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D e b a t e

AB DU L L A H I  A .  AN - N A ’ I M

While the reasons for the political and social reality
of tension between religion, human rights and secu-
larism are to be appreciated, an argument can be
made for focusing on the interdependence of these
three paradigms in the Islamic context, rather than
making a choice between them. Each of the three
paradigms needs the other two for fulfilling its own
rationale, and sustaining its relevance and validity
for its own constituency. The difficulties facing this
proposition can be overcome through an i n t e r n a l
transformation within each paradigm. This process
should be deliberately promoted in order to achieve
political stability and development as well as individ-
ual freedom and social justice.

Islam, 
Human Rights
a n d S e c u l a r i s m
Does it have to
b e a C h o i c e ? 1

The obvious reason for avoiding any refer-

ence to religion in the Universal Declaration

of Human Rights of 1948 is the exclusive na-

ture of religious traditions. Since religion di-

vides rather than unites human beings, the

argument goes, it is better to avoid it alto-

gether in order to find common ground for

the protection of human rights among reli-

gious believers and non-believers. But this

does not mean that human rights can only

be founded on secular justifications, be-

cause that does not address the question of

how to make human rights equally valid and

legitimate from the perspectives of the wide

variety of believers and non-believers

around the world. Rather than viewing sec-

ular and religious foundations of human

rights as incompatible rivals, it is suggested

here that we emphasize the interdepen-

dence of all three.

For the limited purposes of this discus-

sion, secularism can be defined as a princi-

ple of public policy for organizing the rela-

tionship between religion and the state in a

specific context. Since historical experience

has shown that the exclusivity of religion

tends to undermine possibilities of peaceful

co-existence and solidarity among different

communities of believers, secularism has

evolved as a means of ensuring the possibil-

ity of pluralistic political community among

different religious groups. The problem is

that the same minimal normative content

that makes secularism conducive to inter-

religious co-existence and solidarity dimin-

ishes its capacity to support the universality

of human rights without reference to anoth-

er source of moral foundation. That neces-

sary quality of secularism fails to address the

need of religious believers to express the

moral implications of their faith in the pub-

lic domain.

The transcendental aspect of religion

should refer to the actual experiences of be-

lievers, and can only be understood in the

concrete historical context and material cir-

cumstances of each religious community.

Competing interpretations of religious doc-

trine and their normative and behavioural

implications are bound to reflect existing

human power relations within each reli-

gious community. Human rights and secu-

larism are critical for the fair and sustainable

mediation of these competing claims within

the framework of prevalent power relations

within and between different communities.

The consequent religious transformation, in

turn, would facilitate the interdependence

among all three.

The approach proposed here is premised

on a belief in the ability of human agency to

promote understandings and practice of re-

ligion, human rights and secularism that are

conducive to mutual interdependence of all

three of them. One challenge is to prevent

the purported moral superiority of a reli-

gious community from diminishing the

human dignity and rights of those who do

not subscribe to that faith. Secularism is crit-

ical for maintaining the equal human digni-

ty and rights of believers and non-believers

alike, but its ability to play a role in political

communities depends on its legitimacy

within all segments of the population, in-

cluding religious believers.

To play its constructive role, secularism

also needs the normative guidance of

human rights and moral justification of reli-

gion. The importance of human rights stan-

dards is obvious because secularism, by it-

self, may not be enough for safeguarding in-

dividual freedoms and social justice, as illus-

trated by recent experiences with totalitari-

an secular regimes, from Nazism in Germany

to Marxism-Leninism in the Soviet Union

and beyond. What is not sufficiently appre-

ciated is the importance of a religious justifi-

cation and rationale for secularism. While

the material conditions of co-existence may

force a level of religious tolerance and diver-

sity, this is likely to be seen as temporary po-

litical expediency by believers unless they

are also able to accept it as at least consis-

tent with their religious doctrine. Thus, sus-

tained secularism needs a religious justifica-

tion for believers. This is not as difficult as it

may seem, for secularism and religion are, in

fact, fundamentally overlapping and inter-

acting, as is true regarding Islam.

Interdependence in
t h e Islamic context
Islamic societies should affirm their princi-

pled commitment to the protection of

human rights and openly acknowledge the

realities of secularism in their religious as

well as political life. But this can only hap-

pen through internal transformation, and

not external imposition. There is a theologi-

cal and political dimension to internal de-

bates about these relationships. On the the-

ological side, while such debates need to

occur within an internal frame of reference

(Q u r ' a n and Sunna), human agency has al-

ways been central to Muslims’ understand-

ing and practice of Islam. Muslims believe

that the Q u r ' a n is the literal and final word

of God, the Sunna being the second divinely

inspired source of Islam. But the Q u r ' a n a n d

Sunna have no meaning or relevance in the

daily life of individual believers and their

communities except through human under-

standing and behaviour. The Q u r ' a n was re-

vealed in Arabic, which is a human language

that evolved in its own specific historical

context, and many normative parts of the

Q u r ' a n were addressing specific situations

in Mecca and Medina when they were con-

veyed by the Prophet. The Sunna had to re-

spond to the immediate issues and con-

cerns that emerged in that context, in addi-

tion to any broader implications it may

have. It is therefore clear that human

agency was integral to the process of reve-

lation, interpretation and practice from the

very beginning of Islam in the 7t h century. 

The right to self-
d e t e r m i n a t i o n
In this light, it is apparent that a sharp dis-

tinction between the religious and secular is

misleading. Religious precepts necessarily

respond to the secular concerns of human

beings, and have practical relevance only

because those responses are believed to be

practically useful for the people they are ad-

dressing. In other words, religious doctrine

is necessarily implicated in the secular, and

the secular is perceived by believers to be

‘governed’ by religious doctrine. Muslims

who find this proposition disturbing tend to

think that it undermines the divine quality

of the sources of Islam. But that apprehen-

sion fails to recognize that the Q u r ' a n a n d

Sunna are intended to redress human im-

perfections, and are not simply manifesta-

tions of the divine in the abstract. This point

is critical for the theological basis of the re-

lationship between Islam and both human

rights and secularism.

One cause of the commonly presumed in-

compatibility of Islam and secularism is the

tendency to limit secularism to the experi-

ences of West European and North Ameri-

can countries with Christianity since the 18t h

century. In fact, there are significant differ-

ences in the terms and operation of the rela-

tionship between religion and the state/

politics among European and North Ameri-

can countries due to historical and current

experiences in this regard. Each of those so-

cieties also continues to struggle with the

social and political role of religion in public

life, as none of them has attempted to –

much less succeeded in – eliminating that

r o l e .

From this perspective, it is suggested that

secularism be understood in terms of the

type of relationship between religion and

the state, rather than a specific way in which

that relationship has evolved in one society

or another. It should also be emphasized

that the form that relationship should take

in pluralistic societies has to be the product

of organic development over time, and be

accepted as legitimate by the population at

large, instead of expecting it to drastically

change immediately by constitutional en-

actment or political rhetoric. This view of

secularism would redress much of the ap-

prehension about the concept as a tool of

Western imperialism, thereby facilitating

possibilities of internal transformation to

promote the proposed interdependence

with human rights and religion.

It is commonly claimed that Islam man-

dates the establishment of an ‘Islamic state’

which will implement and enforce the

s h a r ica as the law of the land. It can be ar-

gued that the notion of an Islamic state is a

contradiction in terms since the s h a r ica

ceases to be the normative system of Islam

by the very act of enacting it as the law to be

enforced by the state.2 Because there is so

much diversity of opinion among Islamic

schools of thought and scholars, any enact-

ment of s h a r ica principles as law would have

to select certain opinions over others, there-

by denying believers their freedom of

choice among equally legitimate, compet-

ing opinions. Moreover, there is neither a

historical precedent of an Islamic state to be

followed, nor is such a state practically vi-

able today. The fact that there was never an

Islamic state accepted as such by all Mus-

lims, is beyond dispute once it is appreciat-

ed that the state the Prophet established

and ruled in Medina was too exceptional to

be a useful model in practical terms. The im-

plementation of the s h a r ica as the official

state law is also untenable in economic and

political terms for the modern nation-state

in its global context, as revealed by the re-

cent experiences of Iran, Pakistan and the

S u d a n .

Islamic societies certainly have the right

to self-determination, but that can be real-

ized only when exercised with due regard to

the realities of their national and global con-

text, and through viable constitutional and

political institutions. In my view as a Muslim,

the realization of this right should be found-

ed on a clear and categorical acknowledge-

ment of the interdependence of Islam,

human rights and secularism. ◆

The ISIM would like to solicit your reactions to the de-

bate found on this page. We ask that you please com-

municate your response via E-mail or regular mail to

one of the addresses mentioned on the front page of

t h i s ISIM Newsletter.

N o t e s

1 . This article is a drastically abridged version of a

longer draft that can be requested from the author

by E-mail.

2 . Abdullahi A. An-Na’im (1998-1999), ‘S h a r ica a n d

Positive Legislation: Is an Islamic State Possible or

Viable?’, Yearbook of Islamic and Middle Eastern

L a w 5, pp. 29-41.
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