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Book Reviews 
 
 

Rached Ghannouchi and Andrew F. March, On Muslim 

Democracy: Essays and Dialogues. Oxford University Press, New 

York City, 2023. 248 pp. ISBN 9780197666876. 

 

Reviewer: Phar Kim Beng, PhD. Senior Independent Columnist of 

the Jakarta Post (since 2019) and the CEO of Strategic Plan Indo 

Pacific Arena (SPIPA) in Kuala Lumpur and London 

(strategicpipa.org). Email: pharkb7@gmail.com  

 

The compatibility of Islam and democracy is an old theme. The 

concept of Shura or, consultation, for example, is often invoked by 

many as one of the finest examples of democratic dialogue on how a 

leader could be elected after the demise of Prophet Muhammad (). 

The Messenger of Islam himself is often seen as a democrat.  After 

all, he often made decisions through deliberate consultations.  

 Then again, how could the Prophet () not have made any 

decisions in any way or form that is democratic when he led eighty 

out of a total of eighty-seven military expeditions during his role as 

the Messenger of Islam. Why then the need to explain time and again 

that Islam is compatible to democracy? Why can't it be taken as an 

article of faith for the lack of a better word?  

 One of the answers might well revolve on "freedom." While 

Rashid Ghanouchi, the leader of the En-Nahda Party in Tunisia who 

is now placed under detention, is completely devoid of any physical 

and other freedom, it is not without any sense of irony that 

"freedom," is what he is most concerned with among ten other essays 

that have been collated by Andrew F. March. 

 Placed as the first essay, Rashid Ghanouchi was adamant that 

Islam is not against freedom and, in turn, any central tenets of 

Western civilizations. Just as there is "no compulsion in Islam," the 

very essence of Islamic jurisprudence or "Shariah," cannot contain 

any items that are coercive in nature. This is all good and well. Islam 

permits vox populi to reign supreme. But it is also just as vital to 

remember that democracy is not strictly the disarticulation of the 

mailto:pharkb7@gmail.com


 

BOOK REVIEWS 

224 

interest of the majority. If anything, there must be no tyranny of the 

minority too. 

 Elsewhere, Rashid Ghanouchi recalls his meeting with 

Algerian philosopher of history Malik Ben Nabi in the 1960s. Rashid 

Ghanouchi ennobled Malik Ben Nabi as the successor to Ibn 

Khaldun, whom the West often referred to as the Father of 

Sociology; assuming that the German sociologist Max Weber is not 

given that title to begin with. 

 But in his encounter with Malik Ben Nabi, when Rachid 

Ghanouchi was merely in his early twenties, the latter explained that 

Malik Ben Nabi was quick to correct him that "Islam was not a 

civilization." If anything else, "Islam was a revelation." Rachid 

Ghanouchi has no struggle and dilemma with the statement of Malik 

Ben Nabi. Rather Rashid Ghanouchi affirmed that precisely because 

Islam is a revelation the argument that Islam and democracy can 

co-exist peacefully and harmoniously is all the more compelling. 

Why? 

 Rashid Ghanouchi used the example of a family gathered 

around Iftar during Ramadan. While all the senses of the family 

members will predispose them to break the fast—to free themselves 

from the pangs of hunger and thirst—they nevertheless can exercise 

the necessary self-restraint to manage their vicissitudes of freedom. 

Islam and democracy can co-exist, in other words, since the closer a 

person is to God, the more he or she can exercise the measured 

ability to control all the wild urges of freedom. 

 On Hamas and the Muslim Brotherhood, Rachid Ghanouchi 

has passing references to them. This was after all a book that was 

written well before the events of October 7
th
 2023. Rashid Ghanouchi 

did not take any attitude that was critical against the two. Rather 

Rashid Ghanouchi argued that Islamic political movements, being 

what they are, as long as they understand the concept of freedom, can 

find their correct expression and organizational rationality. Instead of 

trying to overthrow the tyrants and what not, they can eke out a 

political space to allow the regal authorities, Sheikhs and what not to 

co-exist.  

 In the light of the war of dogs that had been unleashed 

against Hamas by Israeli Defense Forces (IDF), with a battered eye 
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and a nodding approval from the West, it is anyone's wonder if 

Rashid Ghanouchi may still hold such a benevolent view? 

 In all, this is a book that is worth a careful reading, if not 

entirely deserving of a serious and systemic rumination. That being 

said, the threat facing political Islam is not just internal but 

geopolitically too. The existential issue facing political Islam has 

been outstripped by events of October 7
th
 2023. 

 The rise of Russia and China or the alliance that they have 

stitched together in the Treaty of Unlimited Cooperation on February 

3
rd

 2022, has become a key axis against the West not merely the axis 

of resistance formed by Hamas, Hizbullah and Houthis in the current 

war in the Middle East and Iran. 

 

_____________________________ 

 

 

Ziauddin Sardar, ed. Emerging Epistemologies: The Changing 

Fabric of Knowledge in Postnormal Times. London. IIIT and The 

Centre for Postnormal Policy and Future Studies, London, 2022. 

184 pp. ISBN: 978-1-64205-659-4 (hardback); 978-1-56564-602-5 

(paperback); 978-1-56564-012-2 (ebook).  

 
Reviewer: Osman Bakar, Emeritus Professor, Al-Ghazali Chair of 

Epistemology and Civilisational Studies and Renewal at ISTAC- 

IIUM, Kuala Lumpur. Email: osmanbakar@iium.edu.my and 

obbakar@yahoo.com.   

 

Ziauddin Sardar’s recently edited book is a collection of articles by 

several authors on the interesting theme of emerging epistemologies 

brought about by what he terms “the changing fabric of knowledge in 

postnormal times.” It is this theme that gave the book its catchy title. 

The book comprises six chapters. The first three chapters were 

respectively authored by Ziauddin Sardar, Christopher Jones, and 

Liam Mayo. Colin Tudge and Shamim Miah authored the last two 

chapters. Mayo and Miah co-authored the fourth chapter.  

Preceding the chapters is a lengthy introduction by Sardar its 

editor, which he titled “Beyond the Epistemologies of Conquest and 

Desire.” And succeeding the chapters is a likewise lengthy Afterword 
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