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Global peace proponents are striving for a stable Middle East and democratic Islamic world. This urgency to democratize the region has emerged--conventional wisdom says--in the aftermath of the notorious attacks of 2001. Nevertheless, the democracy rhetoric is not new. It has long been voiced by political pundits in both the western and Muslim worlds, but has not always been bolstered by the political pressure necessary to produce democratic state building.  

Taking exception with those intellectuals who proclaim that the Muslim world suffers from hatred of democracy and freedom, which are values promoted by the West and the United States in particular, many others believe that the real problem stems from the lack, rather than the hatred, of democracy and rule of law in the region. For in this part of the world (and perhaps not so easily discerned from the western hemisphere) peoples are challenged by systems that squelch and inhibit democratic values rather than inspire and promote them. While the peoples of Muslim countries are encouraged by the West to strive for the democratization of their societies on the one hand, on the other they remain stymied due to the lack of democratic mechanisms in the state machinery. Caught in between, demurring to their quasi-democratic regimes and the injustices they carry out, these peoples are too often dubbed opponents of democracy and freedom. 

True democratization means the tackling of a vast number of issues in the continuum of human rights and freedom. Empowering women in the public sphere of the Muslim world and ameliorating the plight of “half” of the population through democratic values would certainly hasten democratization, if the tool is wielded wisely. Conversely, overlooking the difficulties germane to Muslim women that lie along the path of democratization, or espousing methodologies that are “foreign” to these more or less Islamic societies will only stall the process.  

The undisputable evidence of infringements of women’s basic rights, i.e. the lack of civic participation by women in the Muslim world, legitimately raises the question of religion’s role. But in opposition to the preponderance of views that target Islam as the main source of women’s lack of emancipation, I find the crux of the matter to be cultural values rooted in times as ancient as the pre-Islamic period, and intertwined with various misinterpretations of Islam in our feudalistic, male-dominated societies.  

If Islamic teachings were to be interpreted without aberrations, I believe that they might be used as a means for “democratizing the minds” of peoples, acquainting them with democratic ideas and notions that would inevitably bring about the liberation of Muslim women and the expansion of the public space they occupy. Returning to original Muslim sources and exposing the truths pertinent to the civic and political participation of women in early Islamic history, such as the lives of Khadijah (may Allah be pleased with her) the beloved wife of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) and a prominent trader of her time, and Zaynab (may Allah be pleased with her), who held the esteemed position of inspector of the social and political life of the souq, would establish Islam’s clear position on the matter of women’s role. Implicating Islam itself and predicating the process on Islamic values would not only dissolve the pervasive perception in the region of a meddlesome and intrusive West, thereby decreasing public resistance, but also facilitate the creation of an environment “within” that is conducive to accepting Islam’s coexistence with democratic principles of government. 

Such an approach would also benefit all Muslim nations by helping them to rectify common misconceptions concerning the plight of women in the public sphere, a plight that is rooted not in Islam, but in the dominant social and political culture. In this way, we can engender “Islamic” and yet “democratic” societies.
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