Introduction

Yusuf Al-Qardawi (d.2022) was an al-Azhar-educated Sunni jurist who had assisted in the shaping of contemporary Islamism (Al-Qaradawi, 2009, p.224). Despite his association with the Muslim Brotherhood, his influence was far-reaching, especially in the Middle East. One such influence is his understanding of the compatibility between Islam and democracy. However, I believe, having examined his fatwa ‘Islam and Democracy’ (published in Euben and Zaman, Princeton Readings in Islamist Thought) that there are significant challenges within his understanding of democracy, more specifically relating to Shura. I will be discussing these challenges in this reaction paper.

The concept of Shura (consultation), in the political arena, refers to gathering and deliberating different opinions on a specific subject to reach a decision (Ashour, 2005, p.14). This is primarily based on two Quranic verses. The first is Q.42:38, “who (conduct) their affairs by mutual Consultation (Meccan verse) and the second is Q3.159: “consult them in affairs (of moment). Then, when thou hast Taken a decision put thy trust in Allah,” (Medinan verse) (translations by Benhenda, 2011, p. 17) the second verse being an instruction given to the Prophet. Shura and democracy are considered key elements in Islamic scholarly discussions of politics (Shavit, 2010, p. 350). 
Yusuf Al-Al-Qaradawi and shura

Al-Qaradawi (Al-Qaradawi, 2009, p.237) had an Islamist ideological political reading of the Quran, such as his understanding of the relationship between testimony and voting. He compared voting to that of a legal testimony citing Quran 65:2 and 2:282. However, a distinguishing factor in Al-Qaradawi’s approach is that of centrism or moderation (al-wasitiyya) (ibid, p.225), an approach to avoid any form of extremes. 

According to Al-Qaradawi (ibid, p.235), the concept of consultation is an essential principle of Islam. The ruler must seek consultation and the community must offer advice. This advice is then binding upon the ruler (ibid, p.244). The ruler is the representative of the people and therefore the represented reserves the right to hold him accountable (ibid, p.235). Additionally, they may dismiss him if they believe he is failing in his duties (ibid). The ruler, however, is fallible and prone to making mistakes, making it the responsibility of the Muslims to advise him accordingly (ibid, pp. 235-236). This was the practice of the Rightly Guided Caliphs (ibid, p. 236). 

Analysis 

It is important to note that some classical jurists view the ‘seeking of shura’ as recommended, contrary to contemporary scholars who consider the ‘seeking’ element to be obligatory (Ashour, 2005, p. 14). Considering the obligatory nature of seeking shura, there are two opinions regarding its application: Shura Mu’lima: The people must be consulted; however, the final decision is that of the ruler. He is not obligated to follow the advice. Shura Mulzima: The ruler is bound by the advice of the people. “Consultation and decision are not separated” (Benhenda, 2011, p.104). The majority of the jurists concluded that it was not binding and was therefore advisory (Abou El Fadl, 2004, p. 17), in other words, Shura Mu’lima. However, Ashour (2005, p. 16) has clarified that the ‘majority’ mentioned above pertains to the classical jurists, whereas many contemporary scholars have considered it to be binding. 

Al-Qaradawi (Al-Qaradawi, 2009, p. 236) cites the actions of the Righteous Caliphs as precedence for his understanding of Shura Mulzima. More so, the appointment of six individuals by Umar at the time of his death to form a Shura council to select the next Caliph (ibid, p.242). The selection of the six by Umar is fundamentally different from Al-Qaradawi’s understanding of Shura. By selecting the six, Umar had essentially excluded the wider Muslim community from the new caliph selection process. Whereas Al-Qaradawi’s (ibid, p. 238) understanding is that it is the people who should elect the leader. Hence, this would be a misreading of history.

Conversely, what seems to have been left out are the occasions where the Shura was not adhered to by the Caliphs. For example (Abou El Fadl, 2004, p.17), when Ali, reprimanded Abu Bakr, and Umar for not adhering to the Shura when electing Abu Bakr as the caliph, shortly after the Prophet's death. Also, Ali’s disapproval of Uthman, when he alleged that Uthman was discarding the rules of Shura due to his policies being “nepotistic and autocratic” (ibid). This would be an example of the early Muslim community not viewing the ‘seeking of Shura’ as an obligation, beyond the discussion of shura mulzima and mu’lima. 

Shavit (2010, p.356), points out, that although Al-Qaradawi and contemporary Islamists seek a Shura-based democracy, they either fail, avoid, or answer with ambiguity crucial questions regarding its application, structure, and practices. What shape is the body of the Shura to take and is it to be included in the body (ibid)? Regarding political pluralities, Al-Qaradawi, an advocator for plurality has remained silent and has not provided a framework for distinguishing between the welcomed and unwelcomed pluralities (ibid). Further clarification is required by contemporary Islamists for the questions posed by Shavit (ibid, pp.356-357).
The moderate Islamists view Shura as compatible with democracy, however, others reject this notion. Sayyid Qutb, for example, rejected any compatibility between the two (ibid, p. 351). Commenting on the Quranic verses above, Taha, a non-Islamist scholar (Taha & An-Naim, 1987, p. 160) believes that these verses are not about democracy. The process of Shura was a precursor to paving the way towards democracy, a political state that the Prophet was preparing the al-mu’minin for (ibid). For Taha, democracy is the original Quranic percept embedded in the Meccan verse Q.88:21-22, not shura (ibid, p.161).

Conclusion

Al-Qaradawi appears to have misread historical events when he projects his understanding onto early Islamic history. He has taken an Islamist ideological approach regarding the obligatory nature of seeking and applying the outcome of Shura. Additionally, there remains much vagueness about the application of Shura although it may be argued he intended to keep the fatwa concise. 
According to Shavit (2010, p.356), there remains much ambiguity amongst the Islamists in the application of Shura. Though Shavit has posited a few possible reasons for this ambiguity, one cannot help but think, have the Islamists done this intentionally to overlook potential challenges to the application of Shura? Al-Qaradawi’s politically influenced biases are evident in his readings and selection of the texts to fit a specific narrative as no alternative understandings are entertained.  
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