re-

conceptualization process takes place within the framework of the imperfection-plurality mode 

of interpretation. ‘Discontinuity’ in the sense that I take distance from their optimistic view 

regarding the relation between democracy and what they call ‘the current Islamic revival 

movements’. Many of the leading figures of these movements are pre-occupied with the idea 

of establishing a pure and hegemonic Islamic community, the Islamic Caliphate, even by using 

violence. I have pointed out these anti-democratic elements in some leading figures of the 

Islamic revivalist movements on which Esposito and Voll rely. These elements have to do with 

the desire of establishing a perfect and hegemonic Islamic society.  

I maintain, however, that the Islamic notions can be re-conceptualized in a more open 

way within the framework of imperfection-plurality mode to allow for democratization. This 

attitude can be observed in the contribution of an author whose work coud not yet be dealt with 

in the earlier work of Esposito and Voll, namely Khaled Abu El-Fadel, but whom Esposito does 

discuss in a recent work. 

 

 

6.6. Islam and Democracy-Interpretation from within 

 

6.6.1 Introduction  

In this section, I present an interpretation of Islam from within; an interpretation that concerns 

a positive contribution of Islam to contemporary democratic culture. By way of contrast, Shiite 

political thought after Imam Khomeini’s innovative concept of ‘Guardianship of the Faqih’, 
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provides little with respect to democracy. Khomeini’s heavy messianic tendencies are primarily 

aimed at bringing about the Kingdom of God on earth here and now. Khomeini considered 

himself the deputy of the Shiite messiah. Shiite political thought could perhaps offer a positive 

contribution to democracy if it could take distance from the messianic tendency of achieving 

the Kingdom of God here and now.  

On the other hand, some Sunni Muslims scholars such as Khaled Abu El-Fadel, have 

been able to take distance from the totalistic and messianic dream along the lines of the Sunni 

scholar Sayyid Qutb and have developed a positive Islamic view of democracy from within 

Islam. I specify the work of Abu El-Fadel here for a number of reasons. 

 In the first place, Abu El-Fadel offers an interpretation of the Islamic tradition aiming 

at reconciling Islam and democracy from within along orthodox Islamic lines. The second is 

that he undertakes the task of re-interpreting the authoritative texts and key notions of Islam 

with full awareness of the imperfection of human beings and the undeniable plurality within 

our world. This is what I called above the ‘imperfection-plurality’ mode of interpretation. The 

third is that his vision of Islam and democracy has received responses from many scholars in 

the field, among others John Esposito and Muqtader Khan. The fourth reason is that his vision 

and the responses published in Islam and the Challenge of Democracy in 2004 have been 

translated into Arabic الديموقراطية وتحدي  -and published in 2005 by Dar Al-Shoruk alاإلسالم 

Dawliyya publishing house, a major publishing house in the Arab-speaking world based in 

Cairo. This has allowed his work to become widely known in the Arab-speaking world—unlike 

those of Muslim scholars who live in the West and whose works target the West and remain 

there.  

 

6.6.2 Abu El-Fadel: the essential moral values of Islam can find their realization in 

democratic order  

Abu El-Fadel, Professor of Islamic Studies and Law at UCLA School of Law, makes the thesis 

that the essential Islamic moral values such as justice, consultative government, and solidarity 

in social relations can be realized in a good democratic order. Moreover, he suggests that the 

scope of those values may theoretically be developed and go beyond the narrow Islamic 

traditional fiqh realm to address the fundamental human rights and freedoms. He believes that 

these Islamic basic values can offer an intrinsic solution from within Islam to the seeming 

contradiction between ‘the sovereignty of God’ and ‘the sovereignty of the people’. And this 

would be a possible starting point for a substantial relationship between Islam and democracy 

from within Islam.  
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Abu El-Fadel starts his argument for his position by introducing the traditional discourse 

which has been adopted by ‘ulama in the pre-modern times regarding the question of what a 

legitimate form of government would be. The traditional discourse in this respect appreciated 

and defended the caliphate system of government over the prevailing political systems of the 

time; namely, the tribal and absolute monarchy. For in both, tribal and absolute monarchy, there 

is no fixed law apart from elders of tribes or the prince. Elders of tribe and princes determine 

the law in an arbitrary manner according to their own subjective will. Consequently, tribal and 

absolute monarchy were considered as an illegitimate form of government in the discourse of 

pre-modern ‘ulama. By way of contrast, the caliphate system of government was deemed 

legitimate. For the caliphate is based on a law from outside to which ruler and ruled are 

subjected, namely, the shari’a. According to Abu El-Fadel, the traditional ‘ulama considered 

this as a necessary criterion of legitimacy and justice. He is of the opinion that the classical 

‘ulama in this respect seem to have embraced the core elements of modern democratic culture; 

namely, limited government and the rule of law.473  

Here Abu El-Fadel suggests that the pre-modern context in which the traditional 

discourse appreciated and defend the caliphate system of government has been remarkably 

changed. For him, a democratic order in our times can be a good alternative for a better 

realization of the essential moral values of Islam itself, such as justice, consultative and limited 

government, and compassion and mercy in social relationships.  

Whilst Abu El-Fadel is trying to reconcile Islam with democracy from within, he is fully 

aware of the contextual deference between Western modernism and Islam. Therefore, his effort 

to reconcile Islam with democracy is designed to include two main elements. One is the 

argument that the essential Islamic moral values can be better realized in a democratic order, 

calling for widening the scope of these moral values in order to depart the narrow traditional 

fiqh framework in tackling with those values. The other is to avoid the modernist understating 

of the concept of the ‘sovereignty of the people’ that reflects the modernist belief regarding the 

full autonomy of the individual. That makes Abu El-Fadel able to offer a remedy from within 

Islam to the contradiction between the ‘sovereignty of God’ and of the ‘sovereignty of the 

people’. This remedy aims at bridging the gap between the two concepts through employing of 

the fundamental Qur’anic concept of human beings as ‘vicegerents of God on earth’, which 

includes human responsibility to pursue justice and administrate the life affaires as divine agent, 

in a quite similar way to the Christian concept of the human being as Imago Dei. 

 
 473 Khaled Abu El-Fadel, Islam and the Challenge of Democracy, New Jersey (Princeton University Press, 2004), 
3. 
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a- Islamic Moral Values and Democracy 

Let us consider the first element in his argument: the core values of Islam can find better 

realization in a democratic culture. Abu El-Fadel starts by pointing out the contextual difference 

between the West and Islam. In the West, democracy has evolved in a post-Reformation period 

and in modernity. Abu El-Fadel asks: does it make sense to look for points of contact in a 

remarkably different context? His answer is centered on the premise that both democracy and 

Islam are defined in the first place by their underlining moral values and attitudinal 

commitments.474  

For Abu El-Fadel, the Qur’an itself does not specify a particular form of government 

for the Muslim community; and yet the Qur’an does identify a set of social and political values 

that are central to Muslim polity. He argues that if Muslims focus on these fundamental moral 

values, Muslims will find that the Islamic tradition contains both interpretative and practical 

possibilities that can be developed into a democratic order from within Islam. This should then 

be the point of departure for a substantial reconciliation between Islam and democracy. 

Beginning from this starting point, Abu El-Fadel specifies some essential values in 

Islam that he thinks are of a particular importance in relation to democracy. These values are 

justice (Qur’an 49: 13 and Qur’an 11:119), consultative/limited government  (Qur’an 3: 159; 

and Qur’an 42: 38), and compassion/solidarity in social life (Qur’an 6:12; Qur’an 6: 54; Qur’an 

21:107; Qur’an 27:77; and Qur’an 45:20). Abu El-Fadel is of the opinion that present-day 

Muslims ought to support and adhere to the form of government that is most effective in helping 

them to realize these core values of Islam.475 And for him, democracy is the political system 

that can help Muslims to achieve this aim. In our times, democracy offers the greatest potential 

for promoting justice, protecting human dignity, establishing a consultative/limited 

government, and institutionalizing solidarity in the social realm.476 It is remarkably that Abu 

El-Fadel relates the possibility of realizing these core values of Islam to the Qur’anic key-

concept of human beings as ف ي األرضخليفة هللا   khalipha, caliph, a vicegerent of God on earth. 

This Qur’anic concept implies that God vested all of the human beings with a kind of divinity 

by making every human person vicegerent of God on earth.477 In this respect, Abu El-Fadel 

quotes (Qur’an 2:30): 

  

 
 474 Khaled Abu El-Fadel, Islam and the Challenge of Democracy, New Jersey (Princeton University Press, 2004), 
4, 5. 
 475 Op. Cit., 5. 
 476 Op. Cit., 5, 6. 
 477 The Qur’anic concept of ‘ خليفةKhalifa’ is quite similar to the Biblical concept of ‘Imago Dei’.  
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وإذ قال ربُك للمالئكة إني جاعٌل في األرض خليفةٌ, قالوا أتجعُل فيها من يُفسد فيها و يسفك الدماء و نحن نسبُح 

 نقدُس لك, قال إني أعلم ما ال تعلمون’   ,بحمِدك و 

 

Which means:  

 

‘God said to the angels: I have to place a vicegerent on earth; they said: will you place 

one there who will create disorder and shed blood while we intone your litanies and 

sanctify your name? God said: I know what you do not know’. Qur’an 2:30 

 

More importantly, in his discussion of the fundamental Islamic moral values in relation to 

human beings as vicegerents of God, Abu El-Fadel is fully aware of and admits human 

imperfection. He boldly points out that the Qur’anic concept of human being as ‘vicegerent of 

God, or a divinely agent’ does not mean that the human being shares God’s perfection. Humans 

are and will remain fallible and imperfect. Here Abu El-Fadel observes that democracy also 

acknowledges the errors of judgment, temptations, and vices associated with human fallibility 

and imperfection. And accordingly, that is why democracy enshrines basic moral standards in 

a constitutional document. This moral standard in democracy does not express human 

perfection, but rather human dignity. Human beings are –and will remain- imperfect.478 It is 

evident that Abu El-Fadel is very aware and readily admits human imperfection. It is precisely 

for this reason that his re-interpretation of Islam is developed in a way that might contribute to 

a positive relation between Islam and democracy. In other words, he is not driven by a 

perfection-totality mode of interpretation.  

As far as justice is concerned, Abu El-Fadel associates the value of justice to the 

Qur’anic notion of ‘humans as vicegerent of God’. For him, the notion of humans as vicegerents 

of God on earth means first of all that all humans are responsible, divinely appointed agents for 

making the world more just and a better place. Justice plays a central role in the Qur’anic 

discourse. It is an obligation we owe to God and to one another. Moreover, the imperative of 

justice is tied to the obligations of enjoying the good and avoiding the evil and the necessity of 

bearing witness on God’s behalf. For Abu El-Fadel, the Qur’an does not define the constituent 

of justice, but it emphasizes the human ability to work for it as a unique mandate. Therefore, 

 
 478 Khaled Abu El-Fadel, Islam and the Challenge of Democracy, New Jersey (Princeton University Press, 2004), 
6. 
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justice is an obligation that falls on every human being in his/her capacity as vicegerent of God 

on earth.479  

Abu El-Fadel observes that while there is a clear Qur’anic command for justice, the 

concept of justice as such in the Qur’an is vague and undefined. He, therefore, suggests that 

while the ingredients of justice are vague we can recognize the ingredients of justice through 

intuition, reason, and human experience. 480  Here Abu El-Fadel, suggests democracy as a 

political system that might help Muslims to have a clear idea of justice and to achieve the 

Qur’anic imperative of justice. Because democracy, by assigning equal rights to every 

individual, expresses this special status of human beings in God’s creation and enables them to 

discharge that responsibility of making the world more just,481  

Moreover, Abu El-Fadel suggests that democracy would help Muslims widening the 

scope of justice and to be aware of many components of justice. He, therefore, underlines the 

principle of accountability and plurality in democracy as essential ingredients of the concept of 

justice. If a political system has no intrinsic institutional mechanism to call the unjust to 

account, then Abu El-Fadel thinks the political system itself is unjust.482 He points out that 

democracy guarantees the principle of accountability. It is precisely here that the imperative for 

justice in Islam may find its realization in democracy, as all are equal and under one and the 

same law. Abu El-Fadel also extends the concept of justice to include the themes of diversity 

and plurality. He considers the right of diversity and plurality to be a matter of justice. 

According to him, the Qur’an states that God created people with differences and grouped them 

into nations and tribes so that they would come to know each other (Qur’an 49:13). ‘Ulama 

reasoned that the expression ‘come to know one another’ indicates the need for social 

cooperation and mutual assistance in order to achieve justice. The Qur’an also states that people 

are different and will remain different from one another until the end of human existence and 

that the reality of human diversity is part of the divine wisdom and an intentional purpose of 

creation. The Qur’an states:  

 

  .Qur’an 11: 118 ‘لو شاء ربك لجعل الناس أمة واحدة’

 

 
 479 Khaled Abu El-Fadel, Islam and the Challenge of Democracy, New Jersey (Princeton University Press, 2004), 
18, 19. 
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‘If thy Lord had so willed, He could have made mankind one people.’ Qur’an 11: 118483  

 

The Qur’anic celebration and sanctification of human diversity, Abu El-Fadel says, 

incorporates that diversity into a purposeful pursuit of justice and creates various possibilities 

for pluralistic commitments in modern Islam. That commitment could be developed into an 

ethic that respects and honors the right of human beings to be different, including the right to 

adhere to different religious or nonreligious convictions. And at the political level this could be 

appropriated into a normative stance that considers justice and diversity as core values that a 

constitutional democratic order is bound to protect. Moreover, it could be developed into a 

notion of delegated powers, in which the ruler is entrusted with serving the core values of justice 

by ensuring the rights of assembly, cooperation, and dissent. Furthermore, a notion of limits 

could be developed that would restrain the government from derailing the quest for justice or 

from hampering the right of the people to cooperate, or dissent, in this quest. Importantly, if a 

government failed to discharge these obligations, it would lose its legitimate claim to power.484  

Abu El-Fidel believes several factors stand against the development of these 

possibilities in modern Islam. At the theological and philosophical levels, the constituents of 

justice have not been subjected to a close examination in Islamic doctrine. Part of the 

explanation of this lies in a basic tension in understanding the nature of justice. Does the divine 

law define justice, or does justice define the divine law? If the former, then whatever one 

concludes is the divine law, then therein lies justice. If the latter, then whatever justice demands 

is in fact the demand of the divine law.485  If we can know what justice requires by first 

determining what the divine law is, then there is no point in investigating the demands of justice 

–whether justice means equality of opportunities or of results, fostering personal autonomy, 

maximizing collective utility, or guarding basic human dignity. If the divine law is prior to 

justice, then the just society is no longer about rights of speech and assembly or rights to explore 

the means to justice, but simply about the implementation of divine law.486 Abu El-Fadel 

himself presupposes the primacy of justice in the Qur’anic discourse, the centrality of the notion 

of humans as vicegerent, and the idea that their main duty is to foster justice. He concludes that 
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the value of justice ought to control and guide all efforts at interpreting and understanding 

divine law. This requires a serious paradigm-shift in Islamic thinking.487  

As far as the value of consultative/limited government, shura, is concerned, Abu El-

Fadel observes that the limitation of the state’s power was a concern in the works of the early 

Muslim ‘ulama, just like the modern concern of limited government. But this element is entirely 

absent from the perspective of the contemporary Islamic fundamentalist movements, which use 

shari’a to undermine shari’a.488 According to Abu El-Fidel, the Qur’an instructs the Prophet to 

consult regularly with Muslims on all significant matters and indicates that a society that 

conducts its affairs through some form of deliberative process is considered praiseworthy in the 

eyes of God.489 Qur’an states: 

  

ِ ِلنَت لَُهْم ۖ َولَْو ُكنَت فَظًّا َغِليَظ اْلقَْلِب   َن َّللاه اَلنفَضُّوا ِمْن َحْوِلَك ۖ فَاْعُف َعْنُهْم َواْستَْغِفْر لَُهْم َوَشاِوْرهُْم فِي فَبَِما َرْحَمٍة م ِ

َ يُِحبُّ  ِ ۚ إِنه َّللاه ِلينَ اأْلَْمِر ۖ فَإِذَا َعَزْمَت فَتََوكهْل َعلَى َّللاه  .(Qur’an 3:159)  اْلُمتََوك ِ

 

It means:  

So by mercy from Allah, [O Muhammad], you were lenient with them. And if you had 

been rude [in speech] and harsh in heart, they would have disbanded from about you. 

So pardon them and ask forgiveness for them and consult them in the matter. And when 

you have decided, then rely upon Allah. Indeed, Allah loves those who rely [upon Him].  

 

Thus, Qur’an reads: 

 

ا َرَزْقنَاهُْم يُنِفقُون  اَلةَ َوأَْمُرهُْم ُشوَرٰى بَْينَُهْم َوِممه   ,(Qur’an 42:38) ’َوالهِذيَن اْستََجابُوا ِلَرب ِِهْم َوأَقَاُموا الصه

 

which means:  

 

And those who have responded to their lord and established prayer and whose affair is 

[determined by] consultation among themselves, and from what we have provided them, 

they spend.  
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There are many historical reports, according to Abu El-Fadel, which suggest that the Prophet 

consulted regularly with his companions regarding the affairs of the state. In addition, shortly 

after the death of the Prophet, the concept of shura  ُٰشوَرى, consultation, had become a symbol 

signifying participatory politics and legitimacy. The failure to adhere to shura had become a 

common theme invoked in narratives of opposition in the Islamic tradition. For example, it is 

reported that the Prophet’s cousin ‘Ali reproached Umar ibn al-Kattab, the second caliph, and 

Abu Baker, the first caliph for not respecting the principle of shura because of nominating Abu 

Baker to the caliphate in the absence of the Prophet’s family. Thus, the opposition to ‘Uthman 

ibn ‘Affan, the third caliph, accused him of destroying the rule of shura because of his alleged 

nepotistic and autocratic policies.490 Although the precise meaning of shura in these historical 

narratives is unclear, the concept most certainly did not merely refer to a ruler’s solicitation of 

opinion from notables in society; it signified, more broadly, resistance to autocracy, government 

by force, or operation. This is consistent with the ’ulama’s hostility toward despotism (al-

Istibdad) and whimsical and autocratic government (al-hukm bil hawa wa al-tasalut).491 After 

the third century of Hijra, the concept of shura took more concrete institutional shape in the 

discourse of Muslim ‘ulama. Shura became the formal act of consulting ahl al-shura (the people 

of consultation), who according to the sources were the same group of people who constituted 

ahl al-ḥal wa al-aqd (the people who have the power to decide for the community). Sunni 

‘ulama debated whether the results of consultation were binding (shura mulzema) or non-

binding (ghayr mulzema). Some ‘ulama concluded that shura is non-binding, it was merely 

advisory to the ruler and not obligatory. While other ‘ulama, al-Ghazali among them, were of 

the opinion that shura is obligatory and the ruler should follow the results of the shura 

process.492  

With regard to the third value in question: that of compassion/solidarity in social realm, 

Abu El-Fadel points out that mercy in Qur’anic discourse is coupled with the need of human 

beings to be patient with and tolerant of each other. Most significantly, diversity and differences 

among human beings are claimed in Qur’anic discourse to be merciful divine gifts to 

humankind (Qur’an 11, 119). According to Abu El-Fadel, genuine perception that enables 

people to understand, appreciate, and become enriched by the diversity of humanity is one of 

the constituent elements for founding a just and merciful society. Hence, the divine mandate 
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for Muslim polity is to pursue justice by adhering to the need for mercy. Although, coexistence 

is a basic necessity for mercy, in order to pursue genuine knowledge of the other and to aspire 

to the state of justice human beings need to cooperate in seeking the good and the beautiful and 

doing so by engaging in purposeful moral discourse. Implementing legalistic regulations, even 

if these regulations are the product of an interpretation of divine texts, is not sufficient for 

mercy, that is, genuine perception of the other, or ultimately, for justice.493 So principles of 

mercy and justice are the primary divine charge. God’s sovereignty lies in the fact that He is 

the authority, and that He delegated to human beings the task of achieving justice on earth by 

fulfilling the virtues that approximate divinity. This conception of divine sovereignty does not 

negate human agency by requiring a mechanical enforcement of rules; instead, it accommodates 

our agency and even promotes it insofar as it contributes to the fulfilment of justice. 

Significantly, according to juristic discourses, it is not possible to achieve justice unless every 

possessor of a right (haq) is granted his/her right. A society that fails in this, no matter how 

many rules it applies, is neither merciful nor just.494  

For Abu El-Fadel, it is not the pre-modern tradition that poses the greatest barrier to the 

development of such theoretical concepts based on Islamic core values. But rather, the most 

serious obstacle for him comes from the Islamic fundamentalist movements, especially in the 

second half of the twenty-century. There is a collectivist view of right and priority of the rights 

of God that has occurred since and during this period of time. This has made it difficult to widen 

the scope of the Islamic basic values and to develop the concept of individual rights in 

contemporary Islamic thought.495  

 

b- The dilemma of the ‘Sovereignty of God’ and the ‘Sovereignty of the People’ 

Let us now turn to the second element in Abu El-Fadel’s argument: the conceptual challenge 

between the ‘sovereignty of God’ and ‘sovereignty of the people’. The case he presents for 

democracy from within Islam must accept the idea of God’s sovereignty. For him, it is 

impossible for Muslims to substitute people’s sovereignty for God’s sovereignty. The effort 

Abu El-Fadel makes, therefore, is an attempt to intrinsically reconcile the two concepts from 

within Islam. He describes this challenge as follows: in democracy, the people are the source 

of law. And the law in turn ensures the fundamental rights and protects the well-being and 
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interests of the individuals.496 However, in Islam the traditional ‘ulama have argued that law 

made by a sovereign monarchy is illegitimate because it substitutes human authority for God’s 

sovereignty. Similarly, law made by a sovereign people is arguably illegitimate. For in Islam 

God is the only sovereign and the ultimate source of law.497 Abu El-Fadel asks how, then, the 

democratic conception of the people’s sovereignty can be reconciled with the Islamic 

understanding of God’s sovereignty?498 

For Abu El-Fadel, answering this question is extraordinarily important, as well as 

extraordinarily difficult for both political and conceptual reasons. On the political side, 

democracy faces a number of practical obstacles in Islamic countries, such as authoritarian 

political traditions, a history of colonial imperial rule, and state domination of the economy and 

society. The conceptual side that concerns philosophical and doctrinal dimensions is even more 

important. He, therefore, focuses on the philosophical and doctrinal conceptual dimension.499 

In so doing he engaged in a deep discussion attempting to solve this dilemma. Its aim was to 

show the different possible interpretations of the sovereignty of God in the Islamic tradition, on 

the one hand; and to relate the concept of the ‘sovereignty of God’ to the Qur’anic concept of 

‘human being as vicegerent of God on earth’.   

Abu El-Fadel first observes that the issue of God’s political rule ( هللا  حاكمية ḥakimiyyat 

Allah) was raised by a group known as the   خوارجKhawarij when they rebelled against the fourth 

caliph ‘Ali Ibn Abi Talib. In the beginning of the dispute, the Khawarij supported ‘Ali against 

Mu’awiya; but they turned against ‘Ali later on when he agreed to arbitrate his political dispute 

with Mu’awiya. ‘Ali himself had agreed to the arbitration on the condition that the arbitration 

be bound by the Qur’an and give full consideration to the supremacy of shari’a. The Khawarij 

believed that shari’a clearly supported ‘Ali. Therefore, they rejected the arbitration as inherently 

unlawful and opposed to God’s sovereignty. From the perspective of Khawarij, ‘Ali’s 

acceptance of the arbitration showed that ‘Ali was willing to compromise God’s sovereignty. 

This is why Khawarij declared that ‘Ali was a traitor to God and later assassinated him.500 After 

the death of ‘Ali, Mu’awiya seized power and established himself as the first caliph of the 

Umayyad Dynasty in Damascus. 
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According to Abu El-Fadel, some reports about that debate between ‘Ali and Khawarij 

over the arbitration show that ‘Ali was accused by the Khawarij because he accepted the 

judgment and sovereignty of the human beings, instead of holding on to the sovereignty of God. 

Upon hearing this accusation, ‘Ali called on the people to gather around him and brought out a 

large copy of the Qur’an. ‘Ali touched the Qur’an while instructing the Qur’an to speak to the 

people and inform them about God’s shari’a. The people who had gathered around ‘Ali 

exclaimed: what are you doing, ‘Ali? The Qur’an cannot speak, for it is not a human being!’ 

Upon hearing this, ‘Ali exclaimed that this was exactly the point he wanted to make. ‘Ali said: 

Qur’an is but ink and paper, and it does not speak for itself. Instead, it is the human beings who 

give effect to it according to their limited personal judgement and opinions.  

For Abu El-Fadel, such a story is subject to multiple interpretations. One of the 

interpretations might point toward the superficiality of any proclamation of God’s sovereignty. 

The Khawarij’s rallying cry ‘ال حكم إال هللla hukma illa li Allah, authority belongs only to God’ 

and ‘al-hukmu lil-Qura’n, the Qur’an is the only Judge’ is nearly identical with the slogans of 

the contemporary fundamentalist Islamic groups.501 Of course, God is all-powerful and the 

ultimate King of the heavens and earth, but when it comes to the law in the political realm the 

claim that God is the sole legislator for the political realm is indefensible from the viewpoint of 

Islamic theology. For Abu El-Fadel, such a claim pretends that some human agents could 

become the perfect executers of the divine will without inserting their own human judgment in 

the process.502 Moreover, claims about God’s sovereignty in this way assume that the divine 

legislative will seeks to directly regulate all human affairs. That is why shari’a is introduced as 

a comprehensive moral code that prescribes every detail in the entire human life. But for Abu 

El-Fadel, this is not the properly Islamic way to understand the sovereignty of God. Sovereignty 

of God is properly understood in relation to the fundamental Qur’anic concept of the human 

being as God’s vicegerent on earth, a divinely delegated agent.503  

According to Abu El-Fadel, in the Qur’anic discourse, God commanded creation to 

honor human beings because of the miracle of the human intellect—as an expression of the 

divine. Arguably, the fact that God honored humanity as a symbol of the divine is sufficient to 

justify a moral commitment to protecting and preserving the integrity and dignity of that symbol 

of the divine. Sovereignty of God provides no escape from the responsibility of human agency 
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and this was ‘Ali’s point.504 When human beings search for ways to approximate God’s beauty 

and justice on earth, they are not denying God’s sovereignty; rather they in fact honor and 

accomplish it, as they are divinely appointed agents on earth. Human beings are honoring God’s 

sovereignty when they attempt to safeguard the moral values that reflect the attributes of the 

divine. For Abu El-Fadel, if we say that the only legitimate source of law is the sacred text, 

shari’a, and that the human experience and intellect are irrelevant to the pursuit of the divine 

will, then the notion of the sovereignty of God will always stand as an instrument of 

authoritarianism and an obstacle to democracy.505 However, according to Abu El-Fadel, it is 

well established that the Prophet died without naming a successor to lead the Muslim 

community. The Prophet intentionally left the choice to the Muslim community, as a matter of 

human arrangement that serves their temporal interests.  

Abu El-Fadel also makes a distinction between the sovereignty of God and the political 

will and power of the ruler. To make this point clear, Abu El-Fadel engaged in a historical 

survey in the Islamic political tradition since the times of Muhammad and the early Muslim 

community. He observes that there is no caliph or ruler who claimed that God’s sovereignty 

has been delegated to him. Instead, a caliph must come to power through عقد’ad, contract, 

between the ruler and all al-hall wa al-’ad, those who give their bay’a, consent, to the caliph. 

However, part of the misunderstanding in this regard is because the terms of the contract 

between the caliph and the people were not extensively discussed in the Islamic sources.506 Abu 

El-Fadel asks: who are the people who have the power to choose and remove the ruler? In his 

answer, he refers to the Mu’tazili scholar Abu Baker al-Asem (d. 816 CE), who argued that the 

public at large must have this power. There must be a general consensus over the ruler, and 

every Muslim adult man must give his consent.507 However, according to Abu El-Fadel, the 

vast majority of scholars argued more pragmatically that ahl al-ḥal wa al-’aqd means those 

who possess the necessary power, to ensure the obedience or consent of the people. In the 

dominant paradigm, the ruler and ruled are God’s agents, Khulafa’ Allah, vicegerents of God 

on earth.508  

For Abu El-Fadel, an essential characteristic of a legitimate Islamic government is that 

it is subject to and limited by God’s law, shari’a. Although, this concept does offer support to 
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the rule of law, one must distinguish between the ‘supremacy of law’ and the ‘supremacy of a 

set of legal rules’. The two are quite distinct, and both are suggested in the Islamic tradition. 

Islamic political thought contains a wide range of interpretative possibilities. And once again, 

some of these possibilities resonate more strongly with democratic principles.509 The rule of 

law need not be taken to mean that the government is bound by a codebook of specific 

regulations. Instead, it might be interpreted as requiring a government to be bound by a due 

process of making and interpreting laws, and even more important, as requiring that those 

processes themselves be bound by fundamental moral commitments –in particular to human 

dignity and freedom.510  

Abu El-Fadel here pays special attention to the concept of shari’a, as it has been 

conceived of in terms of God’s sovereignty. For him, shari’a in its most part, is not explicitly 

dictated by God. Rather, shari’a relies on the interpretative act of the human agent in its 

production and implementation. Paradoxically, however, shari’a is the core value that Muslim 

society must observe. The paradox here is exemplified in the tension between the obligation to 

live by God’s law and the fact that this law is manifested only through subjective interpretative 

determinations of human beings. Even if there is a common recognition that a particular positive 

command does express the divine law, there is still a vast array of possible subjective 

understandings and applications. As part of the doctrinal foundation for this discourse, Sunni 

‘ulama focused on the tradition attributed to the Prophet, stating: ‘Every mujtahid (faqih who 

strives to find the answer will be rewarded.’ This implies that there could be more than only 

one single correct answer to the same shari’a question.511  

Abu El-Fadel asks: Is there a single correct legal response to every legal problem? In 

his answer to this question, Abu El-Fadel sees that the vast majority of the Sunni ‘ulama agree 

that to be sincere in searching for the divine will is sufficient to protect a researcher from the 

charge before God. Moreover, ‘ulama were divided into two main camps. The first school is 

known as المخطئة    the mukhatti’ah, which argued that every legal problem ultimately has one 

single correct answer; however, only God knows the correct response, and the truth will not be 

revealed until the Final Day of Judgment. Human beings for the most part cannot conclusively 

know whether they have the correct response. God will declare which response was the correct 

one in the Last Day. The second school, known as المصوبةthe musawwibah, argued that there is 
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no specific and correct answer (معين  ḥukm mu’ayyan) that God wants human beings toحكم 

discover. After all, if there was a correct answer, God would have made the evidence indicating 

a divine rule conclusive and clear. God cannot charge human being with the duty to find the 

correct legal answer when there is no objective means of discovering the correct meaning of a 

text or a legal problem. If there were any objective truth to everything, God would have made 

such a truth ascertainable in this life. Human beings are not charged with the obligation of 

finding some abstract or inaccessible legally correct answers. Rather, they are charged with the 

duty of diligently investigating a problem and then following the results of their own ijtihad 

(judgment).  

Abu El-Fadel here suggests that shari’a ought to stand in an Islamic polity as a symbolic 

construct for the divine perfection that is unreachable by human efforts in this life. For Abu El-

Fadel the perfection is preserved, so to speak, in the mind of God, but everything that is 

channeled through human agency is necessarily marred by human imperfection. In other words, 

shari’a as conceived by God is flawless, but as understood by human beings is imperfect and 

contingent. And fuqhaa (plu. of faqih) ought to continue to explore the ideal of the shari’a and 

to expound their imperfect attempts at understanding God’s perfection. Moreover, for Abu El 

Fadel, shari’a is a work in progress that is never complete. And it is always subject to human 

understanding and interpretation. To put it more concretely, if a legal opinion is adopted and 

enforced by the state, it cannot be said that this is God’s law. For it is by passing through the 

determinative and enforcement process of the state that the legal opinion is no longer simply a 

potential. It rather becomes an actual law of the state that is applied and enforced. For Abu El-

Fadel, what has been applied and enforced in such a case is not God’s law; rather it is the state’s 

law. For him, a religious state law is a contradiction in terms. The law is either the law that 

belongs to the state or the law that belongs to God. And as long as the law relies on the 

subjective agency of the state for its articulation and enforcement, any law that is enforced by 

the state is necessarily not God’s law, but the law of the state.512  

 

One could say that an Islamic motivated democracy for Abu El-Fadel is based on the 

fundamental Islamic idea of the special status of human beings as vicegerents of God with all 

the consequences of that status such as human dignity, but not human perfection. No one can 

embody God’s perfection. But because human beings are vicegerent of God, every human being 

is charged to make the world a better place by perusing justice, which includes the principles 
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of accountability and plurality; establishing consultative political order; and institutionalizing 

compassion and mercy in social relations. Thus, this unique status of human beings as 

vicegerent of God is a foundation for human responsibility in administrating the affairs of 

human life. This is not in contradiction with the sovereignty of God, but rather it is the 

actualization of that sovereignty. He is giving new interpretations of the meaning of sovereignty 

of God and the relation of sharia to that sovereignty. This assumption is quite contrary to that 

of both Qutb and Khomeini whom I discussed above.  

 

 

6.7 Islamic Key Notions and Democracy  

In discussing the relationship between Islam and democracy some key notions of Islam are 

always mentioned; among others, توحيد tawḥed, خالفة     caliphate, شورىshura, إجماع     ijma’,  and  

 ikhtilaf, as we have seen above. In this section I demonstrate how these key notions canإختالف  

be interpreted in various different ways that may support both authoritarian governments and 

democratic ones.  

 

6.7.1 توحيد   Tawḥed (One Sovereign God or One Hegemonic Community?)  

Tawḥed, the oneness of God, is claimed to be the essential message of Islam. When Islam first 

emerged in the Arabian Peninsula in the Seventh century C.E., it proclaimed the belief in the 

One and only Sovereign God vis-à-vis the prevailing شرك shirk and idolatry worship in Mecca. 

This essential message of Islamic faith is expressed in the first confessional statement that every 

Muslim has to confess, that is: ال إله إال هللا la ilah ila Allah, no god but God.  Thus, the Qur’an 

states: 

  

ُ بَِها ِمن ُسْلَطاٍن ۚ إِ  ا أَنَزَل َّللاه ْيتُُموَها أَنتُْم َوآبَاُؤُكم مه ِ ۚ أََمَر أاَله تَْعبُدُوا إاِله  َما تَْعبُدُوَن ِمن دُونِِه إاِله أَْسَماًء َسمه ِن اْلُحْكُم إاِله ّلِِله

يُن اْلقَي ِ  ِلَك الد ِ
ِكنه أَْكثََر النهاِس اَل يَْعلَُمونَ إِيهاهُ ۚ ذَٰ   .(Qur’an 12: 40) ُم َولَٰ

 

That means:  

 

‘You worship not besides Him except [mere] names you have named them, you and 

your fathers, for which Allah has sent down no authority. Legislation is not but for Allah. 

He has commanded that you worship not except Him. That is the correct religion, but 

most of the people do not know.’ 
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In the field of political philosophy, the concept of tawḥed may allow for equal possibilities, 

whether to support an ‘absolute state’ or ‘limited power of the state’. If the state identifies itself 

with the One will of the One Sovereign God and considers itself as responsible for safeguarding 

and implementing that will, then that state would turn out to be an absolute one in the name of 

the One God and One Will. Sayyid Qutb and Imam Khomeini, as we have seen, are preoccupied 

with such tendencies. Qutb, for instance, makes use of the concept of tawḥed to develop the 

notion of حاكميةḥakimyya, the total rule of God in the political realm. And for Qutb this means 

the total rule of a certain understanding of shari’a that would be implemented by a pure and true 

‘Muslim community’.513 However, it can be argued on the contrary, that the concept of tawḥed 

may entitle anti-absolutist elements; for it retains/attributes absolute power to God alone as the 

Sovereign of His creation. And all powers that humans would enjoy are in fact delegated by 

God to human individuals, as they are the vicegerent of God on earth.514 Abu El-Fadel, for 

instance, relates the sovereignty of the one God to the concept of human being as God’s 

vicegerent with the right to self-government and pursue of justice and freedom. On this basis, 

despotic and dictatorial regimes can be condemned from an Islamic perspective. Islamic history 

shows that rulers who claimed absolute sovereignty have been considered illegitimate rulers.515 

In that sense, the concept of tawḥed, with its great emphasis on the sovereignty of God alone 

can be utilized to serve as a democratic foundation to support the idea of ‘limited power of the 

state’; this is because the concept of tawḥed brings with it the belief in only one Higher Source 

of authority that limits any earthly power. Tawḥed can provide a foundation for legitimate 

opposition to despotic, dictatorial, and totalitarian regimes that would claim absolute 

sovereignty. Here, precisely, the notion of ‘interpretative mode’ is crucial in determining the 

connotation of the notion of tawḥed to mean either: One Sovereign God, One law, and One 

hegemonic community; or to mean One higher source of authority that limits any earthly power. 

Both interpretations of tawḥed seem to be equally possible throughout the Islamic tradition. In 

other words, both totalistic Islam and pluralistic Islam can utilize the notion of tawḥed for the 

sake of their claims. 

 

 

 

 
 513 See the discussion above, 6.4.2, on Sayyed Qut,"معالم في الطريق"  Milestones; and also Sayyed Qutb, This 
Religion of Islam: hadtha‘d-din, Beirut: (The Holy Qur’an Publishing House, 1980), 15, 16, 22-30, 50-56. 
 514 See the discussion above on Abou El-Fadel, 6.6.2. 
 515 See Esposito and Voll, Islam and Democracy, 24. 
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  khilafa, Caliphate (a System of Government or Status of the Human Being?) الخالفة 6.7.2

The notion of caliphate can as well be interpreted in different ways, as we have seen in the 

discussion of Rashid Rida and ‘Ali Abd el-Razeq. The common interpretation has to do with 

the traditional understanding of caliphate as a distinctive Islamic system of government. The 

political leader of the Muslim community after the death of Muhammad, such as Abu Bakr, 

‘Omar ibn al-Khattab, ‘Uthman, and ‘Ali were called caliphs. The political system ruled by a 

caliph lasted through two great dynasties, the Umayyads (661-750 C.E.) and Abbasids (750-

1258 C.E.) and were also called caliphate. With the rise of the Ottoman Empire the caliphate 

was moved to Turkey. The Ottoman sultan, who called himself caliph, was the last Muslim 

ruler to be widely recognized as caliph of the Muslim lands. However, Mustafa Kemal Ataturk 

abolished the office and title of caliph in 1923. As a matter of fact, the theories of caliphate and 

the dispute over who has the right to this position constitute an important part of Islamic history. 

516  One of the goals of contemporary Islamic fundamentalist movements is to restore the 

traditional model of caliphate, in the line of Muhammad Rashid Rida. 517  However, 

understanding the notion of caliphate as a distinctively Islamic system of government is not the 

only way to understand that notion. ‘Ali ‘Abd El-Razeq, for instance, is of the opinion that 

caliphate is not a distinctively Islamic way of government and not part of the Islamic faith.518 

Moreover, Abu El-Fadel, among others, understands the concept of caliphate in a significantly 

different way. His understanding is related to the Qur’anic concept of the human beings as ‘ خليفة

vicegerents of God on earth’. In the Qur’an, the conceptهللا في األرض خالفة   khilafa, caliphate, only 

refers to all human beings as vicegerents of God on earth.519 The Qur’an identifies every human 

person as God’s vicegerent and underlines the human stewardship over God’s creation as a 

broader cosmic meaning of caliphate. This Qur’anic usage of the term caliphate gives it an 

anthropological meaning, in the sense that it provides a certain understanding of who man is. 

Qur’an states: 

 

قالوا أتجعُل فيها من يُفسد فيها و يسفك الدماء و نحن نسبُح   خليفةٌ،وإذ قال ربُك للمالئكة إني جاعٌل في األرض  

 (Qur’an 2:30)بحمِدك و نقدُس لك, قال إني أعلم ما ال تعلمون’ 

 

which means:  

 
 516 See the discussion above over caliphate in 6.3  
 517 See above the discussion on Rashid Reda, 6.3.2 
 518 See above the discussion on ‘Ali ‘Ab El-Razeq, 6.3.3 
 519 See above the discussion on Abu El-Fadel, 6.6.2. 
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‘God said to the angels: I have to place a vicegerent on earth; they said: will you place 

one there who will create disorder and shed blood while we intone your litanies and 

sanctify your name? God said: I know what you do not know’.  

 

It is striking that the political connotation of the concept of caliphate never occurred in the 

Qur’an. Understanding humanity as vicegerent of God signifies a limitation of human authority, 

including those who are in power. Thus, the Qur’anic connotation of caliphate can be a 

foundation for a wider recognition of human responsibility, self-government, and of opposition 

to dictatorial rulers. If caliphate is understood in this cosmic and anthropological senses, it 

would promote the idea of communal and personal responsibility before God; in the sense that 

the demand is made upon a human being to respond to His creator in all life spheres in a proper 

manner as a responsible vicegerent.520 Such an understanding of caliphate brings together the 

‘sovereignty of God’ and the ‘sovereignty of the people’. This Qur’anic meaning is precisely 

of a great democratic potentiality. It can be utilized as an intrinsically Islamic foundation for 

people’s self-government, in harmony with the sovereignty of God. The will of the people is 

derived from the will of God. A significant shift would be expected in Islamic thinking if this 

wider anthropological meaning of caliphate becomes a dominant one over the traditional and 

historical usage of the notion.521 Here, precisely, the notion of ‘interpretative mode’ is crucial, 

because it directs the whole process of interpretation. The implementation of the concept of 

caliphate is therefore to be understood either in terms of a single ruler along the lines of the 

traditional political understanding, as head of the caliphate system of government, or 

understood in a wider anthropological sense of all human beings together as responsible 

vicegerents before God to peruse justice in God’s creation. 

 

6.7.3 Shura, consultation (a Small Advisory Group or a publicly elected Representative 

Body?) 

The concept of شورى shura, consultation, is rooted in the Islamic sources. The Qur’an refers to 

shura as a divine demand. Qur’an states, as we have seen already above: 

  

 
 520 From Christian viewpoint, man is also seen as God’s vicegerent on earth, and responsible before God.  
 521 See above the discussion on Abu El-Fadel, 6.6.2, especially ‘the dilemma of the “sovereignty of God” and 
the “Sovereignty of the people”. 
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ِ ِلنَت لَُهْم ۖ َولَْو ُكنَت فَظًّا َغِليَظ اْلقَْلِب اَلنفَضُّوا ِمْن َحْوِلَك ۖ فَاْعُف َعْنهُ  َن َّللاه ْم َواْستَْغِفْر لَُهْم َوَشاِوْرهُْم فِي فَبَِما َرْحَمٍة م ِ

َ يُِحبُّ اْلُمتَوَ  ِ ۚ إِنه َّللاه ِليَن اأْلَْمِر ۖ فَإِذَا َعَزْمَت فَتََوكهْل َعلَى َّللاه ك ِ (Qur’an 3: 159) , 

 

which means:  

 

‘So by mercy from Allah, [O Muhammad], you were lenient with them. And if you had 

been rude [in speech] and harsh in heart, they would have disbanded from about you. 

So pardon them and ask forgiveness for them and consult them in the matter. And when 

you have decided, then rely upon Allah. Indeed, Allah loves those who rely [upon Him].  

 

Thus, (Qur’an 42: 38) states:  

اَلةَ َوأَْمُرهُْم ُشوَرٰى بَْينَُهْم َوِممه  ا َرَزْقنَاهُْم يُنِفقُونَ َوالهِذيَن اْستََجابُوا ِلَرب ِِهْم َوأَقَاُموا الصه  

 

which means:  

 

‘And those who have responded to their lord and established prayer and whose affair is 

[determined by] consultation among themselves, and from what we have provided them, 

they spend.’  

 

Similarly in the Sunna, a ḥadith is reported that Muhammad was asked: What should the 

Muslim community do after you in matters where there is no clear guidance from the Qur’an 

and Sunna? The prophet said: the Muslim community should solve their problems through 

shura (consultation). This means that the practice of shura is not only a legal obligation for 

Muslims, but also a religious one.  

Historically shura played an important role in the political life of the state of Medina 

during the lifetime of Muhammad and his successors. And it continued to be used in relation to 

decision -making processes over the issues of public affairs in the Muslim community later 

on—although in different forms. In the early stage of Islamic history, leaders of communities 

and heads of the tribes participated in shura processes as representatives of their tribes.522  

Due to shura ‘ulama pointed out that in the Muslim community it is central in relation 

to public affairs that a Muslim ruler is obliged to consult the community on public matters and 

 
 522 Although Islam aimed at putting an end the tribal community in the Arabian Peninsula, the tribal society 
continued to play a significant role after the emergence of Islam; see Antony Black, The History of Islamic 
Political Thought from the Prophet to the Present, (Routledge, 2001), 1-7.  
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if he neglects this principle, then the community has the right to demand to be consulted in the 

public matters. Ibn ‘Atiyya al-Andalusi (d. 1153 C.E.) goes even further to suggest that any 

ruler who does not seek to consult the learned and religious people should be replaced.523 

According to Likman Thaib, researcher at the Institute for Advanced Islamic Studies in 

Malaysia, Ibn Taimiyya and Muhammad ‘Abdu based their opinion on the principle that the 

political authority in Islam belongs to the people; and, therefore, shura is obligatory. As a matter 

of fact, no single Muslim would deny that shura is an integral part of Islam. However, there is 

a dispute over the interpretation of the concept. These interpretations concern the scope and the 

method of the shura, regarding who is eligible to participate in the shura and how shura is to 

be achieved. These two elements, scope and method, are differently understood in Islamic 

tradition. 

In the early Islam, Muhammad practiced shura mainly with الصحابى ‘the companions’, 

who were a selected number of tribal leaders, and who had been associated with the prophet 

from the very beginning. In later periods of time, especially after the migration to Medina, 

certain influential personalities of Medina embraced Islam.524 . It was at their request that 

Islamic government naturally grew into a political organization and became a state. 

Consequently, those people became the leaders of the newly formed society and its political 

organizations; and, therefore, integrated in the shura process.525 After the death of Muhammad, 

a small advisory body was formed called   مجلس شورىmajlis al-shura (consultative group) which 

the prophet’s successors consulted in public affairs. During the Islamic dynasties, the members 

of the majlis al-shura (consultative group) were to be appointed by the caliph or sultan, and the 

shura has been understood as a one-way consultation; in the sense that advice may be given to 

the caliph only upon his demand and was not obligatory.526  

There are some recent efforts to give wider meaning to shura. Likman Thaib, researcher 

at the Institute for Advanced Islamic Studies in Malaysia, in his way to find a contemporary 

application to the concept of shura suggests widening shura to embrace the contemporary 

 
 523 Ibn Atiyya al-Andalusi, المحرر الوجيز في تفسير الكتاب العزيز Al-Muharar al-Wajiz fi Tafsir al-Kitab al-Aziz, (Dar Ibn-
Hazm), available online at: http://www.waqfeya.com/book.php?bid=3704 . 
 524 Likman Thaib, “Discourse on Democratic Values in the Islamic Political System”; in Online Journal of Social 
Sciences Research; Volume 1, Issue 4, pp 92-103; July 2012. Available at: 
http://onlineresearchjournals.org/JSS/pdf/2012/july/Thaib.pdf. 
 525 Likman Thaib, “Discourse on Democratic Values in the Islamic Political System”; in Online Journal of Social 
Sciences Research; Volume 1, Issue 4, pp 92-103; July 2012. Available at: 
http://onlineresearchjournals.org/JSS/pdf/2012/july/Thaib.pdf. 
 526 Fazlur Rahman, “The Principle of Shura and the Role of the Umma in Islam”; in Mumtaz Ahmad, ed., State 
Politic, and Islam, (American Trust Publications, 1986), 90-95. 

http://www.waqfeya.com/book.php?bid=3704
http://onlineresearchjournals.org/JSS/pdf/2012/july/Thaib.pdf
http://onlineresearchjournals.org/JSS/pdf/2012/july/Thaib.pdf
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institution of parliament.527 Thaib, for instance, admits the method of public election to choose 

members of majlis al-shura, which may represent the popular will of society. His view is that 

through the public elections of majlis al-shura (he means through a parliament) it will become 

a true representation of the entire community. He is of the opinion that the technique of elections 

was not laid down in the shari’a. It is left open to be decided by the people.528 Thaib is also of 

the opinion that both the caliphs and their majlis al-shura were selected according to the 

circumstances prevalent at the time. Nowadays public general elections are the prevalent means 

of electing both the rulers and representative bodies, parliaments. The shari’a does not restrict 

Muslims to a certain method, but it gives freedom to select the technique that fulfills its ultimate 

objectives, justice and equality. Nevertheless, Thaib makes it clear that shura remains within 

the boundaries of Qur’an and the Sunna, in the sense that it is not possible to make discussions 

through shura that contradict the Qur’an and Sunna.529  

Shura is, therefore, an essential element of Islam. However, there is a dispute over its 

scope and method. The scope and method are interpreted in different ways within Islamic 

tradition. It has been traditionally interpreted to mean a small-scale advisory group, ahl al-ḥal 

wa al-’aqd; and later this group was appointing by caliphs. Nevertheless, as we have just seen, 

there are also attempts to address shura in a typical present-day parliamentary system. Its 

members are to be publicly elected. While totalitarian Islam seeks to implement the traditional 

interpretation of shura, pluralistic Islam tries to bring the concept closer to the contemporary 

institution of parliament. The latter interpretation gives the people more power. It, therefore, 

limits the power of the state. Moreover, it gives more possibilities for people to practice their 

role as responsible vicegerents of God on earth, administrating the worldly affairs as divinely 

appointed agents. What ultimately directs the concept of shura to be understood either in the 

traditional way or to be more participatory is what I called above the ‘interpretative mode’ 

within which the notion is understood either as a small advisory group or in a typical 

parliamentary institutional setting. 

 

 

 

 
 527 Likman Thaib, Islamic Political Repesentation in Malaysia, Kuala Lumpur (University Malay Publisher, 2005 
 528 Likman Thaib, “Discourse on Democratic Values in the Islamic Political System”; in Online Journal of Social 
Sciences Research; Volume 1, Issue 4, pp 92-103; July 2012. Available at: 
http://onlineresearchjournals.org/JSS/pdf/2012/july/Thaib.pdf. 
 529 Likman Thaib, “Discourse on Democratic Values in the Islamic Political System”; in Online Journal of Social 
Sciences Research; Volume 1, Issue 4, pp 92-103; July 2012. Available at: 
http://onlineresearchjournals.org/JSS/pdf/2012/july/Thaib.pdf. 

http://onlineresearchjournals.org/JSS/pdf/2012/july/Thaib.pdf
http://onlineresearchjournals.org/JSS/pdf/2012/july/Thaib.pdf
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اع إجم   6.7.4 Ijma’ consensus (‘Universal Consensus’ or ‘the Majority’?)  

The concept of ijma’ originally belonged to Islamic fiqh. It is the third source to which Islamic 

fiqh appeals when there is no clear ruling in the Qur’an and Sunna. ‘Ulama relies on the Qur’an 

4:59 to support the notion of ijma’ as a source of Islamic legal ruling. The Qur’an states: 

 

‘ ِ يَا أَيَُّها الهِذيَن آ ُسوَل َوأُوِلي اأْلَْمِر ِمنُكْم فَإِن تَنَاَزْعتُْم فِي َشْيٍء فَُردُّوهُ إِلَى َّللاه َ َوأَِطيعُوا الره ُسوِل  َمنُوا أَِطيعُوا َّللاه  َوالره

ِلَك َخْيٌر َوأَْحَسُن تَأِْوياًل  ِ َواْليَْوِم اْْلِخِر ذَٰ   ,Qur’an 4:59 ’,إِن ُكنتُْم تُْؤِمنُوَن بِاّلِله

 

which means:  

 

‘O you who believe! Obey Allah and obey the Messenger and those in authority among 

you; then if you quarrel about anything, refer it to Allah and the Messenger, if you 

believe in Allah and the last day; this is better and very good in the end’.  

 

Thus, a reported ḥadith from Sunna that is used to support the concept of ijma’ says:  ال تجتمع

 which means: ‘My community shall never agree on an error’.530 أمتي على ضاللة

Although, the concept of ijma’ belongs to the fiqh tradition; it is re-called to support the 

view that in Islam people participate in the decision-making process.531  Nevertheless, the 

concept also equally suggests a hegemonic community, for it seeks a universal consensus in 

religious and temporal matters in the entire Muslim community. According to Mohammad 

Hashim Kamali, Professor of Islamic law and jurisprudence at the International Islamic 

University Malaysia, the idea of universal consensus may be inspired by the idea of unity of the 

umma and its faith in tawḥed. However, the gap between theory and practice of ijma’ is a 

striking feature of this doctrine.532 Hashim Kamali, too, indicates that imam al-Shafi’i observes 

that jma’ in terms of a universal consensus can only exist on the obligatory duties of faith. These 

are the five pillars of Islam and other matters on which Qur’an and Sunna are definitive.533 

According to Hashim Kamali, al-Shaf’ai’s opinion is questioned due to the fact that the 

concept of ijma’ is primarily introduced to remedy the new issues where there are no definitive 

texts in the Qur’an and Sunna.534 Hashim Kamali, too, refers to some difficulties regarding the 

 
 530 This ḥadith is reported in Ibn Maja, in the Sunan II, ḥadith number 3950. 
 531 See the discussion above on Esposito and Voll, 6.5.3. Esposito and Voll rely on Islamic sources in re-calling 
ijma’ in discussing the relationship between Islam and democracy. 
 532 Mohammad Hashim Kamali, Principles of Islamic Jurisprudence, Kuala Lumpur (Islamic Texts Society, 2005), 
155. 
 533 Op. Cit., 156.  
 534 Op. Cit., 157. 
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notion of ijma’. The first is that the only form of ijma’, which has been generally recognized 

by Muslims is that of the companions of the prophet, and this is partly due to their special status 

and not always due to their deliberation and consensus.535 Second, imam Malik confines ijma’ 

only to the people of Medina. Third, the Shiite Imamate confines ijma’ only to the members of 

the prophet’s family (ahl-al-bayt). Fourth, ijma’ traditionally fell within the scope of the legal 

proof دليل شرعي dalel shar’ai, out of which a legally Islamic ruling is deducted. This implies 

that only ‘ulema can practice ijma’. Laypersons are, therefore, excluded from the process of 

ijma’.536  

It seems that such a universal consensus implied in the traditional understanding of ijma’ 

is impossible. According to Hashim Kamali, that is why some ‘ulama try to introduce a different 

interpretation of ijma’. Al-’Amidi, for example, prefers the view attributed to Abu Bakr al-

Bagillani and others that ijma’ includes the agreement of both laymen and ‘ulama. The reason 

for this is that the idea of عصمة األمة’ismat al-umma’, the infallibility of umma, on which the 

doctrine of ijma’ is founded, is a grace of God bestowed on the entire community. This suggests 

that laypersons are included in the process of ijma’. According to Hashim Kamali, too, some 

‘ulama such as Ibn Jarir al-Tabari, Abu Bakr al-Razi, and Shah Wali Allah, are of the opinion 

that ijma’ may be concluded by opinion of a majority, and not necessarily a universal 

consensus.537  

In order to find a way to make the notion of ijma’ relevant in the present-day, especially 

in relation to democracy, Hashim Kamali suggests that the classical concept of ijma’ needs to 

be reformed. The classical concept, he assumes, fails to find solutions to present-day problems 

resulting from the social changes. He, therefore, refers to critiques made by some Muslims 

scholars with respect to the traditional concept of ijma’. He mentions Shah Wali Allah Dihlawi 

(d. 1176 C.E.), who tried to bring ijma’ closer to reality, supporting the concept of ‘relative 

ijma’’. Thus, Hashim Kamali refers to Dihalawi’s overruling of the notion of ‘universal 

consensuses in favor of a ‘relative ijma’. According to Hashim Kamali, ijma’ for Dihlawi was 

never meant to reach a universal agreement of every member of the community on a given 

issue, since this is impossible to achieve. It has not happened in the past nor is it to be expected 

to happen in the future. Dihlawi’s opinion is that ijma’ can be a relative practice at the level of 

town and location.538 Hashim Kamali refers, too, to Muhammad Iqbal, who was primarily 

 
 535 Op. Cit., 156. 
 536 Op. Cit. 
 537 Mohammad Hashim Kamali, Principles of the Islamic Jurisprudence, Kuala Lumpur (Islamic Texts Society, 
2005), 165-168. 
 538 Op. Cit., 170. 
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concerned with how to utilize the concept of ijma’ in the process of the modern statutory 

legislation. Iqbal considers ijma’ as an important doctrine, but it remains theoretical if we 

maintain its interpretation as a universal consensus. Iqbal suggests, according to Hashim 

Kamali, that to transfer the power of ijma’ from individuals who represent the different schools 

of Islamic law to a Muslim legislative assembly, a parliament. This is the only possible form 

that ijma’ can take in modern times.539  

From our discussion of ijma’, it appears that this concept, although essential to Islamic 

legislation, whose meaning, scope, and method of applications are altogether differently 

interpreted throughout the Islamic tradition. The differences range from the traditional universal 

consensus on the matters of faith and practice in the whole of umma to more open views that 

recognize a relative agreement of the majority, including laypersons. The idea of a relative 

agreement comes close to the idea of public choice, determined through public election of a 

representative body; or at least may serve as an Islamic foundation for the rule of the majority. 

Here again the notion of the ‘interpretative mode’ seems to be crucial, for it leads the 

commentator in these overwhelming disputes to either a totalistic or a pluralistic view of 

implementing ijma’.  

 

  Ikhtilaf difference/diversity (Plural or Solitary Society?) إختالف 6.7.5

The notion of إختالف  Ikhtilaf, diversity/differences , is a  basic Qur’anic concept. It occurs in the 

Qur’an in relation to major themes such as diversity in universal/natural laws, peoples and 

cultures, and religious beliefs. Regarding to the diversity in universal laws, Qur’an states: 

 

ُ  اأْلَْرِض َواْختاَِلِف اللهْيِل َوالنهَهاِر َواْلفُْلِك الهتِي تَْجِري فِي اْلبَْحِر بَِما يَْنفَُع النهاَس َوَما أَْنَزلَ ‘إِنه فِي َخْلِق السهَماَواِت وَ   َّللاه

يَ ِمَن السهَماء ِمْن َماٍء فَأَْحيَا بِِه اأْلَْرَض بَْعدَ َمْوتَِها َوبَثه فِيَها ِمْن ُكل ِ دَابهةٍ  ِر بَْيَن السهَماِء  َوتَْصِريِف الر ِ احِ َوالسهَحاِب اْلُمَسخه

 (Qur’an 2: 164)َواأْلَْرِض َْليَاٍت ِلقَْوٍم يَْعِقلُوَن’ 

 

which can be translated as:  

 

‘Indeed, in the creation of the heavens and earth, and the alternation of the night and the 

day, and the [great] ships which sail through the sea with that which benefits people, 

and what Allah has sent down from the heavens of rain, giving life thereby to the earth 

after its lifelessness and dispersing therein every [kind of] moving creature, and [His] 

 
 539 Op. Cit. 
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directing of the winds and the clouds controlled between the heaven and the earth are 

signs for a people who use reason.’  

 

Regarding to the diversity in peoples and culture, the Qur’an states:  

 

ن ذََكٍر َوأُنثَٰى   َ َعِليٌم َخبِ يَا أَيَُّها النهاُس إِنها َخلَْقنَاُكم م ِ ِ أَتْقَاُكْم ۚ إِنه َّللاه يرٌ َوَجعَْلنَاُكْم ُشعُوبًا َوقَبَائَِل ِلتَعَاَرفُوا ۚ إِنه أَْكَرَمُكْم ِعندَ َّللاه  

(Qur’an 49:13).  

 

‘O mankind, indeed We have created you from male and female and made you peoples 

and tribes that you may know one another. Indeed, the most noble of you in the sight of 

Allah is the most righteous of you. Indeed, Allah is Knowing and Acquainted. 

  

Regarding to the diversity in beliefs, Qur’an states: 

  

  .(Qur’an 32: 25)إِنه َربهَك هَُو يَْفِصُل بَْينَُهْم يَْوَم اْلِقيَاَمِة فِيَما َكانُوا فِيِه يَْختَِلفُوَن 

 

‘Indeed, your Lord will judge between them on the Day of Resurrection concerning that 

over which they used to differ.’ 

 

The notion of ikhtilaf can be utilized as an intrinsic element to support plurality and freedom of 

religion over against hegemonic tendencies that aim at making everybody in society the same. 

Recognition of the diversity in the universe, among people and cultures—as well as in beliefs 

and religions would serve as a pro-democratic force from within Islam. However, in its 

interpretative tradition the notion of ikhtilaf, in relation to plurality and religious freedom has 

collided with the abrogation claim. Abrogation briefly is the idea that some verses of the Qur’an 

have been dismissed by other verses. The significance of the idea of abrogation is that its claim 

that all the Qur’anic verses on freedom of religion and tolerance of people of other religious 

beliefs have been abrogated by the Sword Verse in Qur’an 9: 5, which states:  

 

واْ لَُهْم ُكله َمْرَصٍد فَإِن تَابُواْ فَإِذَا انَسلخَت األَْشُهُر اْلُحُرُم فَاْقتُلُواْ اْلُمْشِرِكيَن َحْيُث َوَجدتُُّموهُْم َو ُذُوهُْم َواْحُصُروهُْم َواْقعُدُ 

ِحيمٌ لصهالَةَ َوآتَُواْ الزه َوأَقَاُمواْ ا َ َغفُوٌر ره َكاةَ َف َلُّواْ َسبِيلَُهْم إِنه َّللا  ’,  

 

‘But when the forbidden months are past, then fight and slay the Pagans wherever ye 

find them, and seize them, beleaguer them, and lie in wait for them in every stratagem 
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(of war); but if they repent, and establish regular prayers and practise regular charity, 

then open the way for them: for Allah is Oft-forgiving, Most Merciful.’ 

 

I will now discuss two Muslim scholars whose efforts support diversity and freedom of belief 

from within Islam, even diversity within Islamic itself. One is Yasser Ellethy, an Egyptian 

scholar and associate Professor of Islamic studies at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam; the other 

is Mohammad Hashim Kamali, whom I mentioned erlier. I start with Yasser Ellethy. 

Yasser Ellethy offers a pro-democratic account, defending plurality and freedom of 

religion, making use of classical and contemporary interpretations of the Qur’an and Sunna that 

have been introduced by important Muslim ‘ulamma. Most notably and relevant to our 

discussion here is that he denies the abrogation claims with respect to plurality and freedom of 

religion.540  

In his account of plurality and religious freedom Yasser Ellethy relates the notion of 

ikhtilaf to the theme of the relationship between Muslims and non-Muslims. He is of the opinion 

that ihktilaf diversity/differences in the field of religious beliefs is a result of the human 

deviation from the human fitra, the pure human nature. When people return to God in the Last 

Day of Judgment God will judge between people with regard to that matter, which religion is 

the true one—a matter upon which they now differ. Yasser Ellethy quotes Qur’an 32: 25, which 

states: ‘Verily thy Lord will judge between them on the Day of Judgment, in the matter wherein 

they differ (among themselves); Furthermore, Qur’an 22:69 states: ‘Allah will judge between 

you on the Day of Judgment concerning the matter in which you differ’. Yasser Ellethy 

maintains that Islam is the true faith, but at the same time, he does not mean by this that Islam 

is an exclusive and intolerant religion.541 While he maintains that Islam is the true religion, he 

believes that Islam allows for diversity and freedom of religion. The question of which is the 

true religion will only be judged by God in the Last Day of Judgment. Yasser Ellethy makes it 

clear that Islam’s perspective on plurality never subscribes to the religious relativism 

propagated by some Western thinkers like John Hick. Yasser Ellethy is of the opinion that Islam 

is open to other religions in practical matters; in the sense that Islam is willing to co-operate 

with people of other beliefs with respect to matters related to co-existence, peaceful relations, 

and common good of human society.542 Yasser Ellethy, therefore, maintains that Islam supports 

 
 540 See Yasser Ellethy, Islam, Context, Pluralism and Democracy: Classical and Modern Interpretation, New York 
(Routledge, 2015). 
 541 Op. Cit., Yasser Ellethy, Islam, Context, Pluralism and Democracy: Classical and Modern Interpretation, New 
York (Routledge, 2015), 113-130.  
 542 Op. Cit., 142. 
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a tolerant and merciful attitude towards people of other monotheistic religions, apart from the 

question of which religion is the true one.  

In order to make this clear, Yasser Ellethy discusses a major theme that is often recalled 

in the context of Islam’s perspective on tolerance and religious freedom, namely the theme of 

 naskh, abrogation. Abrogation means that all the Qur’anic verses on tolerance and religiousنسخ

freedom have been abrogated/dismissed by the Sword Vers in Qura’an 9: 5. Yasser Ellethy does 

not take seriously the abrogation claim. He asks: how far is this abrogation claim reasonable?543 

In his answer, he refers to al-Tabari, father of interpretation in the Islamic tradition, who 

strongly denied the claim that the Qur’anic verses on tolerance and religious freedom have been 

abrogated.544 Yasser Ellathy traces back the claim of abrogation to Ibn Khuzayma (d. around 

1097 C.E.), who dedicated a chapter of his work to what he called بأية    اسخ والمنسوخ في القرأنبيان الن

bayan al-mansukh fi al-Qur’an bi ayat al-sayf السيف  , a statement on the abrogated verses in the 

Qur’an by the Sword Verse.  According to Yasser Ellethy, Ibn Khuzayma cites 116 Qur’anic 

verses that he claimed to have been abrogated by ‘the Sword Verse’ in Qur’an 9:5, which states: 

 

 َمْرَصٍد ۚ فَإِن تَابُوا  وا لَُهْم ُكله فَإِذَا انَسلََخ اأْلَْشُهُر اْلُحُرُم فَاْقتُلُوا اْلُمْشِرِكيَن َحْيُث َوَجدتُُّموهُْم َوُخذُوهُْم َواْحُصُروهُْم َواْقعُدُ 

َكاةَ فََخلُّوا  اَلةَ َوآتَُوا الزه ِحيمٌ ‘ ،َسبِيلَُهمْ َوأَقَاُموا الصه َ َغفُوٌر ره إِنه َّللاه ;  

 

which means  

 

‘And when the sacred months have passed, then kill the polytheists wherever you find 

them and capture them and besiege them and sit in wait for them at every place of 

ambush. But if they should repent, establish prayer, and give zakah, let them [go] on 

their way. Indeed, Allah is Forgiving and Merciful’.545  

 

According to Yasser Ellethy, the verses that Ibn Khuzayma claimed to have been abrogated by 

this verse are all related to tolerance, benevolence, self-restriction, and patience, freedom of 

faith, forgiveness, and other Islamic virtues opposite to hostility and the use of violence against 

non-Muslims. Yasser Ellethy, too, refers to some traditional ‘ulama who agreed with the 

abrogation claims: Ibn al-’Arabi, who is of the opinion that the ‘Sword Verse’ has abrogated 

 
 543 Op. Cit., 147 
 544 Op. Cit., 153 
545 Yasser Ellathy, Islam, Context, Pluralism and Democracy: Classical and Modern Interpretation, New York 
(Routledge, 2015).  
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114 verses that are all related to religious freedom and toleration with regard to non-Muslims; 

Muqatil ibn Suleyman, who claimed that only 16 Qur’anic verses that proclaim a merciful 

attitude to and a peaceful relationships with non-Muslims have been abrogated by the ‘Sword 

Verse’.  

In contrast to the abrogation claims, Yasser Ellethy emphasizes the validity of the 

verses  of tolerance and freedom of religion. In order to support his  view, he refers to Mustapha 

Zayd, a modern interpreter who discussed the theme of abrogation extensively and concludes, 

according to Ellethy, that ‘the Sword Verse’ has no authority to abrogate any other verse of the 

Qur’an. According to Ellethy too, Zayd draws attention to the context of the Sword Verse. It is 

a context that only concerns a ‘group’ among pagans and that does not imply any compulsion 

to convert anyone to Islam. This historical context is clear in (Qur’an 9: 6), which states: ‘And 

if anyone of the idolaters seeks protection from you, O Muhammad, then protect him so that he 

may hear the word of Allah, and afterword convey him to his place of safety. That is because 

they are a folk who know not’. According to Ellethy, Zayd explains how qital, fighting, was 

permitted in Islam as a final means to secure the proclamation of the faith and the freedom of 

belief. Zayd, according to Ellethy, is of the opinion that one can argue for good reason that the 

verses of (Qur’an 60: 8, 9) are unequivocal and not abrogated. The same is true for many other 

Qur’anic verses that regulate the relation between Muslims and non-Muslims in terms of 

tolerance and freedom of religion. Yasser Ellethy, also, mentioned Hibatullah ibn Salama who 

argues that the verse of (Qur’an 60: 8) that states: 

 

ِديَارِ   ن  م ِ يُْخِرُجوُكم  َولَْم  يِن  الد ِ فِي  يُقَاتِلُوُكْم  لَْم  الهِذيَن  َعِن   ُ يَْنَهاُكُم َّللاه و  هم أناله  َ يُِحبُّ  تَبَرُّ إِنه َّللاه إِلَْيِهْم ۚ  َوتُْقِسُطوا  هُْم 

 اْلُمْقِسِطينَ 

 

which means:  

 

‘Allah does not forbid you from those who do not fight you because of religion and do 

not expel you from your homes - from being righteous toward them and acting justly 

toward them. Indeed, Allah loves those who act justly.’ 

 

 is abrogated by the ‘Sword Verse’.546  

 

 
546 Yasser Ellathy, Islam, Context, Pluralism and Democracy: Classical and Modern Interpretation, New York 
(Routledge, 2015). 
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For Hashim Kamali, he points out that ikhtilaf /diversity even exist in Islam as such. For 

him the interpretation and fiqh traditions contains ikhtilaf/ diversity from within. And this 

ikhtilaf among ‘ulama is considered legitimate in Islamic tradition. He refers to three main areas 

of ikhtilaf within Islam as such. The first one is the ikhtilaf over the interpretation of the 

religious text. The second is the ikhtilaf over the authenticity of ḥadith tradition, as a source of 

shari’a as such. The third is the ikhtilaf over the methodology in deducting a legal judgment in 

Islamic law.  

Regarding the ikhtilaf over the interpretation of the religious text, Kamali is of the 

opinion that there are numerous disputable texts on which there are no recorded reports from 

the prophet and his companions to make them clear. Those texts are open to different 

interpretations and views. For instance, there is ikhtlaf over Qur’anic texts that are categorized 

as ظني zanni, speculative and قطعي qat’ai ,  definitive; or عام’aam, general and خاص khas, 

specific. Therefore, those texts are subject to different interpretations. 547  As an example, 

Hashim Kamali refers to the dispute which occurs in the context of ritual cleaning (وضوء wudu’) 

that is necessary before the five obligatory prayers. Qur’an 5:6 states ‘ أو المستم النساء   ,  ‘or when 

you touched women you must take a fresh ablution’. This verse is differently understood by 

‘ulema. The Hanifis ‘ulama understand the phrase in terms of sexual intercourse; whereas 

Shafi’ai school deems the ablution is broken not only by sexual intercourse, but also by a mere 

handshake with members of the opposite sex.  

With regard to the ikhtilaf resulting from the unawareness of the ḥadith, Hashim Kamali 

refers to  the age-old ikhtlaf between أهل الرأي ahl al-ra’i, people of the reason and الحديث  أهل  ahal 

al-ḥadith, and people of tradition. His view is that this ikhtilaf had to do with the fact that the 

scholastic centers of Kufa and Basra in Iraq were not aware of some ḥadiths that were known 

in Mecca and Medina. This would explain why the ‘ulema of Kufa depended more on رأي ra’y 

independent opinion and قياس qias, analogy more than the ‘ulama of Hijaz. Moreover, the 

‘ulema of Medina were not always aware of a relevant ḥadith and relied either on  أهل عمل 

 amal ahl al-Medina, the practice of the people of Medina.548 In other words, in the early’المدينة

stage of Islam there were two main geographical schools. One was in Hijaz and the other was 

in Iraq. The two schools reflected the culture and customary practices out of which they 

emerged. It is remarkable that al-Shaf’ai’s earlier works developed in Iraq were subject to a 

major change when he finally came to live in Egypt. Al-Shaf’ai found the customs of the 

Egyptians very different from that of the people of Iraq. He, therefore, changed a great deal of 

 
547 Mohammad Hashimi Kamali, Shari’ah: An Introduction, Oxford (Oneworld Publications, 2008), 102. 
548 Mohammad Hashimi Kamali, Shari’ah: An Introduction, Oxford (Oneworld Publications, 2008), 104. 
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his earlier rulings to the extent that it is claimed that he developed a new school of law in Egypt. 

According to Kamali, this kind of ikhtilaf is not confined to minor issues; but rather the scope 

of disagreement among the schools of law and ‘ulema extends from specific issues to the 

methods of reasoning, attitudes, and perceptions over the basic evidence of the shari’a. 

Therefore, knowing/unknowing a ḥadith or considering it as an authentic one by some ‘ulema 

may result in a different legal ruling.  

Regarding to ikhtilaf that concerns methodology, there is iktilaf, for example, over the 

principle of إستحسان istiḥsan, enhancement, which the majority of ‘ulema have accepted as a 

valid proof and a source of the shari’a; whereas the Shaf’ai ‘ulama have rejected it altogether.549 

Thus, with regard to ijma’, the Malki school has held that ijma’ is confined to, المدينة  theأهل 

people of Medina, as the only valid form of ijma’.550 The majority of ‘ulema, however, consider 

ijma’ as a legal proof. The leading schools of law: Malikis, Hanifas, Hanbalis, and Shafis have 

also differed over the authority of the fatwa, verdict of the companions of the prophet as a legal 

proof or a basis for a حكم   ḥukm  ,ruling. Some ‘ulema have seen fatwa and ruling of a companion 

as a true manifestation of the Sunna of the prophet and therefore authoritative. Other ‘ulama 

have considered that the authority is primarily not in the companion verdict, but rather in the 

narrative traced back to the prophet on which a companion relied to conclude his verdict.  

 

My discussion of the notion of ikhtilaf shows that there is a wide range of differences/plurality 

in Islam. These differences extend to and include the interpretation tradition, the sources of 

legal judgement such as ḥadith, and the methodology of deducting an Islamic legal ruling. In 

the Islamic tradition such ikhtilaf is legitimate. Thus, ikhtilaf includes the theme of religious 

freedom from various Islamic perspectives. Whilst totalitarian Islam does not welcome ikhtilaf; 

there is room in pluralistic Islam for diversity and freedom of belief. The notion of 

‘interpretative mode’ plays a crucial role in leading the process of interpretation to open up the 

possibilities of plurality and religious freedom in the notion of ikhtilaf.  

 

From the above discussion one can safely say that even if there is one Qur’an, one 

shari’a, and one umma, there are different understandings of the authoritative text and key 

notions. And there are different methodologies of handling the theological and legal questions 

that may lead to differences and a wide range of plurality in Islamic though. Traditionally, all 

 
549 Op.Cit., 105. 
550 Op. Cit. 
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these differences/diversities have been considered legitimate in the Islamic tradition. Every 

Muslim has the freedom and right to choose the easier ruling for him/herself.  

 

6.8 Conclusions 

 

The aim of this chapter has been to underline the significance of interpretation in the 

relationship of Islam to democracy. The crucial element in the interpretive process is what I 

called the ‘interpretative mode’. The interpretative mode can be directed by either of two 

frameworks, ‘perfection-totality’ and ‘imperfection-plurality’. Both are present in Islam, like 

in all other monotheistic religions. I have argued in this chapter that the authoritative texts and 

key notions of Islam can be interpreted to support both authoritarian regimes and democratic 

once. In discussing the relationship between Islam and democracy I, therefore, put great 

emphasis on the process of interpretation. When the authoritative text of Islam and its key 

concepts are interpreted within the framework of ‘imperfection-plurality’ significant support is 

given to democratic regimes within Islam. Using the concept of ‘interpretative mode’, I 

introduced two types of Islam. One is ‘totalitarian Islam’ and the other is ‘pluralistic Islam’. 

‘Totalitarian Islam’ is driven from a messianic tendency of bringing about the Kingdom of God 

in it fullness on earth in the here and now. It is equipped with the tendencies to perfection and 

purity of the Islamic community. We have seen this endeavor in the contributions made by both 

Sayyid Qutb and Imam Khomeini. On the other hand, when the authoritative texts and key 

notions of Islam are interpreted within the framework of ‘imperfection-plurality’ significant 

support for democratization from within Islam would be possible. We have seen this in the 

contribution made by Khaled Abu El-Fadel, who admits the imperfection of human beings and 

reserves the realization of a perfect human community to the Last Day.  

Thus, the different understandings of the key notion of caliphate, as the main political 

means in Islam to achieve the perfect and pure Muslim society, has been articulated in 

discussing the contributions of Rashid Rida and ‘Ali ‘Abd el-Razeq. While the first understands 

caliphate as a religious Islamic mandate; the second understands caliphate as a mere social-

political system which is relevant to neither religious nor worldly affairs of our contemporary 

times. 

We have seen, also, how the key notions of Islam such as taḥwed, caliphate, shura, 

ijma’, and ikhtilaf are very often used in discussing the relationship between Islam and 

democracy. We have seen this in John Voll and John Esposito, namely that there can be a 

positive contribute to democratic culture from within Islam when they are interpreted in the 
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framework of imperfection-plurality mode. Understanding the authoritative text and key 

notions of Islam in such a way within the framework of the ‘imperfection-plurality’ mode would 

reconcile Islam with democracy. The key-conditions of democracy, such as a limited state, and 

freedom of consciousness would find their corresponding values in Islam. Thus, the 

contradictions between sovereignty of God and sovereignty of the people, and between the 

certainty of religion and plurality of democracy may find intrinsically Islamic solutions, as we 

have seen in the contribution of Abu El-Fadel and the re-interpretation of the notion of إختالف 

ikhtilaf, diversity. This may require the ‘imperfection-plurality’ mode of interpretation to be the 

dominant one. Obviously, the question of how and under what conditions this can be the case 

seems to be of great importance. This vital question, however, may need an independent 

investigation. Perhaps, the suggestion of Khaled Abu El-Fadel that good interpretation of Islam 

has to be guided by the perusing of justice in God’s creation in a wide scope of understanding 

justice may serve as a point of departure in this respect. 

One would conclude that a possibility to reconcile Islam with democracy, without giving 

up the Islamic orthodox stance is there. It is a matter of interpretations, and serious attempts 

have been made by Muslim scholars and clergy, who at the same time adhered to a clear 

orthodox position within Islam. Such attempts may need to be fostered and elaborated upon. 
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Chapter Seven  

 

Summary and Conclusion 

 

Religion and the Future of Democracy  

 

The re-emergence of religion in the contemporary world and the increasing role of religion in 

the public domain make it necessary to pay attention to what religion can contribute to the 

public sphere. This study precisely aimed at introducing what I have called a ‘religiously 

motivated democracy’; that is to say, a distinctive contribution that religious traditions can 

contribute to the ongoing global processes of democratization. In this concluding chapter, I urge 

the reader to consider the distinctive contribution that religion can make in the public sphere. 

This would be better for the future of democracy; for considering a distinctive religious 

contribution would encourage billions of religious people around the world to be fully involved, 

from within their own religious stances, in the democratization processes in their own contexts, 

without contradictions in their own religious conscience. I formulate this urge as follows:  

 

1-Religion is back to stay and to play a public role  

My above discussion has shown that religion is not only making a comeback in terms of an 

internal religious revival, but also with an ambition to play a role in the public domain. As a 

matter of fact, European secularism, especially in its French model of la laïcité, which locates 

religion in the private sphere, seems not to be the final word with respect to the destiny of 

religion and its role in public life. In this respect, I discussed some contemporary contributions. 

These contributions pointed to an increasing and a progressing role of religion in the public 

sphere. I discussed, among others, Eisenstadt’s notion of ‘multiple modernities’, Casanova’s 

notion of ‘de-privatization’, and Habermas’ notion of a ‘mutual learning process’.  

The significance of Eisenstadt’s notion of ‘multiple modernities’ is that the concept of 

‘modernity’ is no longer confined to the Western experience and model. Rather, the notion of 

‘multiple modernities’ opens the door wide to every region/culture in every corner of the world 

to develop its own type of modernity. These various modernities would result from the constant 

encounters between two central elements of this process, religion/transcendent visions and 

human reason. Different modernities might emerge as far as human reason is engaged in 
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interpretation and the ways of implementation of revelation/transcendent visions. The notion of 

‘multiple modernities’, therefore, does not exclude religion from the public domain. Moreover, 

what seems to be a distinctive feature of this notion is that religion is conceived of as a complete 

partner in the making of the modern life as such. Religion, therefore, is conceived as an 

inseparable component and formative force of modern societies.  

As for Casanova’s notion of ‘de-privatization’, it implies that religion in our times 

refuses to remain in the private sphere in the way Western secularism has tried to restrict it. For 

Casanova, this does not mean a sort of domestic religious revival; but rather, religion is coming 

back to stay and to play a role in the public domain.  

As far as Habermas’ notion of ‘learning process’ is concerned, this notion suggests that 

religion can be a rich source of normativity in the public domain, from which secular citizens 

can learn. At the same time, religious citizens may learn about the modern way of living from 

their secular counterparts in a mutual learning process.  

These notions indicate that religion did not come to an end with the rise of secularism, 

especially the French of la laïcité. Secularism seems to be a temporal remedy in a long history 

of the tension between religion and public life or the tension between the transcendent-

immanent orders. Religion is here to stay, and even to play formative and normative roles in 

the public domain. It seems impossible, with the human awareness of the ‘transcendent’, to 

avoid the religious/transcendent influence upon human life.  

Indeed, Habermas’ notion of a ‘mutual learning process’ can be applied in a wide scale 

of fields, among others, interfaith and inter-Christian denominations dialogue. We noticed how 

Kuyper, during his trip to some countries with a Muslim majority, including Egypt, appreciated 

Muslims’ deep devotion to God in their prayers and their recognition of the sovereignty of God, 

which is declared in the Azan (the call-of-the-minaret): Allahu Akbar, God is Great/sovereign. 

In his book, Pro Rege, this motivated Kuyper to urge the Western nations to learn from Muslims 

how to give pride of place to God and to recognize His majesty and sovereignty. Perhaps the 

Western perception of the phrase of Allahu Akbar nowadays might be different from that of 

Kuyper; for this phrase is now commonly attached to every single terrorist and suicide attack. 

Moderate Muslims, however, have to be aware of this meaning-shift and to do everything 

possible to maintain the positive connotation of this concept. This would also be a learning 

process for Muslims themselves. 

In our discussion of the Roman Catholic tradition, we noticed that it is a learning 

religious tradition. Catholic theologians and philosophers, like Jaques Maritain, tried to give 

answers that both maintain the Roman Catholic tradition and take the condition of the modern 
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age into account. The official social teaching of the Roman Catholic Church, which has been 

officially expressed in the Second Vatican Council and the following encyclical especially that 

of Pope John Paul II, has been influenced by the basic attitude of this movement. We noted that 

the Roman Catholic Church in its official documents has addressed some important aspects of 

modern life, among others, human rights, religious freedom, and a new understanding of the 

relationship between the Church and the state—a relationship based on mutual autonomy and 

cooperation. Surprisingly, article 400 in the Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church, 

which is concerned with the limitation of state power, has no precedent in the official documents 

of the Church, unlike the other articles in the Compendium. This may indicate that the Roman 

Catholic Church is in a continuous learning process, adding new insights.  

In our discussion of Islam, we saw theologians and key-figures within the Islamic 

tradition discussing contemporary issues such as democracy, plurality, religious freedom, and 

the relationship between Islam and the state; among others, Khaled Abu El-Fadel and 

Muhammad Hashim Kamali, as we have seen above. Surprisingly modern relevant concepts 

such as citizenship and plurality have been discussed for the first time in Islamic history—in a 

two-day congress held in Cairo on February 28 and March 1, 2017. The theme was Freedom 

and Citizenship, Diversity and Integration. The congress was organized by Al-Azahar 

University, the most authoritative Islamic institution in the Sunni Muslim world. It was attended 

by more than 600 clergymen and scholars, including Christian participants. Such mutual 

learning processes must be fostered in order to create healthy conditions for more fruitful 

relations between religion and democracy.  

 

2-Democracy is a globally increasing system of government  

Doubtless to say, no one can deny that democracy is an increasing popular system of 

government around the globe. Although in recent years we can witness setbacks, as several 

democratic countries seem to lapse back into autocratic regimes, the overall trend since the 

World War II is clear. Even the non-democratic regimes claim to be democratic in order to gain 

legitimacy in the international community. However, as mentioned above, democracy is a 

contested concept. It can be dealt with from a wide range of perspectives. There are for example, 

social democracy and liberal democracy and so on. Democracy, as a system of government, 

therefore, is always bound to a certain framework of thinking and view of reality, and the 

conditions in which it might be applied. It is also legitimate for religion to bring its own 

contribution in democracy.  
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Religion can enrich the discussion with arguments concerning the basic conditions of 

democracy. It is often claimed that democracy requires something thicker and deeper than only 

the procedure of elections. That is why this study attempted to point out that a healthy 

democratic order basically means a system of government that is able to prevent authoritarian 

and tyrant regimes. This requires two relevant and crucial conditions: limitation of the state’s 

power and freedom of conscience. The first pre-condition guarantees more participation of the 

people in the ruling process, transparency, accountability, and limited government. The second 

condition guarantees the basic human freedoms and liberties such as the freedom of speech, the 

freedom of the press, the freedom of assembly, and religious freedom. These two types of pre-

conditions of democracy can be significantly supported by religion; and even they have 

religious roots. 

 

3-Considering the contributions of the religious traditions would enrich the democratic 

culture 

The leading question of this study was: Can there be a religiously motivated democracy? What 

this study suggests is that the religious traditions discussed above, Protestantism, Roman 

Catholicism and Islam can intrinsically argue for the limitation of the state’s power and for the 

freedom of conscience so as to contribute positively to the ongoing democratization processes. 

Taking this into account, and at the same time, considering the billions of religious people 

around the world who can fully participate in the democratization processes in their own 

countries—without violating their own religious conscience—this would be better and 

enriching for democratic culture. It would be undemocratic of other democratic trends to go on 

ignoring such a distinctive religious contribution to democracy. After all, democracy only 

functions on the basis of diversity and plurality.  

 

4-Religion has its own point of departure to contribute to the public domain, especially in 

democracy.  

Since the human awareness of the ‘transcendent’, the key-element of the axial religions, the 

contribution of religion to public life is pre-occupied with the tension between the transcendent 

and the immanent orders. This is why I departed from a different starting point than that of the 

secular narrative about democracy in my argument for a ‘religiously motivated democracy’. 

The point of departure of any religious contribution to the public domain is centered on the 

human awareness of the ‘transcendent’, which is denied or relegated to a private sphere by 
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secularism. Any serious discussion about democracy from a religious perspective must consider 

the deep influence of the human awareness of the ‘transcendent’.  

As a matter of fact, the human awareness of the ‘transcendent’ has been historically 

emerged from and been effected by human thinking; for the human awareness of ‘transcendent’ 

has brought about new ontological and epistemological conceptions. With the emergence of 

these new transcendent conceptions a tension has emerged between the transcendent and 

immanent orders. The reason behind that tension is that the transcendent order suggests 

perfection; whereas the immanent world seems to be imperfect. The imperfection of the 

immanent world suggests a need for a salvific move, by which the immanent imperfect world 

is to be re-constructed in accordance with a perfect transcendent vision. The re-construction of 

this immanent imperfect world in accordance with certain religious/transcendent visions is 

understood as a salvific action. Every religious involvement in the public life arises from within 

this framework of the tension between the perfect transcendent and imperfect immanent orders.  

 

5- Acceptance of the imperfection of this immanent world and giving a legitimate place 

for plurality are the crucial pre-conditions for a good democratic order 

Our study highlighted the fact that in the processes of making a salvific move from the imperfect 

immanent to the perfect transcendent orders, there are two distinctive modes of operation within 

which this salvific move can be made. I have called these two modes of operation, ‘perfection-

totality’ and the ‘imperfection-plurality’. The first one seeks to implement one, and only one, 

conception of what is believed to be the perfect transcendent vision in the imperfect immanent 

world; whereas the second allows a legitimate place for plurality, on the basis the recognition 

that the perfect transcendent order cannot be fully and completely realized in history. A perfect 

human order, utopia, or the Kingdom of God in its full and complete realization is reserved for 

the eschaton. Implementation of a transcendent/religious vision, therefore, may be made within 

one of these two modes of salvific action: ‘perfection-totality’ or ‘imperfection-plurality’. In 

case of the first mode of salvific action, ‘perfection-totality’, there is no real possibility for a 

democratic order. There will be one and only one true transcendent vision to be implemented 

in the immanent world to bring about an immediate perfect earthly order in history, using 

maximal state power. In case of the second mode of salvific action, ‘imperfection-plurality’, 

there is a legitimate place for diversity in the interpretations and implementation of transcendent 

visions and acceptance of the imperfection of this immanent world. The human hope for a 

perfect human order or a full realization of the Kingdom of God is reserved for the eschaton, 

the end of history. This condition is not confined to religion. But it is also applicable to 
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secularism. The Modernist theories of progress assumed to be able to achieve a substitute, 

secular Kingdom of God in its fullness and completeness in history. This impulse resulted in 

authoritarian regimes, which used maximal state power to achieve such an aim. Nazism, 

Fascism, and Marxism-Leninism were manifestations of that impulse. Secularism, therefore, is 

not by its merit the authentic and exclusive source of democracy. When secularism accepts the 

imperfection of the world and doesn’t seek to immanentize the eschaton by using the state’s 

power but allows for plurality (including the religious visions in the public domain), it can 

indeed support democratizing tendencies. Secularism as such is therefore not the exclusive pre-

condition of democracy and religion is not always akin to authoritarian regimes. Rather, both 

secularism and religion are in the same hermeneutical boat in this respect. 

Interestingly enough, our study found the preconditions of democracy to be the 

limitation of the state’s power and the freedom of conscience, which both can not only be 

supported by religion, but have religious roots themselves. John Witte and Graham Maddox 

have shown that monotheistic religions, with their concept of the ‘Sovereignty of God’, in 

certain traditions have developed a strong sense of the ‘limitation of the state’s power’. This 

very notion of the sovereignty of God implies the limitation of any earthly authority. God’s law 

was always above the kings and the people of Israel together. The modern ideas of limited state 

and constitutionalism are strongly rooted in this religious tradition, as Maddox emphasizes. 

Indeed, religion may provide the political realm with strong arguments for the limitation of state 

power. Thus, the freedom of conscience, which is the foundation of plurality, also finds its root 

in the monotheistic religions. In those religious traditions, everybody is called to have an 

absolute certainty about the message of his own religion. At the same time, matters of belief 

are left to the freedom of conscience of each individual person, whether to believe or not. The 

question of which religion is the True one will be judged by God Himself in the Last Day. This 

is what is earlier called the ‘paradox of religion’, in the sense that everyone has the right to be 

absolutely certain about his or her religious belief, but at the same time he or she has to admit 

that other people also have this same right. The idea of the ‘paradox of religion’ combines both, 

‘absolute certainty’ and the ‘acceptance of plurality’ at the same time. The pre-conditions of a 

healthy democratic order, therefore, can be supported from within the view of religious 

orthodoxy.  
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6-Religious voices would together criticize the exclusivist modernist foundations of 

democracy  

Our study found that religious voices discussed above whether Protestant, Roman Catholic or 

Islamic, all together criticize the modernist philosophical foundation of democracy: the absolute 

sovereignty of the individual person and religious relativism. They all can only accept the 

notion of the ‘sovereignty of the people’ when understood in a relationship to the notion of the 

‘sovereignty of God’. Thus, they could all admit diversity and plurality in society, but on 

different theoretical justifications - to use Maritain- rather than basing it on religious relativism. 

It is from this distinctive position that religious thinkers can elaborate a religiously distinctive 

contribution to democracy. 

 

7-Religious orthodoxy and democracy: from contradictions to reconciliations: 

Because religion is back to stay and to play a public role, (to use Casanova’s language), this 

study paid special attention to the seeming contradictions between religion and democracy: the 

contradiction between the ‘sovereignty of God’, a fundamental concern for religion, and ‘the 

sovereignty of the people’, a basic element of democracy; and between the ‘truth-claim’, which 

is proper for religious belief and the ‘diversity and plurality’ on which democracy can only 

function. My discussion of the religious traditions mentioned above, namely, Christian 

Protestantism, Christian Catholicism, and Islam, Sunni and Shi’a, shows that they have serious 

remedies to offer for the apparent contradictions.  

 

In the Protestant tradition, especially neo-Calvinism, which believes in the absolute sovereignty 

of God over all the spheres of life, Abraham Kuyper makes use of this very notion of the 

‘sovereignty of God’ to limit the power of the state. While Kuyper aims to emphasize the total 

sovereignty of God in all the spheres of human life, he also labors to defend the freedom and 

liberties of the different non-political spheres. Limiting of the state’s power would result in 

more freedom and independence for the non-political spheres. Moreover, Kuyper stresses that 

the state’s authority and the authority of the other societal spheres stem from one and the same 

divine authority, which is delegated to human beings by God to obey the human creational 

mandate. Kuyper conceives human beings as co-worker with God to achieve God’s purpose in 

creation. The ‘sovereignty of God’ therefore, in Kuyper’s thinking does not in principle 

contradict the ‘sovereignty of the people’, as far as the ‘sovereignty of the people’ is conceived 

as a delegated authority by God—the ultimate source of all authorities. Kuyper, however, 

strongly rejects the understanding of ‘sovereignty of the people’ as originating in them 
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autonomously, apart from God. His critique of the French revolution was in fact centered on 

the philosophical foundation of the revolution, the absolute autonomy of the individual person.  

Thus, while Kuyper was a committed Protestant believer and would have wished 

everybody was a (Protestant) Christian, he allows for plurality. His acknowledging of plurality, 

however, was not on the basis of religious relativism, but on the basis of his equal commitment 

to defend the liberties and freedom of conscience of the individual person. His notion of 

‘sovereignty of conscience’ of the individual person aimed at rejecting any sort of coercion on 

the matters that are only subject to conscience. He assigned to the state the task of protection of 

the free choice of individual persons, even those who freely choose to leave the church; this 

was a matter of political justice.  

Out of his strong religious commitment to the ‘sovereignty of God’, Kuyper developed 

arguments to limit the state’s power by emphasizing the delegated nature of its power, just as 

authority and power are limited in the other societal sphere. The authorities have power 

delegated to them from one and the same divine source. Thus, Kuyper defends the diversity and 

plurality, not in terms of religious relativism, but in terms of political justice. He maintains the 

truth-claim of Christianity; and at the same time, he defends the free choice of conscience.  

In his philosophy of law, Herman Dooyeweerd, also starts from the all-embracing 

sovereignty of God over the integral unity of the created order. This all-encompassing 

sovereignty is expressed in a supra-temporal law given by God in the created order. At the same 

time, Dooyeweerd introduces the concept of positivisation in his philosophy. It implies that 

human beings have a key-role in actualizing God-given law in the created order. The laws God 

has given should be recognized and actualized by the human being in the course of historical 

development. Human beings have subject functions which need to be opening up and disclosed 

in creation. This human activity, of recognizing and actualizing laws, in the course of historical 

development would result in new differentiated communities and institutions with certain tasks 

in human societies. Each community has its own differentiated task, corresponding to God-

given norms for human culture; and each is sovereign in its own sphere according to its intrinsic 

structural principles. Accordingly, the state, as a differentiated institution, is not an all-

embracing institution, but one differentiated societal community among others, qualified by the 

norm of public justice according to its internal structural principles. The ‘structural principles’ 

of the state, limit the state ontologically as such. The state ceases to be a state when it seeks to 

gain power beyond its structural principles. The state, therefore, in Dooyeweerd’s thought is an 

ontologically limited institution. What seems to be relevant in Dooyeweerd’s contribution is 

that while the point of departure of his philosophy is the absolute sovereignty of God, he 
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emphasizes the key-role of human beings in recognizing and actualizing God’s given law. An 

essential ingredient of Dooyeweerd’s elaboration of the ‘sovereignty of God’ is that humanity, 

as the image of God, is God’s responsible agent. 

The same can also be said of the church. The church is a differentiated societal 

community formed historically by human beings and is meant to handle questions of faith.  

This ontological difference between the state and the church guarantees freedom for 

both, as they function in their own spheres as differentiated societal communities. The norm of 

public justice, as the qualifying function of the state, can provide a foundation for diversity and 

plurality. Citizens of different religious commitments have to be treated justly by the state 

without any sort of discrimination, whether they belong to the majority or the minority. The 

task of the state, as juridically qualified institution, is to protect the independent exercise of 

religious freedom for its citizens. For Dooyeweerd, this is to be understood as a matter of 

political justice, not as religious relativism. Moreover, in Dooyeweerd’s theory of the modal 

aspects the meaning kernel of the faith aspect is ‘ultimate trust’ or ‘certitude’. This implies that 

the ‘absolute certainty’ or ‘truth-claim’ of religious belief has an ontological dimension. 

Dooyeweerd would say that every religious person can claim absolute certainty about his own 

belief. That is ontologically justified and proper to religious belief. At the same time, 

Dooyeweerd would also say that one has to be aware that the faith of the other has the same 

ontological dimension of ‘certainty’, and this has to be acknowledged.  

It is out of belief in the ‘sovereignty of God’ and the ‘truth-claim’ of their own Protestant 

religious commitment that both, Kuyper and Dooyeweerd developed arguments for the 

limitation of the state’s power and for freedom of conscience. 

 

The Roman Catholic philosopher Jacques Maritain was also careful to formulate a new 

relationship between the state and the Roman Catholic Church and to defend human rights—

especially the right of self-government. And he did so from within his Roman Catholic tradition. 

He maintains the distinction between the two orders of reality, natural and supernatural orders, 

which historically has been part of the Roman Catholic tradition. However, while Maritain 

maintains the distinction between the two orders, he combines them in the human person. 

Persons, therefore, by virtue of being human, seek to achieve two distinguished, but not 

separated, ends. Each of these two ends is required for its own sake. In this framework, while 

Maritain introduces the human person as a part of the state/the temporal order, he also 

emphasizes that the human person transcends the state. This theoretical framework allows 

Maritain to provide an adequate remedy to the questions of the state’s power and religious 
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freedom from within his own religious commitment. Maritain gives the state the task of 

regulating things for the common good in the temporal realm. The Church, on the other hand, 

is concerned with the supernatural aspirations of the human person, and that is the ultimate end 

of human persons. The state ought to be limited in its power, because it is limited to the political 

regulation of the temporal order. For Maritain, the state cannot be sovereign. That claim is an 

error in political philosophy, which it should get rid of. Instead, Maritain understands the state 

as an instrumental institution, not sovereign. This should help the human person to peruse his 

or her supra-temporal aspirations. Maritain criticizes both the ideas of the ‘sovereignty of the 

people’ and the idea of the ‘sovereignty of the state’—because both of are based on a modernist 

concept of the absolute sovereignty of the individual person, apart from God. By stressing the 

right of self-government in accordance with natural law, (with God as its ultimate author), 

Maritain seems to reconcile the contradiction between the ‘sovereignty of God’ and the 

‘sovereignty of the people’. Participation of the people in the ruling process, as a natural right, 

does not imply a substantial contradiction with the sovereignty of God. Maritain’s contribution 

clearly provides a view that substantially reconciles the ‘sovereignty of God’ with ‘the 

sovereignty of man’. It is based on his concept of the human person, as an independent whole, 

but not absolutely independent, making use of the notion of natural rights to articulate the 

human right of self-government. For Maritain, God is the only source of sovereignty, and God 

alone is the one who has the right to rule over man. At the same time, the human person 

participates in God’s right by articulating the natural right of self-government. 

With respect to the contradiction between religious truth-claims or the absolute certainty 

of religion and the question of plurality of democracy, Maritain would say that these two issues 

belong to two different orders of reality. A democratic state belongs to the temporal order. The 

people, regardless of their differences, may come together to make an agreement on how to live 

together according to a practical conclusion that they must live together. To live in dignity 

together as free and equal men, is according to Maritain, the goal of this temporal or secular 

order. Religious certainty or truth-claims, however, belong to the other order of reality: the 

supra-temporal. For Maritain, not all religious or philosophical beliefs are correct or equally 

valid; there is a true religion and that for him, of course, is Roman Catholicism. He is of the 

opinion, however, that everyone, regardless of religious belief or philosophy has the same right 

of self-government that is given by natural law, whatever our theoretical justification of this 

right may be. Therefore, it is possible to administrate the temporal life according to the natural 

right of self-government—in regard to which we are all the same. It seems that Maritain speaks 

of two different categories of Truth. One is the temporal truth of life together as humans in 
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peace. And that is the goal of the temporal order. The other is the supra-temporal truth, which 

transcends the temporal order altogether.  

Our close examination of the Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church revealed 

that the Second Vatican Council declared a new relationship between the Church and the state. 

It was based on mutual autonomy in Gaudium et Spes and a commitment to defend and promote 

human dignity and human rights, including the right to religious freedom. This might be clear 

in documents such as Dignitatis Humanae and Centesimus Annus. These intrinsic 

argumentations from within the Roman Catholic tradition in favor of democracy provide 

evidence that religious traditions that have historically supported anti-democratic tendencies 

for a long time can intrinsically argue for pro-democratic tendencies. In my view, this intrinsic 

argument must target two main themes: the limitation of the state’s power and the principle of 

the freedom of conscience.  

 

In my discussion of the Islamic tradition, in which the ‘sovereignty of God’ is understood in 

terms of a given shari’a, we have noticed a wide range of interpretations of the shari’a. There 

is a wide range of methodologies by which the rules/regulations/laws on which jurisprudences 

can be made are formulated. I want to stress the importance of the process of interpretation, 

which directs the same texts/concepts to different conclusions with respect democracy. The 

crucial element in the interpretation process introduced in this study has to do with the mode of 

the salvific action and is called in this study the ‘interpretative mode’. This interpretative mode 

can be directed by two different driving forces of salvific action, the ‘perfection-totality’ and 

‘imperfection-plurality’. With the ‘perfection-totality’ mode, the holy and authoritative texts of 

Islam and its key concepts have been (and are) interpreted to support non-democratic regimes. 

On the contrary, when the holy and authoritative texts of Islam and its key concepts are 

interpreted within the framework of ‘imperfection-plurality’ this results in significant support 

for democratic regimes.  

Using this concept of ‘interpretative mode’, this study criticized the influential 

contribution made by John Esposito and John Voll because of their optimism regarding what 

they call the ‘contemporary Islamic revivalism’. Their view is that the leaders of these 

movements have re-formulated the key-concepts of Islam such as tawḥed, khilafa, shura, ijma’, 

and ikhtlaf, in the service of democracy. In this study, I have shown that leaders of the 

contemporary Islamic revival movements, among others, Sayyid Qutb and Khomeini are pre-

occupied by creating a perfect and hegemonic earthy order, bringing about an immediate 

Kingdom of God in history by re-constructing the Islamic tradition. Such a tendency is a serious 
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obstacle to democratization. In other words, re-interpretation of the authoritative Islam ic texts 

and its key-notions within the framework of the ‘perfection-totality’ leads to a totalitarian Islam. 

In this respect one views the rise of contemporary Islamic revivalist movements such as the 

Muslim Brotherhood, Jama’at Islamiya, Boko Haram, ISIS and others. Although, the 

imperfection of the world is recognized in the Islamic tradition, these movements have 

apocalyptic tendencies, seeking to establish a utopia based on Islam. On the other hand, this 

study points out that interpreting Islamic authoritative texts and it key-notions within the 

framework of ‘imperfection-plurality’ mode of salvific action is an equal possibility. Khaled 

Abu El-Fadel, for instance appears to interpret the relationship between Islam and democracy 

within that mode of interpretation. Thus, interpreting the Islamic key-notions such as tawḥed, 

khilafa, shura, ijma’, and ikhtilaf, within the framework of the ‘imperfection-plurality’ mode 

would provide an intrinsically Islamic arguments for democracy. These basic Islamic notions 

would provide intrinsic arguments for ‘limitation of the state’s power’ and for ‘freedom of 

conscience’. Tawḥed is to be understood as an anti-despotism element, rather than a hegemonic 

one; khilafa suggests that man is a responsible vicegerent of God on earth, and that would imply 

the right of self-government; shura is understood as a representative and consultative body in 

a way similar to that of a contemporary parliamentary system; ijma’ is understood to mean 

‘opinion of the majority’ or ‘public choice’, rather than a universal consensus; and ikhtilaf gives 

room for legitimate differences and plurality in the society, whether differences within the 

religion of Islam or differences between Islam and other religions. Understanding those key 

Islamic notions in such a way within the framework of the ‘imperfection-plurality’ mode would 

reconcile Islam with democracy from within. The key-conditions of democracy, such as limited 

state, freedom of consciousness would find their corresponding values in Islam. Thus, the 

contradictions between the sovereignty of God and sovereignty of the people and between the 

certainty of religion and plurality of democracy may find an intrinsically Islamic solution. This 

would indicate that in order to move from the imperfect immanent world to a perfect 

transcendent order the mode within which a salvific action is interpreted is crucial in the 

relationship between religion and democracy.  

 

8. In conclusion 

We have seen that the salvific mode of ‘perfection-totality’ is not a friend to democracy. It 

hegemonizes human society under one, and only one, conception of what is believed to be a 

perfect vision. On the contrary, the salvific mode of ‘imperfection-plurality’ seems to be a 

friend to democracy. It admits the imperfection of this immanent world and gives a legitimate 
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place for plurality. The crucial interpretative/hermeneutical role of the mode of salvific action 

needs further study in order to see how and under what conditions the ‘imperfection-plurality’ 

mode of salvific action may prevail in human societies. This would be of great importance, not 

only in relation to democracy, but also in relation to the contemporary phenomenon of religious 

terrorism.  
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