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Towards theologising democracy  

in Muslim Southeast Asia

Azhar Ibrahim 

The idea of democracy and its related themes, such as good governance, 
civil society and social justice, have increasingly become part of the 
Muslim discourse in Southeast Asia. Three main sentiments on democracy 
in the Islamic discourse, as found particularly in Indonesia and Malaysia 
in the post-independence period, will be the focus of this paper. The three 
strands I will discuss below are based on the Malay-Indonesian discourses 
on religion and democracy, particularly social theology. 

Firstly, there is the apologetic strand, which insists that democracy 
and liberal principles are inherent in Islam. While affirming democracy, 
it is very cautious in accepting the validity of democracy in the realm of 
religious thought. This discourse rather affirms the ‘universality of Islam’ 
(for example, the claim that Islam is already democratic) than deliberates 
on the efficacy of democracy in society, as well as in the lives of individual 
citizens or believers.

 Secondly, the rejectionist strand rejects democracy as superfluous to 
Muslims, it being merely a Western import and therefore anathema to 
Islam. Ultra traditionalist and fundamentalist circles see democratic prin-
ciples as demeaning to Islam, which does not need any ‘isms’ or political 
models. While they may agree with the democratic principle of equality 
and justice for the people, popular sovereignty is rejected; sovereignty 
belongs to God alone. The practice of democracy is also seen as potentially 
disruptive, as it can cause disunity amongst Muslims. 

Thirdly, the reconstructionist strand not only affirms the efficacy of 
democracy for nation and state building, but also sees the importance 
of appropriating democratic principles and ethos within their religious 
discourse. The justification for democracy is given a theological basis, 
where the principles of democracy are weaved into a doctrinal framework. 
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This strand goes beyond the claim of compatibility between Islam and 
democracy, adding new themes and socio-cultural concepts into the 
theological repertoire. Moreover, it also criticises the manifestations of 
democracy in their societies. 

Theologising democracy

By ‘theologising democracy’ we mean giving theological substance to the 
concept of democracy, beyond its formal meaning. It does not simply 
mean making Muslims accept democracy via theological justifications, 
nor to sanctify a democratic regime in power, or to politicise religion. 
It elaborates theology with democratic and civil ideals and values in 
mind, while giving spiritual content and depth to concepts that relate to 
democracy. Religious teachings are seen through a democratic lens, and 
fundamental democratic principles are incorporated into the theological 
corpus, perhaps even as one of the constituents of faith. 

 Today, many Muslim writers, some of them political activist, come 
forward to offer their version of ‘Islamic’ democracy. Emerging radica-
lisation denounces any relevance of democracy to Muslims. Politicised 
Islam sees democracy as no more than an instrument to gain electoral 
power, but in more severe cases, the politicisation results in sectarianism 
and exclusivity. 

Islam and the democracy discourse in Malaysia

Malaysia has a fairly good record of democracy. The electoral system is 
institutionalised since 1957. But democratic culture and the discourse on 
democracy does not extend much into the cultural and social domains. In 
Malaysia, unlike in Indonesia, we do not find leading Muslim religious 
scholars or politicians writing extensively and convincingly on the efficacy 
of democracy within the Islamic worldview. 

Abdul Hadi Awang’s recent publication of Islam and democracy (2007) 
is more of a textbook explication than an engagement for Muslims to take 
the idea of democracy seriously in their political, cultural and social lives. 
Not unlike the apologetic strand, it affirms the supremacy of Islam. Other 
works generally straddle between the rejectionist and apologetic strands
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Malaysia has a credible Islamic opposition party, Parti Islam Se-Malay-
sia (PAS). They see democracy as compatible with Islam, and the Islamic 
tradition of shura is a platform where democracy can be exercised. Shura 
is seen as a justification for democracy, but shura itself is superior to 
democracy. Discussions on Islam and democracy tend to analyse the 
role of political Islam in Malaysian democratic processes (Ahmad 1989).

Malaysian Muslim intellectuals, like Chandra Muzaffar, Farish A Noor 
and members of Sisters in Islam (SIS), from time to time highlight the 
importance of democratic practices and norms while challenging anti-
democratic practices, including the influential religious establishment 
(Muzzafar 2002). However, these discussions are carried out in English 
and do not reach the majority of the Malay-speaking public 

In recent years a group of young Malaysian intellectuals and scholars 
at the Middle East Graduate Centre (MEGC) and activists in Kumpulan 
Seni Jalan Telawi (KSJT) have formed a promising and credible presence 
in the mainstream Malay intellectual and cultural discourse. They have 
published critical works on Islamic scholarship in both Malay and English, 
and they have translated a number of English works into Malay. 

Democracy and the Islam discourse in Indonesia

The reformasi era in the post New Order period saw an active and 
rigorous call for democratisation in all sectors of Indonesian political, 
social, cultural and religious life. Today, the Indonesian Islam discourse 
on democracy is far more substantive than the Malaysian one and 
characterised by different perspectives. Several prominent scholars and 
statesmen – for example Gus Dur (Masdar 1999), Nurcholish Madjid 
(Urbaningrum 2004) and Amien Rais (Thaha 2004) – have not only 
framed democracy in Indonesian reality, but also substantiated it with 
Islamic parlance. 

The santri group has, as cultural trendsetters, been crucial in popula-
rising the idea of democracy (Hilmy 2008). Their discourse is primarily 
in the Indonesian language, widely disseminated in mass media (elec-
tronic and printed) and in popular and academic publications, and with 
the participation of NGOs and academic institutions. Simply put, the 
idea of democracy is not an alien concept within the Indonesian Islamic 
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discourse. There are, of course, apologetic works in Indonesia as well, 
but many have moved beyond the apologetic stance. 

The Institute for Social Empowerment and Democracy, INSED, is 
one example of an NGO that promotes the idea of democracy as part of 
its empowerment vision. Indonesian Muslim circles have gone beyond 
seeing democracy merely in its formal and instrumental dimensions, 
and the active translation by for example the International Center for 
Islam and Pluralism (ICIP) of critical works into the Indonesian langu-
age facilitates an active discussion on Islam, democracy and civil society. 

Democracy in Indonesian theological discourse

An emerging discourse on social theology, where democracy as political 
system and cultural ethos are discussed and debated, is to be noted after 
the 20th century. Contemporary Indonesian Muslim intellectuals seem 
confident that a reformed theology can pave the way for greater enlight-
enment, emancipation and progress for the nation. 

The repressive New Order regime that tolerated no political Islam 
made cultural engagement the obvious site of Muslim activism. This 
coincided with the belief that the efficacy of Islam could be best served 
via cultural transformation and through engagement in community buil-
ding and social empowerment. So, this theologising discourse moves in 
the cultural realms, trying to undermine the right wing Islamist political 
agenda, as well as the radical extremism that blatantly rejects democracy 
and aspires for the formation of dawlah Islamiyah in the archipelago. 

Democratic values and ways of thinking contain in themselves a spirit-
ual dimension. But the democratic spirit is also capable of denouncing 
any form of power clichés cloaked in religious garb. In other words, not 
only does religion provide a basis of human values that are essential for 
a functioning democracy, but a democratic spirit itself can be the anti-
dote against any form of religious totalitarianism and fascism. Universal 
religious values can contribute towards the nurturing of a democratic 
personality and culture, such as: the affirmation of human dignity and 
its rights; justice and equity as part of man’s ethical accountability that 
may in no way be compromised; the supremacy of respect for the law, 
with no arbitration tolerated; the equality of man and the reverence for 
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all forms of lives; and the dignity accorded to man’s labour, initiative 
and rights of participation, dissent and choice, where no compulsion 
or discrimination can be legitimised. A close reading of some Indone-
sian progressive theologies today easily displays these points. And, very 
significantly, religion can provide to democracy a sense of hope, which 
is crucial in our faith as well as in the will to democracy.

Indonesia is on a promising path towards developing a democratic 
culture, while in Malaysia, a wider reformist and progressive Islam 
discourse is yet to emerge.
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