
CAN ISLAM AND DEMOCRACY COEXIST? A
CROSS-NATIONAL ANALYSIS OF ISLAMIC

INSTITUTIONS IN THE MUSLIM WORLD

Item Type text; Electronic Dissertation

Authors Achilov, Dilshod

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 20:25:50

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/193975

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/193975


 
 

1 
 

 

 

CAN ISLAM AND DEMOCRACY COEXIST? A CROSS-NATIONAL ANALYSIS 
OF ISLAMIC INSTITUTIONS IN THE MUSLIM WORLD 

 

by 

Dilshod Achilov 

 

___________________ 
Copyright © Dilshod Achilov 2010 

 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 

SCHOOL OF GOVERNMENT AND PUBLIC POLICY 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
For the Degree of 

 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 
WITH A MAJOR IN POLITICAL SCIENCE 

 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

 

 

2010 



 
 

2 
 

 
THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA  

GRADUATE COLLEGE 
 

As members of the Dissertation Committee, we certify that we have read the dissertation  

Prepared by: Dilshod Achilov 

Entitled: Can Islam and Democracy Coexist? A Cross-National Analysis of Islamic 
Institutions in the Muslim World. 

And recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement for the 

Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

______________________________________________________ Date: 05/17/10 
Paulette Kurzer 
 

______________________________________________________ Date: 05/17/10  
Charles Ragin 
 

______________________________________________________ Date: 05/17/10  
Leila Hudson 
 

Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the candidate’s 
submission of the final copies of the dissertation to the Graduate College. 

I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my direction and 
recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement. 

_______________________________________________________ Date: 05/17/10 
Dissertation Director: Paulette Kurzer 

  



 
 

3 
 

 

 

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

 

          This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements for an 
advanced degree at the University of Arizona and is deposited in the University Library 
to be made available to borrowers under rules of the Library. 

         Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special permission, 
provided that accurate acknowledgment of source is made. Requests for permission for 
extended quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or in part may be 
granted by the copyright holder. 

 

SIGNED: Dilshod Achilov 

 

 



 
 

4 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

 I am highly indebted to my family, my advisor and friends who helped me all the 
way through the completion of my dissertation.  

  Most importantly, I am indebted to Dr. Paulette Kurzer who guided my 
dissertation project. As an academic advisor and a mentor at the same time, Dr. Paulette 
Kurzer not only supervised my dissertation project but also consistently and 
systematically provided critical feedbacks so that I could stay focused and on target. 
From the beginning, she kept me on track to accomplish my writing goals. Her refreshing 
ideas along with her critical evaluation of my arguments have proven invaluable in 
refining my thesis. In short, the amount of encouragement, support and motivation I 
received from her has been enormous. I cannot thank her enough for all her genuine 
efforts to help me overcome all hurdles.  

I also extend my deepest gratitude to my dissertation committee members, Dr. 
Leila Hudson, Dr. Charles Ragin, and Dr. Ahmet Kuru who have been instrumental in 
improving the clarity, focus and the analysis of my dissertation. Their doors were always 
open to my inquiries.  Their time and dedication are highly appreciated.  

Finally, my wife – Shakhnoza! From my very first day in graduate school, 
Shakhnoza has sacrificed a lot so that I could continue on my track to finish my degree. 
She provided a wholehearted support so that I could focus on my research. She 
graciously embraced the unequal burden of maintaining the household when I was gone 
for months doing a field research in Middle East and Central Asia. I cannot imagine 
finishing my work without her endless and tireless encouragement. At times, she inspired 
me with her analytical as well as critical assessments of my work which contributed 
significantly to my dissertation and for which I am very grateful. Last but not the least, I 
am thankful to my much-loved children, Feyza and Sayid.   

All will be remembered and honored for the rest my life! With love and best 
wishes! 



 
 

5 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

  
LIST OF FIGURES ............................................................................................................ 7 
 

LIST OF TABLES.............................................................................................................. 9 
 

ABSTRACT...................................................................................................................... 11 
 

Chapter 1 INTRODUCTION............................................................................................ 13	  
Why should we care? .................................................................................................... 15	  
Why do Islamic institutions matter? ............................................................................. 18	  
Project map ................................................................................................................... 22 

 

Chapter 2 THEORETICAL LINKAGES ......................................................................... 24	  
Islam and Democracy ................................................................................................... 25	  

The Incompatibility Thesis ....................................................................................... 26	  
The Compatibility Thesis.......................................................................................... 30	  

Empirical Studies on Islam and Democracy................................................................. 36	  
A Scholarly Consensus: Stagnation of Democracy in the Muslim World.................... 38	  
A “Vicious Circles” Paradigm...................................................................................... 39	  
Role and Impact of Institutions..................................................................................... 42	  

Islamic Political Institutions (IPI)............................................................................. 45	  
Islamic Financial Institutions (IFI) ........................................................................... 46	  
Islamic Educational Institutions (IEI)....................................................................... 47 

 

Chapter 3 RESEARCH DESIGN: CONCEPTS, MEASURES AND METHODS ......... 52	  
Goertzian Model of Concept Building.......................................................................... 52	  
Conceptualizing Islamic Institutions............................................................................. 55	  
Data and Measures........................................................................................................ 62	  
Islamic Educational Institutions (IEI)........................................................................... 66	  
Islamic Financial Institutions (IFI) ............................................................................... 68	  
Islamic Political Institutions (IPI)................................................................................. 69	  
Mode of Analysis.......................................................................................................... 74	  

The Merits of Using FS-QCA................................................................................... 75 
 

Chapter 4 EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS................................................................................ 77	  
Centrality of Institutional Approach ............................................................................. 78	  
The State of Islamic Institutions in the Muslim World................................................. 84	  

Islamic Political Institutions (IPI)............................................................................. 84	  
Islamic Educational Institutions (IEI)....................................................................... 90	  
Islamic Financial Institutions (IFI) ........................................................................... 95 

 



 
 

6 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS - Continued  

 

Connecting the Dots: Islamic Institutionalization Index .............................................. 99	  
Empirical Analysis of Democracy and Islam ............................................................. 107	  
Fuzzy-Set Qualitative Comparative Analysis............................................................. 110 

 

Chapter 5 KAZAKHSTAN: EMERGING ISLAMIC INSTITUTIONS AND 
PROSPECTS FOR DEMOCRACY ............................................................................... 117	  

Kazakhstan Today....................................................................................................... 118	  
Islam in Kazakhstan.................................................................................................... 120	  
Post-Soviet Islamic Revival........................................................................................ 122	  
Institutions and the “Vicious Circle of Fear”.............................................................. 127	  
Islamic Educational Institutions (IEI)......................................................................... 129	  
Islamic Financial Institutions (IFI) ............................................................................. 137	  
Islamic Political Institutions (IPI)............................................................................... 139	  
Recent “Democratic” Developments in Kazakhstan .................................................. 148	  
Connecting the Dots: Vicious Circle of Fear.............................................................. 151	  
Discussion ................................................................................................................... 153 

 

Chapter 6 TURKEY: COULD IT BE A MODEL STATE?........................................... 158	  
Democracy in Turkey ................................................................................................. 162	  
Islam and Politics........................................................................................................ 165	  

A Single Party Rule Period – Active Secularization (1924-1950) ......................... 165	  
Multi Party Period - A Shift to Democracy (post 1950)......................................... 168	  

Resetting the Clock on Democratization: Military Interventions ............................... 170	  
Islamic Revival in Turkish Society............................................................................. 172	  
Islamic Political Institutions (IPI)............................................................................... 175	  
Defining AKP: Islamic, Conservative or Secular? ..................................................... 177	  
A Historic Shift: AKP and a New Chapter in Turkish Politics................................... 181	  
Democratic Reforms by AKP Government 2001-2009.............................................. 183	  
Trial of the Century: Ergenekon ................................................................................. 185	  
Long Way Ahead ........................................................................................................ 187	  
Public Reaction ........................................................................................................... 188	  
Islamic Educational Institutions (IEI)......................................................................... 190	  
Islamic Financial Institutions (IFI) ............................................................................. 199	  
Pro-Isamic AKP Government and Democratic Change (1996-2008) ........................ 205	  
Connecting the Dots: Conclusion ............................................................................... 212 

 

Chapter 7 CONCLUSION .............................................................................................. 217	  
 
REFERENCES…………………………………………………………………..……. 225 



 
 

7 
 

LIST OF FIGURES 
 

Figure 1.1: Attitudes toward democracy in the Muslim world......................................... 16	  

Figure 1.2: Attitudes toward the role of religion. ............................................................. 17	  

Figure 1.3: Composition of Islamic Institutions ............................................................... 21	  

Figure 2.1: Freedom of the Muslim World, 2008............................................................. 30	  

Figure 2.2: Theoretical Framework of Vicious Circle of Fear ......................................... 41	  

Figure 3.1: Three sub-categories of Islamic institutions with corresponding examples... 56	  

Figure 3.2: Conceptualization of Islamic Educational Institutions................................... 58	  

Figure 3.3: Conceptualization of Islamic Political Institutions ........................................ 60	  

Figure 3.4: Conceptualization of Islamic Financial Institutions....................................... 61	  

Figure 3.5: Composition of Islamic Institutionalization Index......................................... 66	  

Figure 3.6: Cross-National Variation of Islamic Institutionalization Index in the Muslim 
World (N=49) ................................................................................................................... 72	  

Figure 3.7: Histogram of Islamic Institutionalization Index............................................. 73	  

Figure 4.1: Institutionalization Process............................................................................. 80	  

Figure 4.2: Change in Freedom Indicators in Fifty Muslim States From 1996-2006..... 108	  

Figure 4.3: Scatterplot of Islamic Institutionalization Index and Democracy ................ 110	  

Figure 5.1: Number of Mosques in Kazakhstan from 1975 to 2005 .............................. 124	  

Figure 5.2: Growth of Religious Denomination in Kazakhstan from 1989 to 1998....... 125	  

Figure 5.3: Faith by Ethnic Distribution in Kazakhstan, 2000 ....................................... 126	  

Figure 5.4: Index of Islamic Educational Institutions..................................................... 135	  

Figure 5.5: Survey Results from Elite Interviews of Leading Politicians of Kazakhstan.
......................................................................................................................................... 141	  

Figure 5.6: Elite interview results (2008) ....................................................................... 147	  



 
 

8 
 

LIST OF FIGURES - Continued  
 

Figure 5.7: Elite interview results (2008) ....................................................................... 147	  

Figure 5.8: Democracy Level in Kazakhstan (1991-2008)............................................. 149	  

Figure 5.9: Vicious Circle of Fear for Islamic Political Participation in Kazakhstan .... 152	  

Figure 6.1: Timeline of civil liberties and political rights in Turkey, 1973-2008. ......... 163	  

Figure 6.2: Average freedom indicators for periods before and after AKP came to power
......................................................................................................................................... 164	  

Figure 6.3: Attitudes toward People with Religious Beliefs in Turkey.......................... 174	  

Figure 6.4: Distribution of Islamic Political Institutions ................................................ 182	  

Figure 6.5: Survey Results of Attitudes toward Turkish Parties and Government......... 189	  

Figure 6.6: Scatterplot of OSIHE and OGHE, 2008....................................................... 197	  

Figure 6.7: Distribution of Islamic Educational Institutions .......................................... 198	  

Figure 6.8: Three Major Banking Types in Turkey........................................................ 199	  

Figure 6.9: Graphical Illustration of Islamic Bank Asset Growth in Turkey (1995-2006)
......................................................................................................................................... 201	  

Figure 6.10: Comparative Growth of Islamic Banking Sector within Turkey ............... 203	  

Figure 6.11: Distribution of Islamic Financial Institutionalization ................................ 204	  

Figure 6.12: Governmental Voice and Accountability in Turkey, 1996-2008 ............... 209	  

Figure 6.13: Mean Comparison of Voice and Accountability with respect to AKP ...... 209	  

Figure 6.14: Government Effectiveness in Turkey, 1996-2008 ..................................... 210	  

Figure 6.15: Mean Comparison of Government Effectiveness with respect to AKP..... 211	  

Figure 6.16: “Virtuous Circle of Engagement” in Turkey.............................................. 214	  

 



 
 

9 
 

LIST OF TABLES 

 
Table 3.1: Summary Statistics of Freedomhouse Democracy Score in 49 Islamic-majority 
States ................................................................................................................................. 64	  

Table 3.2: Variation of Degree in Islamic Institutionalization Index ............................... 70	  

Table 3.3: Categorical Levels of Islamic Institutionalization Index................................. 71	  

Table 3.4: Summary Statistics of Islamic Institutions ...................................................... 74	  

Table 4.1: Quantitative Measures of Islam....................................................................... 82	  

Table 4.2: Islamic Parties in Muslim-Majority States ...................................................... 85	  

Table 4.3: Country Membership in Levels of Islamic Political Parties............................ 87	  

Table 4.4: The Levels of Islamic Educational Institutions ............................................... 91	  

Table 4.5: Country Membership in Levels of Islamic Educational Institutions ............... 92	  

Table 4.6: Opportunity to Study Islam at Higher Education (OSIHE) In Muslim World 93	  

Table 4.7: The Levels of Islamic Financial Institutions ................................................... 96	  

Table 4.8: Country Membership in Levels of Islamic Financial Institutions ................... 97	  

Table 4.9: Descriptive Statistics of Key Variables ........................................................... 99	  

Table 4.10: Categorical Label for Islamic Institutions and Democracy ......................... 100	  

Table 4.11: The Levels of Islamic Institutionalization Index (III) ................................. 102	  

Table 4.12: Country Membership in Levels of Islamic Institutionalization................... 103	  

Table 4.13: Relationship between Islamic Institutions and Democracy Levels ............. 108	  

Table 4.14: Truth Table for Islamic Institutions (N=49,K=4)........................................ 112	  

Table 4.15: Model 1 - Fuzzy-Set Analysis Results (N=49)............................................ 113	  

Table 5.1: Islamic Educational Institutions in Kazakhstan............................................. 132	  

Table 5.2: Elite-Interview Institutions, Titles and Regions ............................................ 144 



 
 

10 
 

LIST OF TABLES - Continued 

 

Table 5.3: Elite interview results - Kazakhstan, 2008 .................................................... 145	  

Table 6.1: Successful Coup D’états in Turkey ............................................................... 170	  

Table 6.2: Pro-Islamic Political Parties in Turkey (1924 - present) ............................... 176	  

Table 6.3: Imam-Hatip Graduate Placement Statistics from 1980-1989........................ 192	  

Table 6.4: Number of universities from Muslim countries among world’s top 500 
universities ...................................................................................................................... 195	  

Table 6.5: Islamic Bank Asset Growth in Turkey (1995-2006) ..................................... 200	  

Table 6.6: Major Islamic Banking Institutions in Turkey............................................... 202	  



 
 

11 
 

ABSTRACT  

 

 This dissertation investigates the extent to which between Islam and democracy 

are compatible in the Muslim world. While some scholars have argued that Islam is 

inherently incompatible with democracy many have found, in contrast, that Islam has 

many resources to accommodate a successful democratic state. If Islam is compatible 

with democratic governance at a doctrinal level, why then are the majority of Muslim 

countries largely authoritarian? To address this question, I introduce a refinement on this 

discrepancy by focusing on the coexistence of emerging Islamic institutions with 

democratic transitions in 49 Muslim-majority states. Traditionally, Islam has been 

operationalized as a “dichotomous” variable based on demographics or an “attitudinal” 

measure based on survey responses. Both measures have failed to account for an inherent 

variation of Islam’s role across the Muslim world. I developed a new index to assess the 

variation in Islam factor across Muslim countries: Islamic Institutionalization Index (III). 

This new index avoids the shortcomings of the current approaches to quantifying “Islam” 

and captures the range of variation in Islamic Institutions across 49 countries by allowing 

scholars to gauge the density and level of Islam in each country. With the index I 

designed, I rely on three different levels of analysis to examine under which 

circumstances Islam and democracy can coexist. More precisely, by looking into three 

categories of Islamic institutions (educational, political, and financial), I raise the 

following question: “To what extent and in what levels do Islamic Institutions support the 

coexistence between Islam and Democracy?”   
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 Analyzing 49 Muslim-majority states, I utilize mixed methodology by using 

Configurational Fuzzy-Set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (FS/QCA) and focused case 

study analysis.  FS-QCA offers an innovative and robust approach to identify 

configurationally complex factors while discerning the emerging patterns displayed by 

medium size (N=49) cases. To further explain the complex interplay of conditions, I 

focus on two case studies in greater detail: Kazakhstan and Turkey.  I find a strong 

empirical association between the density and scope of Islamic political, educational and 

financial institutions and the existence of democratic norms (civil and political liberties 

and democratic institutions). Findings further suggest that Islamic institutions can coexist 

with civil and political liberties when governments allow Islamic institutionalization to 

function in society with no stern political restrictions. Among the three categories of III, 

Islamic states with higher levels of Islamic political institutions manifest particularly 

higher levels of democracy. Conversely, states that ban the emergence of a range of 

Islamic institutions in politics, education, and interest-free banking exhibit low levels of 

freedom and stunted democratic institutions.  
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CHAPTER 1                                                                                                       
INTRODUCTION 

 

Can Islam and democracy coexist? Are they compatible? What explains the near-

absence or slow development of competitive political institutions in the Muslim world? 

These are critical questions that continue to dominate today’s socio-political agenda and 

the study of Islam and politics. The most prominent question, however, has been the 

compatibility of Islam with democracy from both doctrinal and empirical perspectives. 

Some have argued that Islam is inherently incompatible with democracy judging from the 

initial glance at the freedom map which displays the majority of Muslim states as not free 

(Huntington 1993; Lewis 1993). Nonetheless, numerous scholars have found that Islam 

has many resources to accommodate a successful democratic state (Esposito 1983, 

1996b; Esposito 2002b; Wright 1996; Khan 2006; Fuller 2003; Norris 2003; Esposito 

1998; Hafner 2000; Midlarsky 1998; Hoffman 2004). If Islam is compatible with 

democratic governance at doctrinal level, then why are the majority of Muslim countries 

largely authoritarian? What explains the stagnation of democratic reforms in the Islamic 

world? By drawing attention to these questions, I introduce a refinement on this thesis of 

“compatibility debate” by focusing on the “coexistence” patterns between Islam and 

democracy in the context of 49 Muslim-majority states. 

What is certain is that Islam continues to play a central role in shaping the socio-

political landscape of Muslim politics.  In this regard, the majority of existing scholarship 

has largely focused on normative and empirical discussions of whether Islam is 
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compatible with democracy. Nevertheless, very few have investigated the substantive 

role of Islam in Muslim politics in the context of how Islam interacts with 

democratization process. Or more generally, can Islam coexist with democracy to begin 

with? A serious debate of “coexistence” is greatly obstructed by the limited scholarship 

available. By addressing this gap and thereby drawing from primarily institutional, 

democratic and social movement theories, I frame my arguments within the structural 

explanations of political processes in which I raise the following research question: “To 

what extent and in what levels do Islamic Institutions support the coexistence between 

Islam and democracy?”   

I operationalize Islam via three categories of Islamic institutions: political, 

educational and financial institutions. There are virtually no systematic studies about 

Islamic institutions.  The logic of using institutions is nested in the notion that if Islam is 

to shape contemporary Muslim politics, then the voice and manifestation of Islam will be 

in the form of organized structures that can successfully mobilize its mission and  can 

transform interests and ideals into actions in order to reach its specific goals.  In this 

context, I argue that the role of Islamic institutions will be more prominent which will 

represent Islam more realistically in Muslim politics. 

The dissertation aims to accomplish two objectives: (1) to develop a new 

quantitative measure of Islam to account for inherent variance in the Islamic factor cross-

nationally and (2) to evaluate the extent that Islamic institutions help explain 

compatibility and coexistence between Islam and democracy. 
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Analyzing 49 Muslim-majority states, I utilize mixed methodology by using 

descriptive statistics, Configurational Fuzzy-Set Qualitative Comparative Analysis 

(FS/QCA) and focused case study analysis. FS-QCA offers an innovative and robust 

approach to identify configurationally complex solutions while discerning the emerging 

patterns displayed by forty-nine (N=49) cases. To further explain the complex 

relationship between Islam and democracy, I focus on two case studies in greater detail: 

Kazakhstan and Turkey.  I find a strong empirical association between the density and 

scope of Islamic political, educational and financial institutions and the existence of 

democratic principles as measured by an index of civil liberties and political rights 

(Freedomhouse). Findings further suggest that Islamic institutions can coexist with civil 

and political liberties when governments allow Islamic institutionalization to function in 

society with no stern political restrictions. Considering the three categories of III, Islamic 

states with higher levels of Islamic political institutions manifest much higher levels of 

democracy. In contrast, states that ban the emergence of a range of Islamic institutions in 

politics, education, and interest-free banking exhibit low levels of freedom and stunted 

democratic institutions.  

Why should we care?  

  “Muslims want neither a theocracy nor a secular democracy and would opt for a 

third model in which religious principles and democratic values coexist,” according to the 

most recent and the most comprehensive survey (a large representative sample for 1.3 

billion Muslims) of its kind conducted by Esposito and Mogahed (2008, 63).  Armed with 

the largest survey evidence ever attempted on Muslim attitudes, Esposito and Mogahed 
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find two striking patterns: (1) Muslims want more freedom and political accountability; 

(2) religion matters in social as well as in political life. A graphical illustration of survey 

data collected from 20 Muslim majority countries, derived from World Values Survey 

(WVS) database, also confirms this picture. A large majority of Muslims appear to favor 

“democratic governance” (Figure 1.1) as a political system while at the same time many 

want more religious people to hold public offices (see Figure 1.2). This is arguably due to 

the fact that Islam is the major source of identity of Muslims. Given the rapidly unfolding 

revival of Islam across the Islamic world, ordinary Muslims want to see an increased role 

of religion in politics (Esposito and Mogahed 2008). 

 

Figure 1.1: Attitudes toward democracy in the Muslim world. 
                 Source: World Values Survey, collected from 1990-2004 (N=18,845) 
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Figure 1.2: Attitudes toward the role of religion.  
 Source: World Values Survey, collected from 1990-2004 (N=18,845) 
 
 This dissertation is directly relevant to concerns of contemporary social science 

research.  Democracy is one of the greatest challenges currently faced by Islamic world. 

Even though only a few Muslim countries have made significant progress towards 

democratization, the idea of democracy is taking strong hold in Muslim societies (Norris 

2003; Yavuz and Esposito 2003). Nevertheless, restrictions of civil liberties and 

institutional freedoms continue to characterize most Islamic countries.  A scholarly 

consensus exists that Islam is not going to go away but will continue to play a central role 

in shaping the future social, political, and economic lives of predominantly Muslim 

countries (Feldman 2008; Fuller 2003) 
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 Recent studies on Islam and democracy suggest that if stable democracies are to 

emerge in the Muslim world, they will be fundamentally different from those in the west 

(Esposito 2002b; Hafner 2000; Khan 2006). Khan (2006) calls them as “Islamic 

Democracies.” Questions remain, however, about what the processes will be like, and 

what mechanisms will facilitate, if at all, these democratic reforms moving forward, as 

well as whether they will be successful. This project offers compelling insights into the 

prospects of democratization in the Muslim societies.  We know that there are many 

active institutions -- public and private -- in place with deep religious (Islamic) roots. But 

what we do not know is how they interact with the democratization process within the 

framework of coexistential norms. 

Why do Islamic institutions matter? 

 We know that there is no single-sized or a generic model of democracy that can 

be successfully applied to any country. New democracies must be institutionalized, 

consolidated, and become legitimate (Lipset 1994). However, for a stable democracy to 

emerge, it must be anchored in democratic institutions that promote civil liberties, human 

rights, the rule of law, tolerance, and justice. While there is a substantial (country-

specific) variation of these institutions, evidence suggests that indigenous institutions that 

are based on societal, religious and cultural experiences are more likely to be effective, 

stable and durable. We know that the likelihood of planting a saguaro cactus in Alaska 

and expecting it grow is not a realistic expectation. By the same token, instituting western 

institutions (that work in the west stimulating democratic principles) in the Middle East 

or in the other parts of the Islamic world may not be successful, as it has, in fact, not 
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been. For example, what works in Finland may not flourish in Saudi Arabia; what works 

in the U.S. may not prosper in Egypt. Even though the core democratic values of 

institutions should remain unchanged (e.g., human rights, civil liberties), the structural 

variation of institutional design should address the variation of indigenous cultural-

societal factors (distinctions). In this respect, per the “Possibility Principle” thesis by 

Mahoney and Goerz (2004), the real possible return of copying and pasting western 

institutions in the Muslim world, without giving a consideration to cultural-societal 

norms, and expecting the same results as they do in the west is very low.  

Methodologically, the existing empirical scholarships have mainly 

operationalized Islam in two ways: (1) the percentage in Muslim population -- a 

dichotomous variable; (2) attitudinal measurements based on individual opinion -- a 

categorical response variable (e.g., Likert scale). The majority of studies have 

dichotomized Islam (a dummy variable: Islamic vis-à-vis non-Islamic) based on the 

demographic profile of the country.1 I argue that a dichotomous variable assigned to each 

country (based on percent population) is misleading, inaccurate and ineffective to gauge 

the substantive role of Islam. The level of Islam in practice vastly varies from society to 

society, influenced by a wide-range of overlapping conditions, such as culture, political 

system, historical background, and geopolitical (regional) variation. For instance, even 

though Turkey and Somalia have more than 95% of Muslim population, Islam in practice 

in Turkey is unquestionably different from that in Somalia. Likewise, Islam in practice in 

Malaysia is substantially different than in Kyrgyzstan.  Thus, coding both countries as 

                                                
1 If a given country has a 50% Muslim population or more, then it scores “1”, otherwise gets coded as “0.” 
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“1” to equally represent Islamic factor (based on demographics) would largely disguise 

significant variance of Islam in practice.   

On the other hand, while the attitudinal analyses have provided essential 

insightful explanations, the survey data is not available for many Muslim countries. 

Moreover, the attitudinal analysis is limited to indirectly measuring Islam on the basis of 

personal religiosity levels. While this method has many merits, individual responses 

largely represent normative views (e.g., ideas, beliefs) providing limited substantive 

manifestation of Islam in society. In brief, survey data is constrained with following 

conditions, but not limited to the following: data unavailability in all Muslim countries, 

contextual variation of concept meanings2 (e.g., democracy) used in surveys, limitations 

to account for regional variations within a country, fear of governmental persecution 

issues, sample size and ethnic diversity dilemmas.   

From a methodological perspective, this dissertation attempts to fill this gap by 

constructing a new quantitative measure that can capture the variation of Islamic factor 

across Muslim countries and thereby be used in cross-national empirical analyses. I argue 

that Islam’s prime voice in the political arena will be in the form of institutional 

arrangements which will speak for Islam by channeling the interests and preferences of 

mainstream Muslims. I call this new measure: Islamic Institutionalization Index (III). I 

argue that Islamic Institutionalization Index (III) is a better and more accurate measure to 

                                                
2 For instance, “democracy” can be understood as an “evil westernization” in some Middle Eastern states 
while it can be implicitly associated with “higher living standards” in Central Asia. Context matters  for  
survey concepts.  
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assess the substantive role of Islam in politics. A structural composition of III is reflected 

in Figure 1.3.  

 

Figure 1.3: Composition of Islamic Institutions 

 

The scope of my analysis is limited to forty-nine (N=49) Islamic-majority 

countries.3 I investigate the patterns of coexistence, not the causal relationship between 

Islam and democracy. Democracy is measured by a quantitative index of civil liberties 

and political rights from Freedomhouse database. The numerical measure of democracy 

ranges from 2-14. It is the sum of two sub-measures: Political Rights score (1-7); and 

Civil Liberties score (1-7).  A total numerical range of 2 through 14 is obtained when 

                                                
3 Countries with more than %50 Muslims serve as a baseline criterion for my case selection. 
Appendix A provides the full list of Muslim countries.  
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these two sub-measure are aggregated. For FS/QCA analysis, this quantitative measure is 

calibrated into a fine-grained fuzzy set (ranging from 0-1).  

A new measure of the Islamic institutionalization (III) is used to operationalize 

Islam. It is an index of Islamic Institutions derived from three sub-measures of 

educational, political and financial institutions. The range of the III is 0-12 which is 

constructed from three sub-categories which range from 0-4 each. The following three 

types of institutions contribute to the newly developed III: 

• Islamic Educational Institutions (IEI) 
• Islamic Political Institutions (IPI) 
• Islamic Financial Institutions (IFI) 

 

In the light of the empirical analyses, I will inspect the patterns of Islamic 

institutions in general and their association with democracy. The dissertation will utilize a 

mixed methodology. It embarks on a generalized empirical analysis of forty nine (49) 

Muslim majority states by using descriptive statistical mean comparisons and Fuzzy-Set 

Qualitative Analysis (FS/QCA). Next, two focused in-depth case studies (Kazakhstan, 

and Turkey) elucidate more complex interaction patterns not fully captured in an 

aggregate comparison. The two case studies examine how Islam (via its institutions) 

interacts with democratization in the context of shaping free, vibrant civil liberties and 

political rights in the Muslim world.   

Project map 

	   In	  the	  next	  seven	  chapters,	   I	  will	  explore	  these	  issues	  at	  greater	   length.	  The 

next chapter introduces the broad conceptual framework, which guides this research 
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project and situates my findings in the larger debate on democracy and Islam in the 

current social science literature. The third chapter establishes the research design with 

respect to data and methods. The fourth chapter provides an aggregate empirical survey, 

which analyzes the patterns of Islamic Institutions and their association with democratic 

transitions in forty-nine Islamic countries. The second part of the dissertation takes a 

closer look at two case studies.	  Chapters five, six, and seven examine how Islam and 

democratic procedures and institutions interact in two non-Arab Islamic countries: 

Kazakhstan and Turkey. The final chapter will conclude by summarizing the findings, 

underlying implications, and future research.  
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CHAPTER 2                                                                                                      
THEORETICAL LINKAGES 

 
 

Cultural and religious orientations have always been important factors explaining 

the variation in democratic transitions (Huntington 1993). Within the last decade, there 

has been a sharp increase in the scholarly literature focusing on political Islam (Islam’s 

increased role in politics). Numerous studies have extensively used the concepts of 

“Political Islam” or “Islamism”4 in assessing the role of moderate or mainstream Islam in 

both the domestic and international political arenas.5 Both of these concepts are usually 

used interchangeably. Graham Fuller (2003) defines political Islam as “a body of faith 

[that] has something important to say about how politics and society should be ordered in 

the contemporary Muslim world and implemented in some fashion.”6 Islamism, on the 

other hand, is often defined as a form of instrumentalization of Islam by individuals, 

groups and organizations that pursue political objectives (Denoeux 2002). Although both 

sound similar, they vary by degree and scope. Political Islam speaks to the political 

aspect of Islam while Islamism refers to a broader (general) scope including political, 

economic, social and cultural aspects of Muslim society. However, at most general level, 

“Islam” itself refers to a comprehensive set of beliefs, values and orientations which 

speak to all -- political, economic, and social -- aspects of human life. Thus, “Islam,” 

“Islamism” and “Political Islam” vary by level, degree and scope. In this study, I will use 

                                                
4 Also the term “Islamist(s)” used to refer to individuals who are engaged in Islamism or political Islam . 
5 See, for example, Denoeux (2002) for comprehensive account on recent usage of “Political Islam” and 
other related concepts used to assess Islamic factor.  
6  Graham Fuller. 2003.  The Future of Political Islam, New York: Palgrave, p. xi. 
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“Islam,” “Islamism” and “Political Islam” to refer to a different scopes of influence of 

Islam. 

Almost every continent with a Muslim-majority state has been experiencing a 

surge of various Islamic movements which have challenged the incumbent (mostly 

authoritarian or dictatorship) governments. This global surge of political Islam has given 

a rise to a number of questions: the most prominent among them is whether Islam is 

compatible with democracy? If yes, how and in what conditions? 

 

Islam and Democracy 
 

In recent studies of political Islam, no other theme has received as much scholarly 

attention as the issue of compatibility between Islam and democracy. In this regard, it is 

important to distinguish two different streams of scholarships. The first focuses on 

normative (e.g., doctrinal and juridical) theories which explore the relationship between 

Islam’s dogmatic teachings and liberal democratic norms. The other relates to empirical 

studies which investigates the effects and tests hypotheses of this dyadic relationship. In 

this chapter, by engaging both existing doctrinal and empirical linkages between Islam 

and democracy, I will survey the major theories on religion and democratization. In doing 

so, I will frame my core theoretical arguments -- on why Islamic institutions are 

important and how they matter -- within structural and institutional explanations by 

drawing from social and historical institutionalism.  
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There are two leading poles of theorizing on compatibility of Islam with modern 

democratic principles: I categorize them as the critics and the advocates of compatibility.  

On one hand, the critics have asserted that democracy and Islam are to some extent 

incompatible. On the other hand, in sharp contrast to critics, many scholars have rejected 

the notion that Islam is an obstacle to a democratic system arguing that Islam has 

numerous norms to accommodate a fully accountable and free political system. In this 

section, I will analyze theoretical linkages between Islam and democracy in greater detail. 

In doing so, I will appraise these two largely contrasting views (of the critics as well as 

the advocates) in service for the research questions raised in present study.  

The Incompatibility Thesis 
 

The question of whether or not Islam is compatible with modern democracy has 

become a leading question. In recent social science literature, there have been a number 

of studies arguing about the existence of an inherent contradiction between Islam and 

democratic political systems (Huntington 1993; Lewis 1990; Choueiri 1996; Pipes 2002).  

Bernard Lewis has argued that fusion between state and religion in the Islamic 

world, in a sense of a modern secular government, would be hard to imagine. In his 

terms, it is impossible to envision the evolution of political democracy in Islam as it 

evolved in the West (Lewis 1990, 1993).  In his book,7 Lewis (2002) posits that the 

current issues of Muslim societies in advocating liberal reforms are largely due to some 

historical discourses which have happened within the last 300 years. He starts out 

                                                
7 Lewis, Bernard. 2002. What Went Wrong?: The Clash Between Islam and Modernity in the Middle East. 
New York: Oxford University Press. 



 
 

27 
 

acknowledging that the Islamic world once was at the forefront of human achievement -- 

being the world’s strongest political, military and economic power, greatly contributing 

to human civilization, particularly in the sciences, arts and social studies. However, the 

course of history began to change, and as European nations began to make significant 

progress in science and technology, the Muslim world slowly rolled into an age of 

(political, economic and intellectual) stagnation. Consequently, Lewis argues, that the 

West has developed and advanced politically to the extent where the Muslim world is 

unlikely to catch up within any reasonable time period. Furthermore, calling Muslim 

societies as “a polity ruled by God” where “the law was God’s law,” Lewis emphasizes 

that Islamic teachings are not suitable for building genuine democratic regimes, at least in 

a western liberal democratic sense.  He further asserts that Islam can only accommodate a 

“theocratic state,” not a liberal democracy (Lewis 1993, 96).  

The paradigm of “clash of civilizations” is another leading argument of 

incompatibility thesis. Along with Bernard Lewis, Samuel Huntington warns against the 

dangers of “clash” between major human civilizations to occur (Huntington 1993; 

Huntington 1996).  According to him, Islam -- among other world religions -- constitutes 

“a threat” to the basic values of the West. As he puts it, “Civilization identity will be 

increasingly important in the future, and the world will be shaped in large measure by the 

interactions among seven or eight major civilizations.” By singling out one religion -- 

Islam -- as the major “basis for future conflict with the West” (23), Huntington makes it 

very clear that “the underlying problem for the West is not Islamic fundamentalism” but 

“Islam itself” (Huntington 1996, 217). He views “Islam” as inherently incompatible with 
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modern democracy on the basis of current political realities in the Muslim world where 

the absence of (civil and political) freedom is a typifying condition. By judging the 

Muslim states by their present political systems, he cites Turkey8 as the only example 

with a fully democratic system in the entire Islamic world.  In a similar tone is the 

argument by Francis Fukuyama who notes: 

 

Modernity has a cultural basis…It is not an accident that modern liberal 
democracy emerged first in the Christian west, since the universalism of 
democratic rights can be seen as a secular form of Christian 
universalism…But there does seem to be something about Islam, or at least 
the fundamentalist versions of Islam that have been dominant in recent 
years, that make Muslim societies particularly resistant to modernity.9  

 

 

In support of Fukuyama’s thesis, Choueiri (1996) has argued that democracy in 

the Muslim world was either excluded at the beginning or tolerated as one of the 

available means to attain exclusive political control. He posits that various militaristic 

concepts, such as jihad,10 pose many barriers to modernization which act as a fuel for 

religious fundamentalists (radicals). Thus, he concludes, that an armed struggle is 

intrinsic to Islam which has to be ultimately embodied in a totalitarian state. By 

extending this point, Daniel Pipes asserts that, in contrast to Christian western 

                                                
8 Nevertheless, Turkey has hardly been “fully” democratic; Turkish politics has largely been dominated, 
and continuously interrupted, by the Turkish military. For instance, Turkey has not had a civil constitution 
since 1980. Its current constitution was drafted by the Turkish military after it overthrew the incumbent 
government in 1980. The AKP (Justice and Development) party, currently in administration since 2000, 
vowed to introduce a new constitution in late 2008 (for parliamentary discussion).  
9 Fukuyama, Francis. 2001, October 11. "The West Has Won." The Guardian. 
10 Jihad is an Arabic word which means "striving" or "struggle" and is shorthand for Jihad fi Sabeel Allah 
(struggle for God's cause). This striving can take a number of forms: internal and external. The internal 
jihad is considered as the biggest and most important struggle for Muslims (daily inner struggle to be a 
better person). The external jihad is used to refer to an armed struggle fought in defense against the 
(occupying) enemy. Overall, the core meaning of jihad is the spiritual, psychological and physical effort to 
be closer to God.   
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democracies, the internal incongruity of Islamic guidance on public affairs is the main 

issue for Muslim states not to embrace democracy (Pipes 2002). As a result, the prospect 

of democratization in the Islamic world is unlikely, unless the secularization process is 

hastened. Islam’s opposition to the separation of church and state is the main problem, 

according to Pipes (2002). 

The critics seem to largely base their arguments as a response to the current 

“political realities” or the present authoritarian rule in most Muslim countries. While an 

initial external glance at the current world map of freedom may in fact confirm 

Huntington’s (the critics) views that Islam is “the problem,” taking a closer examination 

on the internal explanatory conditions is necessary to investigate whether the problem is 

really “Islam” or elsewhere (Figure 2.1).  The major problem of the critics’ theses, 

however, is that their (particularly Huntington’s and Fukuyama’s) analytical framework 

is set to examine “external political systems” not “mainstream religious orientations 

(Islam).” The critics seem to have overlooked paying attention to the “determinants of 

autocracy in Muslim states,” “doctrinal teachings of Islam on democracy,” “attitudes of 

ordinary Muslims” and other potential internal explanatory factors which could have 

yielded more accurate results. Rather, the bulk of their analysis rests on the descriptive 

analysis of presently autocratic nature of Muslim-majority countries.  
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Figure 2.1: Freedom of the Muslim World, 2008 

 

The Compatibility Thesis 

 

The arguments by the critics of the compatibility thesis did not go unchallenged. 

Even though Judeo-Christian countries are more frequently found in the universe of 

liberal democracies while Muslim-majority countries find themselves in the class of 

dictatorships, this prima facie observation is insufficient to establish a causal link 

(Przeworski et al. 1998). Moreover, Islam represents a comprehensive system of values 

which are embedded in political, social and economic lives of Muslim societies. Many 

scholars have warned against monolithic and one-dimensional characterizations of 

political Islam (Eickelman and Piscatori 2004; Esposito 2002a; Esposito and Mogahed 

2008). Thus, before generalizing by including the entire Islamic world, one should 

consider and indeed account for the diversity of the contemporary as well as historical 
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Islamic experience, affected by social, political and cultural variations that extends from 

Casablanca to Jakarta.   

Considering the compatibility of Islam with Democracy, Muqtedir Khan (2005) 

and Alfred Stepan (2000) note that it would be inaccurate to claim that there is “zero” 

democracy or “zero” freedom in the Muslim world. They argue that millions of Muslims 

live in more or less democratic, semi-democratic or transitionally democratic societies of 

one kind or another.11 However, it is still early to call many of those governments as truly 

democratic or truly Islamic (Khan 2005). Only one in four Muslim majority countries 

have democratically elected governments. Many Islamic-majority countries control, 

severely limit or completely ban opposition parties. In most cases, even with alleged 

democratic elections, they routinely win presidential elections12 by unrealistic proportions 

(90%-99%). Even so, the currently displayed external image of authoritarian rule in 

Islamic countries should not be prematurely linked to mainstream Islamic teachings or 

values. 

Challenging the normative arguments of the critics of compatibility, many leading 

scholars have argued that Islam has many political and social resources to fully 

accommodate a successful democratic state (Esposito 2002a; Esposito 1994; Esposito 

1996a; Feldman 2008; Khan 2005; Wright 2005). They cite two major sources in Islamic 

teaching which are consistent with a democratic system of governance, such as shura 

                                                
11 Alfred Stepan (2000) has argued that almost half of Muslims (435 million) in the world live in 
democracies, near-democracies, or intermittent democracies. His numbers come from: 110 million in 
Bangladesh, 120 million in Pakistan, 65 million in Turkey, 120 million in India and some 20 million from 
Western Europe, North Africa, and Australia.  
12 For instance, in Egypt Husni Mubarak won in 1999 with 94% and the president of Tunisia – Ben Ali – 
won %94.5 of total public votes.  
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(consultation) and ijma (consensus).  These Islamic concepts can be a legitimating source 

for Muslim versions of democracy. Even though these concepts were used in the past, 

very few know about the existence or applications of these terms.  For instance, the idea 

of shura (consultation) dictates to organize political life around a consultative decision- 

making body, a critical component for any democracy. Ijma (consensus), on the other 

hand, refers to a community consensus, a major source of Islamic law, which can support 

modern parliaments and national assemblies as a way to reflect collective judgment.  

Islam is not a static, but a dynamic religion. That is, Islam is inherently prone to 

adapt to new political realities and new emerging circumstances. This idea is reflected in 

the Islamic concept of interpretation (Ijtihad) -- the exercise of informed, independent 

legal judgment. A prominent Islamic leader and a Pakistani parliamentarian, Khurshid 

Ahmad, framed this notion as follows:  

 

God revealed only broad (general) principles… It is through the ijtihad that 
people of every age try to implement and apply divine guidance to the 
problems of their times.13 
 

One of the earliest scholars of Islam and democracy was Muhammad Abduh 

(1849-1905), an Egyptian jurist, religious scholar and liberal reformer, who is regarded as 

the founder of Islamic Modernism. He argued that Islam's relationship with the modern 

age (then) was the most crucial issue for the Muslim Ummah (global Muslim society). He 

was one of the first scholars to reconcile Islamic ideas with leading democratic theories. 

He suggested that maslaha (interest) in Islamic thought corresponded to manfa`a (utility) 

                                                
13 Ahmad, K. (1976). Islam: Principles and Characteristics in Khurshid Ahmad, ed. Islam: Its Meaning 
and Message. London: Islamic Council of Europe, p.43.  
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in Western thought. Similarly, he equated shura (consultation) with democracy and ijma 

(consensus) with public approval. Addressing the question of authority, Abduh denied the 

existence of a theocracy in Islam and insisted that the authority of the hakim (governor) 

or that of the qadi (judge/juridical system) or that of the mufti (religious leader) was a 

governmental institution established to administer the state’s law enforcement, not to rule 

over the public. Moreover, he was a proponent of the parliamentary system and defended 

pluralism, rejecting the criticism that it would undermine the unity of the Muslim 

community. In response to such claims, he argued that those European nations were not 

divided but conversely, united by national assemblies (e.g. parliaments). “The reason,” he 

concludes, “is that their objective is the same: legislation and check on the executive. 

What varies is the method they pursue toward accomplishing it” (Kerr 1966). 

Hakim (1987), in his comprehensive account of the role of the individual in Islam, 

concludes that Islam (and truly the Islamic state) guarantees the liberty and dignity of the 

individual and protects individual rights. The state is not an “end” but a “means” for 

promoting the maximum welfare of the individual. Justifying his arguments, Hakim 

quotes verses from the Qur'an14 emphasizing the notion of the personal and private 

security of every individual that true Islamic state should provide. This necessitates 

absolute freedom of conscience which the Qur'an proclaims to the world in the emphatic 

injunction that there shall be no compulsion about religious beliefs and practices (Qur’an 

2:256). Hakim points out that no citizen in Islamic society should be granted special 

privileges or be subject to exclusion and oppression because of belonging to any 

                                                
14 "You shall be responsible to God as individuals” Qur’an.  
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particular political group. That is, there could be no ruling party enjoying any special 

privilege or power over another (Hakim 1987).  

In his recent study, Noah Feldman has provided a comprehensive account on the 

decline of Islamic states towards the end of the Ottoman empire, explaining why they 

have been on the rise, for the last two decades, to reclaim the glory of their past (Feldman 

2008). Feldman claims that Islam has a unique constitutional arrangement of balanced 

powers and the rule of law which provides a delicate, effective and functional balance of 

power between the laws (Shari’a) and the executive body (caliph) which lasted for 

centuries.  Feldman notes that many, particularly western, scholars have ignored or 

partially failed to analyze the structural arrangement of Islamic states. He argues that in 

order to understand the currents of political Islam one should comprehend how Islam has 

traditionally shaped the state building from Mulsim Andalusia (Spain) to Akra (India) 

from a historical-institutional perspective.  

For centuries, traditional Islamic states were governed through law where 

traditional Islamic scholars, in charge of preserving God’s laws (Shari’a), limited and 

constrained the ruler from abuse of power. Feldman argues that it is due to the 

displacement of the shari’a and the decline of the scholarly class that eventually left 

behind an institutional vacuum so that no social or organizational force was capable of 

effectuating a replacement. In such an environment, there is no obvious barrier to the 

growth of the unchecked executive (90). 

Traditionally, shari’a provided a theory of what the state was for; and also, by 
implication, what the state was not designed to do. Its disappearance (after 
1924) from the discourse of political legitimacy devastated the capacity of 
most Muslim countries to resist unchecked autocratic authority. This help 
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explain why there is been so little in the way of energizing rule-of-law or 
democracy movements in most Arab states.15 (90) 
 

A critical factor which explains the collapse of the traditional Islamic state and the 

failure of present, post-colonial Muslim governments, according to Feldman, is the 

exclusion of traditional Islamic constitutional arrangement and the marginalization of 

shari’a. He maintains that the Muslim societies have failed to renew (adapt to modern 

political realities; new circumstances) their most critical source of justice -- Shari’a -- as 

they have engaged in state building.16  

The growing success of current Islamic movements in winning over the political 

support of ordinary Muslims across the globe rests upon the claim on “justice,” promoted 

by Islamic movements, which is absent in most Muslim countries. They argue that 

Shari’a did provide “justice” historically and that it can further ensure it today (Feldman 

2008). Feldman emphasized this by noting that: 

…it is enough to observe that the Islamists’ language and theory of 
resistance to autocratic power does not come from nowhere, but springs 
from identifiable belief and ideal about what politics ought to be (91). 

 

                                                
15 Feldman, Noah. 2008. The Fall and Rise of the Islamic States. Princeton University Press, Princeton, NJ. 
16  In similar terms, in his book “Islam and Politics,” John Esposito (1998) makes a controversial argument: 
“if Islam’s glorious political and cultural past had been reversed by European colonial rule, political 
independence had not significantly improved the political and socioeconomic condition of Muslim 
countries. Most continued to be subservient to the West both politically and culturally.”  The logic of his 
argument is that regardless of colonial influence which largely shaped the political future of states, other 
alternative forms of colonialism would replace them anyway; and that today’s picture would hardly be 
different. This implicitly indicates the intrinsic incapacity of Muslim societies to fail to adapt to modern 
realities; more specifically, I argue that there is an absence of social forces to build indigenous institutions 
in line with modernity. 
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Not surprisingly, a steady growth of popular support for a wider role of Shari’a in 

contemporary state building has been reflected in recent polls and survey analyses.17  

 

Empirical Studies on Islam and Democracy 

 

Arguably, no hypothesis in the literature of Islam and democracy has been tested 

as many times as the thesis of “clash of civilizations.” Previous empirical studies on 

attitudes of ordinary individual at cross-national levels reveal no support for Huntington’s 

“clash of civilizations.” To the contrary, the findings suggest that Islam is not inherently 

anti-democratic but in fact a stimulant of democratic norms (Hoffman 2004; Tessler 

2002). In their global empirical analysis of religion and politics, Pippa Norris and Ron 

Inglehart report that no evidence exists to support the notion of “clash of civilizations” by 

refuting the claim that Islam and democracy are incompatible (Norris and Inglehart 

2004). What’s more, they argue that the Muslim and western polities are equally likely to 

support democracy. They report that no significant difference was observed “in the West 

and in the Muslims religious cultures in approval of how democracy works in practice, in 

support for democratic ideals, and in approving strong leadership” (146). In parallel, a 

survey data analysis from the Muslim Central Asia shows that religious Muslims exhibit 

a higher level of support for democratic institutions than those with little or no religious 

practice (Rose 2004). Rose (2004) posits that “there is little difference between Muslims, 

                                                
17 For more detailed discussion see, for example, Esposito and Mogahed (2008) in cooperation with Gallup 
Poll who claim to have surveyed over a billion of Muslims. Also see Norris and Inglehart (2004).  
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the Orthodox, and non-believers. Even more strikingly, the most observant Muslims are 

almost as pro-democratic as those who are non-observant.” He concludes that: 

…neither nominal religion nor the degree of religious observance 
has much influence on democratic values’. At a glance, ‘being 
Muslim does not make a person more likely either to reject 
democracy or to endorse dictatorship’ (110). 
 

Operationalizing civilizational conflict with democratic peace theory, Midlarsky 

tested the extent to which democracy and Islam are mutually exclusive (Midlarsky 1998).  

He found no negative relationship between democracy (measured by political rights 

index) and Islam. He notes that the statistical probability of Islam predicting conflict is 

significantly low. On similar grounds, Stepan (2000) rejects Huntington’s “the problem is 

Islam” notion in his systematic study of religion and politics in a historical comparative 

context. He effectively demonstrates that Islam, just like other world religions, can 

support democratic systems as long as there is enough toleration (twin tolerations) within 

the government (Stepan 2000). 

There have been several other important empirical findings over the past few 

years challenging the critics’ compatibility arguments. The most prominent among is the 

long-awaited book by John Esposito18 and Dalia Mogahed19 which claims to have 

surveyed a representative sample that covers over a billion Muslims. This is by far the 

largest and most comprehensive account of Muslim attitudes ever attempted. The fact is 

that the voice of the moderates, who make up the majority of Muslim world, has been 

largely ignored. The main contribution of this volume is that it shines a spotlight on this 

                                                
18 John Esposito is a professor of Islamic Studies at Georgetown University 
19  Dalia Mogahed  is an executive director of the Gallup Center for Muslim Studies 
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ignored majority, “Islam’s silenced majority,” as the authors call it. The findings are 

striking. For instance, the majority of Muslims appear to want their own model of 

democracy, one based on freedom and civil liberties but that also incorporates Shari’a 

(Islamic law), not one that is simply founded on Western values. It is also interesting to 

see that, while Muslim men and women support a role for sharia as a source of 

legislation, most, at the same time, do not want religious leaders directly in charge of 

drafting legislation. In short, two patterns emerge from the survey-data analysis: (1) 

Muslims want more freedom and accountability; (2) religion matters in all aspects of life. 

Furthermore, as the polls show, most “Muslims want neither a theocracy nor a secular 

democracy and would opt for a third model in which religious principles and democratic 

values coexist” (63).   

 

A Scholarly Consensus: Stagnation of Democracy in the Muslim World 

 

A leading explanation of why democracy has not widely flourished in Muslim-

majority countries is widely cited as being due to an authoritarian rule, the regimes of 

which are often supported (and even maintained) by some Western countries.20 The 

governments of more than 65% of Muslim countries are not elected. Despotic and 

oppressive policies exerted by incumbent governments to preserve the status quo of their 

                                                
20 While the spread of democracy had been the stated goal of the U.S. foreign policy, the majority of 
Muslim living in Jordan, Egypt, Iran, Pakistan, Turkey, and Morocco disagree that the United States is 
serious about spreading democracy in their region of the world (Esposito and Mogahed 2008, 32). The U.S. 
government has consistently demonstrated support for Muslim authoritarian regimes just because they are 
“political allies” in the region. Condoleezza Rice, for instance, has called Egypt, Jordan and the six Gulf 
autocratic rulers as “responsible leaders” in an ongoing effort to build anti-Iran alliance in the region.  
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autocratic rule continue to characterize many Muslim countries today.  Multiple studies 

have found that the current absence of democracy in the Muslim world is the result of 

brutal, repressive, military and authoritarian regimes, not of the Islamic faith (Fuller 

2003; Stepan 2000).  

While Islam has been largely seperated from political system in many countries 

for many years, numerous politically organized Islamic institutions have been treated as 

“threat” against secularism in Turkey; against authoritarian rule in Egypt, against national 

security in Kazakhstan, against political stability in Syria, and against many other 

“nouns” or “adjectives” that can be used to describe a variety of autocratic regimes 

reigning the Muslim world today. Many incumbent governments have systematically 

blocked Islamic institutions from political arena. Islam’s role has been restricted to 

mainly the social life of citizens. Many international observers (and institutions) have 

called upon Western powers to rethink and reassess their foreign policies in order to not 

blindly support authoritarian regimes by giving a sign of “approval” or implicit “go 

ahead” pose.  

A “Vicious Circles” Paradigm 

In a quest to explain “Why do some democratic governments succeed and others 

fail?,” Robert D. Putnam’s “Making Democracy Work?” classic has provided compelling 

arguments in explaining the determinants of democracy (Putnam et al. 1993). In his 

ingenious comparative study of the contrasting power-structures, power-relations and 

political, social and economic trajectories of northern and southern Italy, Putnam warns 
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societies of falling into a self-fulfilling “vicious circle of distrust” where the lack of 

“trust,” “civic participation” and “transparency” among members of (both ruling and the 

ruled) society  will impede democracy and hamper meaningful political 

reforms/developments. Putnam argues that the high levels of trust, civic engagement, 

reciprocity and collaboration generate “virtuous circles” and “social equilibrium” which 

are critical for building healthy democracies. On the contrary, he notes that: 

… the absence of these traits in the uncivic community is also self-
reinforcing. Defection, distrust, shirking, exploitation, isolation, 
disorder, and stagnation intensify one another in a suffocating 
miasma of vicious circles . . . In this setting, we should expect the 
Hobbesian, hierarchical solution to dilemmas of collective action – 
coercion, exploitation, and dependence – to predominate (177).21  

 

Drawing from Putnam’s “vicious circle of distrust,” I refine my thesis by 

redefining it as “vicious circle of fear” which I argue best captures the reality of the 

Muslim-majority autocratic states today. I argue that it is the “fear circle” of incumbent 

autocratic states afraid of losing their power which explains their reluctance or harsh 

opposition to block, ban or persecutions of reviving Islamic institutions -- particularly 

Islamic political mobilization. This fear factor then fueling the public to seek more 

radical measures, often resulting in going underground (e.g., Muslim Brotherhood in 

Egypt), is feeding back to the government’s harsher response, which is intensifying the 

deadlock of the “fear circle.” Faced with more radical opposition, the incumbent 

autocratic regimes are reacting with even more force to track down the activists and 

outlaw those organizations (e.g., Egypt), or mass arrest possible suspects who may 

                                                
21 Emphasis added.  
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support Islamic political mobilization (e.g., Kazakhstan). Although these radical 

measures by governments have failed to completely halt the Islamist movements, they 

have forced many moderates to join more extremist networks including Al-Qaida.22 

Figure 2.2 visually conveys this theoretical framework by illustrating the key players and 

procedures of the vicious circle of fear paradigm.   

 

Figure 2.2: Theoretical Framework of Vicious Circle of Fear 
                                                
22 The number 2 leader and ideological figure in Al-Qaeda, after Bin Laden, is Dr. Ayman al-
Zawahiri. Al-Zawahiri was an activist of Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt who was harshly 
persecuted, imprisoned and tortured by the Egyptian government. This torture further radicalized 
him which would later prompt him to join Al-Qaida. He is currently second-in-command in 
Afghanistan after Bin Laden.  
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In my dissertation, I apply Putnam’s “vicious circle” thesis which will help 

explain the struggle between political Islam and incumbent authoritarian regimes in the 

Islamic world.  In this light, the extent the theory of “vicious circles” can explain the 

current interaction between Islamic revival vis-à-vis authoritarian rule in the Muslim 

world is put to the test.  

 

Role and Impact of Institutions 

Evidently, the bulk of the existing scholarship on Islam and democratization have 

focused on the normative explanations of “if” and/or “how” Islam is compatible with 

modern democratic norms from a top-down perspective. One of the big missing pieces of 

the puzzle, however, is the structural explanations of “why” Muslim-predominate states 

have seriously lagged behind the free West in the context of political processes from a 

bottom-up perspective. In this study, by making a reference to structural and 

institutionalization theories, I present why Islamic institutions are important and how they 

matter in better understanding the dynamics of political Islam in the context of 

democratic transitions.  

There are no two democracies which ever experienced an identical path to 

democratization. The causes of democratization are far more complex (equifinality) than 

deterministic. There is no one-size-fit-all model of democracy which can be replicated 

overnight or established via a magic kiss which can turn the ugly frog of autocracy to a 
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princess of democracy.  However, according to institutional explanations of democracy, 

there is one necessary condition: institutional forces as prime actors of democratization 

which substantively promote, build, and maintain a democratic regime. What is important 

for a stable democracy to emerge is that it must be anchored in democratic institutions 

that promote human rights, the rule of law, tolerance, good governance, and justice 

(Helmke and Levitsky 2006). 

New democracies must be institutionalized, consolidated, and become legitimate 

(Lipset 1994). The pillars that sustain any democratic, free, and accountable system are 

realistically functional institutions.  In this study, I conceptualize an “institution” as a set 

of formal and informal structure, an organization or a mechanism represented by a 

collective body of individuals that generate a specific set of rules and procedures to reach 

common (social, political, economic) goals. Refer to the research design section for a 

detailed elaboration on how all concepts are operationalized and measured.  

One widely used typology to categorize institutional theory is that by Hall and 

Taylor (1996): 1) rational choice, 2) historical institutionalism, 3) sociological 

institutionalization. In this study, I will draw from sociological institutional theory to 

explain the development of Islamic institutions. In sharp contrast to rational choice 

theory, sociological tradition emphasizes socio-political-cultural embeddedness of 

institutional decisions. Also different from historical institutionalism (by putting less 

emphasis on power) and structural-functional institutionalism (emphasizing less on 

norms), sociological explanations focus on socio-cultural construction of “realm of 
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meaning” which in turn guide individual behavior within institutions (Hall and Taylor 

1996). Thus, sociological institutionalism points in the direction of consolidation of 

institutional legitimacy in a changing environment. Given this framework, Islamic 

institutions are guided by socio-cultural “collection of meanings” in which Islam 

occupies a central role that shapes and defines the purpose of institutions.  

Citizens participate in politics via institutions. Institutions represent certain social, 

political and economic interests that channel and translate the preferences and ideological 

orientations of its constituents. In this regard, if Islam is to play a constructive role in 

shaping the socio-political landscape of Muslim-majority states, then it will be up to 

those institutions which will speak for Islam and function to input their preferences in 

deciding how the politics should be ordered and implemented in the contemporary 

Muslim polities.  

The thrust of my argument is that the Muslim world has significantly lacked 

Islamic institutions -- institutions whose orientations are based on mainstream Islam -- 

that speak for the majority of Muslims by channeling their voices and preferences in 

political arena. The prominence of Islamic institutions stems from the notion that 

institutions can only be considered stable and effective when they grow and flourish in an 

indigenous setting. That is, social, cultural and historical experiences provide essential 

context, making institutions more suitable for an ingenuous social and political 

landscape. These locally grown, authentic entities are more likely to draw support from 

society than from artificially imitated (often Western) institutions. This is arguably why 
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western-imported and implanted (“democratic”) institutions have largely failed in the 

Islamic world. The evidence suggests that simply imitated entities are insufficient to 

deliver desired political changes in the context of the Muslim world. Thus, the need for 

home-grown, culturally-compatible institutions remains central.  

Islamic Political Institutions (IPI) 

 

Among political institutions, political parties characterize the central structure of 

the majority of political systems. A political party is often defined as a political 

organization that seeks to attain and maintain political power within government. In 

Thoughts on the Cause of the Present Discontent, published in 1770, Edmund Burke 

formulated the following definition of a political party: "an organized assembly of men, 

united for working together for the national interest, according to the particular principle 

they agreed upon." Parties often represent an ideology or vision backed by a written 

platform with specific goals, but may also represent a coalition among disparate interests. 

Usually, they seek power in the government via campaigning their vision and mission by 

competing for public votes.  

In the context of the Islamic world, Islamic political institutions (IPI) are central 

to represent political Islam. They represent a collective body of individuals, organized 

into a structure or a mechanism, who strive to shape, change or transform the existing 

political landscape. In current study IPI is measured by the number and dynamics of 

Islamic political parties. According to structuralist theories, political parties are important 
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vehicles to carry out the public’s will within political systems. Moreover, they constitute 

a core institutional force capable of shaping the political structure. Islamic political 

parties, hence, can form a strong political voice in advancing their interests. 

Islamic Financial Institutions (IFI) 

 

The financial intermediation system plays a vital role in promoting and 

stimulating economic development, welfare, and stability. Historical evidence shows that 

the efficiency of financial markets, its institutions, and diversity can affect economic 

growth positively, and that development and competitiveness of the financial system are 

closely linked to economic growth. Conversely, financial instability may harm economic 

growth and create unemployment and social insecurity. Therefore, the development of 

efficient and sound financial institutions and markets remain central for economic 

prosperity. The economic growth has an impact not only the state’s economic wellbeing, 

but also on the development of the democratic political system.  For instance, the higher 

levels of economic development have been empirically linked to the higher levels of 

democratization and civic participation (Przeworski 2000b).  In this regard, open, 

accessible, compatible with public’s general normative orientations, transparent and 

stable financial systems can be instrumental for the middle class citizens to engage in 

entrepreneurship and social mobility.  

The public’s participation in the development process is central to achieve 

sustainable economic development and a social progress. The financial system can 
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facilitate such civic participation by making its services both acceptable and accessible to 

the public. Furthermore, the public’s trust and confidence in local institutions which are 

fully compatible with indigenous beliefs, values and orientations are the prime 

determinants of social, economic and political stability. 

The fact is, a large segment of Muslim communities avoid traditional interest 

banking.23 Given this reality in Muslim societies and communities, the compliance of 

financial services with Shari’a rules and principles is a primary concern for the users of 

these services. As such, efforts to enhance the access of Muslim communities and 

societies to financial services will hinge upon, among other factors, the compatibility of 

these services with their religious norms. Thus, the presence of Islamic financial 

institutions (IFI) indicates the level of Islam as practiced in a society (making IFI an 

important manifestation of Islam). That is, it is an indication of opportunities for Muslims 

to practice their religion. As a viable alternative, the availability of Islamic financial 

institutions will increase the Muslim participation actively and effectively not only in the 

economic sector but also in social and political arenas.  

Islamic Educational Institutions (IEI) 

 Education is a critical fuel for mankind’s intellectual progress. Scholars have long 

considered the effects of education on politics. Many have demonstrated the existence of 

an empirical relationship between higher levels of education and democratic politics 

(Barro 1999; Boix and Stokes 2003; Przeworski 2000a; Lipset 1981; Lipset 1959; 

                                                
23 Traditional interest based banking is forbidden in Islam as an act of usury(in acabic ri’ba).  
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Almond and Verba 1963). The effects of education on democracy have been mostly 

framed within modernization24 and socioeconomic structure25 theories. At the outset of 

the 20th century, early scholars had indicated that the “relationship between education and 

democracy is worth more extensive treatment” since the entire philosophy of the 

government has seen increased education as a basic requirement of democracy.26  It is 

important to note, however, that education is not only about literacy. It is the foundation 

and the main source of all decisions, choices and actions people make. Thus, education is 

an important prerequisite to produce cohesive social, political and economic policies that 

move societies forward. Citing education as a necessary condition for democracy, for 

instance, Seymur Martin Lipset (1981) argues that education “broadens man’s outlook, 

enables him to understand the need for norms of tolerance, restrains him from adhering to 

extremist doctrines, and increases his capacity to make rational electoral choices” (36).  

Islamic educational institutions are essential for the following three reasons: (1) a 

source of gaining the correct teachings of Islam, (2) opportunities to study both aspects of 

Shari’a (Islamic law): (a) `ibadat (worship) and (b) mu'amalat (social relations), and (3) 

the best antidote to Islamic radicalism. 

                                                
24  Inglehart, Ronald, Welzel, Christian. 2005. Modernization, Cultural Change, and Democracy: 
The Human Development Sequence. Cambridge University Press.  
25  Moore, Barrington. 1966. Social origins of dictatorship and democracy; lord and 
peasant in the making of the modern world. Boston,: Beacon Press. 
 
26  See, for example, John Dewey. 1916. Democracy and Education, New York: Macmillan. 
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 The first reason is very straightforward. The best way to learn Islam is from a 

legitimate, accredited institution that employs qualified faculty.27 Islam is about dynamic, 

not static, learning. That is, the Qur’an28 provides general laws about many aspects of 

life; hence the door to scholarly interpretation, independent reasoning (Ijtihad) if 

applicable, and continued re-assessment remains open. Interpreting Islamic teachings in 

accordance with the current age (modernity, new technological society, rapidly changing 

political spectrum) is an indispensible part of its dynamism. It is, and will be, for 

educational institutions to properly implement Islam’s dynamism and pass it to young 

generations. It is through these means, a foreign-supported preaching or ideological 

influence can be alleviated or minimized. In addition, it is important to clarify that 

“interpretations” does not mean “adding new Islamic laws.” In contrast, it is a “continues 

search” for “new understandings” of the Qur’an that speaks to modern times.  

The second reason for examining the growth of Islamic Educational Institutions is 

to explore opportunities for young people to study the core principals of Shari’a (Islamic 

law). While the majority of Muslims are knowledgeable about the `ibadat (worship) part 

of Shari’a, very few are versed in its mu'amalat (social relations).  Therefore, Islamic 

educational institutions are central in providing opportunities to learn various 

compatibilities of Islam with modern concepts. One of the most influential Islamic 

scholars of the 20th century -- Bediyuzzaman Said Nursi -- wrote to the Ottoman Sultan 

                                                
27 In legal institutions, educational background of high qualified teachers’ is known, transparent 
and open to public. With no such information available, it would be hard for students to question 
the teacher’s credentials making students vulnerable to biased (and possibly radical) teaching.  
28 Qur’an – (means “the reading”) is main book of Muslims, revealed by God to the prophet via 
angel Gabriel.  
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Abdulhamid II in late 19th century in request of building new, modern educational 

institutions that would combine both religious and secular (sciences, social studies, 

economics, and other secular fields.) education in eastern provinces of the Ottoman 

Empire where he resided at the time. Nusi designed the university system in which 

modern sciences coupled with Islam would be taught. The Sultan honored his request and 

allocated requested funds in the 1880’s. However, the project was interrupted by World 

War I, and the universities were never realized. He regarded the need for Islamic 

educational institutions as a necessary condition for the future well-being of Muslim 

states and the Turkish Ottoman in particular. According to him, “there are three main 

enemies of our times which pose a serious threat: (1) ignorance, (2) poverty, and (3) 

inter-communal disagreements (factionalism). We shall use the following three weapons 

against these adversaries: (1) education, (2) art and entrepreneurship and (3) communal 

unity.” (Nursi 1980b) 

Nursi maintained that “as the time gets older, the Qur’an gets younger” (Nursi 

1980a). The logic behind this statement is that Qur’anic verses are independent of time.  

The interpretations made by the leading scholars in the 17th century may not fully speak 

to current issues we face today. A consensus exists among Islamic scholars that Islamic 

teachings are not temporally bounded. To the contrary, Muslims can continue to discover 

new dimensions and meanings of the same Qur’anic verses revealed 1400 plus years ago. 

The challenge that many Muslim states face today is that the state of Islamic learning has 

significantly stagnated. From this perspective, I argue that Islamic educational institutions 

are and will be central in addressing this intellectual stagnation and vacuum. 
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The third reason relates to the radicalism which has been on the rise for at least 

two decades. If Islam contradicts terrorism, then how does a radical preacher persuade a 

young Muslim to depart from mainstream Islam? It is not a coincidence that for most 

youth who fall prey to radicalism, Islam was introduced for the very first time (in a 

radical form) by the recruiting extremist forces. Many young Muslim who do not have 

prior knowledge of Islam are more prone to learn radical teachings as “genuine” Islamic 

teachings as presented (for the very first time) by the radicals. Consequently, had there 

been more opportunities for Islamic education, it is likely that it would significantly 

hamper the radicals’ attempts to attract new members.  

Increasing the access to a higher quality of education is imperative to promote 

democracy, build robust civil society and alleviate religious radicalism. In addition, 

higher education constitutes a powerful social force which is a critical intellectual fuel to 

mobilize competing political institutions to challenge authoritarian rule. It is through 

education that the future enlightened leadership will emerge to challenge autocracy. In 

parallel, the opportunities for Islamic education should be expanded to fill the intellectual 

vacuum in understanding the (moderate) dynamics of Islam. 
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CHAPTER 3                                                                                                              
RESEARCH DESIGN: CONCEPTS, MEASURES AND METHODS 

 

In this chapter section, I will embark on three tasks. The first task focuses on 

clarifying the key concepts that guide this investigation. I will elaborate on concept-

building, explaining its measurement and weights used. The second task will focus on the 

construction of the Islamic Institutionalization Index (III), explaining the data source, 

variable construction, measurements and brief summary statistics.  Finally, I will discuss 

the multi-method approach of data analysis and provide reasons why these methods are 

appropriate as an analytical framework.   

Goertzian Model of Concept Building 

 Building, refining and measuring concepts are fundamental in political science. 

Carefully developed concepts have important implications both for theorizing and 

carrying out empirical analysis. To be more precise, concepts are constitutive parts of any 

theoretical proposition, and are essential guides for case selection (Goertz 2006). 

Moreover, coherent conceptualization is a major prerequisite for a meaningful discussion 

about operationalization (concept measurement) in a quantitative/qualitative29 research. 

Despite its centrality, concept formation and measurement (coherent operationalization) 

have not received scholarly attention to the extent they deserve. Yet, a significant body of 

literature sheds light on the concept of building strategies and systematic ways of 

                                                
29 Particularly crucial for quantitative research in which abstract concepts are numerically operationalized.  
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constructing numerical measures (Adcock and Collier 2001; Collier and Adcock 1999; 

Collier and Levitsky 1997; Goertz 2006; Munck and Verkuilen 2002; Sartori 1970, 1984; 

Bollen 1980). Scholarship on concepts is relatively divided, directionwise, stressing two 

different aspects. While, some emphasize how to quantitatively frame and understand 

concepts, others focus on how to measure them numerically. Part of the problem lies in 

the methodological divergence between qualitative and quantitative research. The former 

has been overly concerned with substantive issues about concept formation (defining, 

refining), whereas the latter has concentrated its efforts on producing mathematical 

measures (scaling, building indices). Yet, very few have addressed the heart of the 

problem: how to link concept formation to concept measurement (Goertz 2006; Munck 

and Verkuilen 2002; Sartori 1984). In this regard, a meticulously researched work by 

Gary Goertz (2006) stands out. He made a significant contribution in bridging the present 

chasm between concept formation and measurement, which was long overdue in social 

science literature.  

 In this dissertation, I utilize an ontological method developed by Garry Goertz to 

define the key concepts under investigation (Goertz 2006). Goertz argues that all 

concepts in the social sciences are about and should be understood in terms of ontology.30 

That is, ontology is about specifying the structure that makes up the concept. He notes 

that: 

 

                                                
30 Ontology is about existing parts (constitutive parts, structure) of an entity.  "What exists," "What is," 
"What am I," "What is describing this to me," all exemplify questions about being, and highlight the most 
basic problems in ontology. 
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To develop a concept is more than providing a definition: it is deciding what 
is important about an entity. The argument about why attribute X is 
important forms part of the ontological theory of the object. (21) 

 

 Among many techniques and strategies in building concepts, the Goertizan model 

clearly stands out. Goertz (2006) posits that ontological make-up, not symptom-based 

qualities, should be considered while constructing a concept. Concepts “are theories 

about ontology: they are theories about the fundamental constitutive elements of a 

phenomenon”31 (4). For instance, the atomic structure (ontology) of copper -- not its red 

color (symptom) -- is what makes copper copper (e.g., the Ford mustang also comes in 

red32). While many scholars have pointed out that concepts are multi-level and multi-

dimensional (Adcock and Collier 2001; Goertz 2006; Munck and Verkuilen 2002; Collier 

and Levitsky 1997), the Goertzian model of conceptualization is more coherent, all-

inclusive and substantially more clear.33 He explicitly formulates a methodology to 

produce a quantitative measure that incorporates the concept’s all theoretical ingredients 

(e.g., necessary conditions of concepts). He proposed a three-level structural organization 

(basic level, secondary level and data-indicator level) which has multiple dimensions in 

the secondary and data-indicator levels. What is unique, the “structural glue” that 

connects different levels and dimensions, is made of necessary and sufficient conditions34 

which he calls an “essentialist” structure (Goertz 2006, 81). In this study, I utilize 

Goertzian Model of three-level concept building to conceptualize Islamic educational, 

political and financial institutions.  
                                                
31 Italics added.  
32 What make the Ford mustang a legendary car is its powerful engine, transmission, body design, etc, not 
its color in particular.   
33 Consider Adcock and Collier’s (2001: 531) scheme of conceptualization for instance: it is not only vague 
in nature, but lacks systematic means of aggregation (fails to show coherent ways for constructing 
quantitative measures).  
34 Necessary and sufficient conditions are connected (aggregated) by logical AND (minimum) in the 
secondary level.  
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Conceptualizing Islamic Institutions 

 

To begin, it is important to define an “institution.” I conceptualize “institution” -- 

as a combination of formal or informal structures and mechanisms of social order and 

cooperation among individuals that generate a specific set of rules and procedures to 

reach its (social, political, economic) goals. By Islamic institution, I will refer to an entity 

(organized group) that has adopted Islam is a primary source of its identity, ideology or 

core values.   

I operationalize Islamic institutions via three sub-categorical institutions 

consisting of: Islamic Political Institutions (IPI), Islamic Educational Institutions (IEI), 

and Islamic Financial Institutions (IFI) (see Figure 3.1). I will explicate each institution in 

terms of multi-level (three levels), structural (ontological) conceptualization by paying a 

special attention to the variation of its theoretical composition. In doing so, I will frame 

them within necessary and sufficient conditions by assigning individual weights into each 

condition in the light of theory behind it. 
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Figure 3.1: Three sub-categories of Islamic institutions with corresponding examples. 
 

Figure 3.2 illustrates the ontological structure of Islamic Educational Institutions 

from a three-level concept-building framework. Having the Islamic Educational 

Institution at the very basic level, I theorize three necessary conditions at the secondary 

level which are linked by “AND.”35 This secondary level can be compared to Giovanni 

Sartori’s intension of the concept which describes its attributes (Sartori 1984). The three 

necessary conditions are as follows: 1) represents and is based on mainstream 

(traditional) Islam, 2) has qualified professionals to teach Islam, 3) provides full or partial 

legitimate Islamic education. In the context of this study, for an Islamic institution to 

qualify as a legitimate Islamic educational entity, these three conditions must be met. The 

first condition is of fundamental importance which clearly discerns authentic Islamic 

teachings from radical forms of interpretations. The second condition refers to educators 

                                                
35 AND – refers to  a linking glue of necessary conditions 
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who hold sufficient credentials (e.g., diploma, certification, etc) and have adequate 

training on both teaching and preaching Islam’s authentic and mainstream messages. The 

third necessary condition refers to the service aspect of an institution -- providing 

education.  In this case, Islamic education is offered via an accredited Islamic university, 

entity, department or a structured program in Islamic studies. At the third level stands a 

data indicator category.  This level refers to specific data-examples for each of the 

corresponding necessary conditions. These indicators are substitutable, thus linked with 

logical “OR” which refers to inter-changeable property within that necessary condition.  
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AND – indicates a necessary condition  

OR – indicates substitutability; can be used interchangeably  

  Ontological; structural constitutive conditions  

= = indicates substitutability; can be used interchangeably     

 

Figure 3.2: Conceptualization of Islamic Educational Institutions 

 

Figure 3.3 reflects the three-level ontological conceptualization of Islamic 

Political Institutions (IPI). IPI is an organized entity which aims to advance its political 

mission and thereby channel its preferences in politics. There are three necessary 

conditions of IPI: 1) based on mainstream Islam, 2) legally recognized within political 

system, 3) leaders are elected and have a system of accountability to its 

members/constituents.  
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The first necessary condition differentiates authentic Islamic approach from the 

radical forms of interpretations. In this case, any political institution which has Islamic 

roots would fall under four major schools of interpretation of Islamic jurisprudence. 

Views pertaining to radical militant ideology (e.g., Al-Qaeda) are excluded and thus 

controlled for. The second condition explicitly categorizes an institution as an Islamic 

political entity when it is legally formed and recognized by an incumbent regime or 

political system. Moreover, these qualified institutions are accepted to be fully or 

partially functional within an existing political system. Outlawed or banned institutions 

are disqualified hence it is inconceivable for an outlawed entity to meaningfully represent 

itself and channel the preferences of its constituents in politics regardless of political 

views or ideological orientations. The third necessary condition identifies the leadership 

of a qualifying institution to be democratically elected or have transparent appointment 

procedures that eliminate coercive monopoly of its leaders. At the data indicator level, 

substantive and inter-changeable indicators are given.  These indicators are substitutable, 

thus linked with logical “OR” which refers to inter-changeable features.  

 



 
 

60 
 

 

Figure 3.3: Conceptualization of Islamic Political Institutions 

 

The third type is Islamic financial institutions (IFI) (Figure 3.4). Islamic financial 

institutions are the fastest growing financial organizations not only in the Islamic world, 

but also in the global arena. They hold a critical space offering a wide range of services in 

the financial sector consistent with Islamic principles of monetary lending. An increasing 

numbers of Muslims, regardless of religiosity status, are taking advantage of ri’ba 

(forbidden interest) free financial services. I conceptualize IFI as an institution based on 

three necessary conditions: 1) provides a wide-range of financial services, 2) offers 

AND – indicates a necessary condition  

OR – indicates substitutability; can be used interchangeably  

  Ontological; structural constitutive conditions  

= = indicates substitutability; can be used interchangeably     
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services with no (traditional) interest, 3) is an integral part of the financial system, 

coordinated  and audited by the government, and thus accountable to all stakeholders (see 

Figure 4).  At the third level stands a data indicator category.  This level refers to specific 

data-examples for each of the corresponding necessary conditions. These indicators are 

substitutable, thus linked with logical “OR” which refers to inter-changeable usability 

within that necessary condition.  

 

Figure 3.4: Conceptualization of Islamic Financial Institutions 

 

AND – indicates a necessary condition  

OR – indicates substitutability; can be used interchangeably  

  Ontological; structural constitutive conditions  

= = indicates substitutability; can be used interchangeably     
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Data and Measures 

 

The scope of my analysis is limited to forty-nine (N=49) Islamic-majority 

countries.36 My outcome condition is democracy. It is measured by a quantitative index 

consisting of civil liberties and political rights from the Freedomhouse database (2008 

data indicators). The numerical range of democracy measure ranges from 2-14. It is a 

sum of two sub-measures: Political Rights score (1-7); and Civil Liberties score (1-7).  A 

total numerical range of 2 through 14 is obtained when these two sub-measure are 

aggregated.  

Why use the Freedomhouse index to measure democracy? 

There are two main structural ways to operationalize democracy quantitatively: 

(1) a dichotomous measure (0 or 1), or (2) a continuous measure. Given the scope of my 

research which frames the Muslim-majority (N=49) countries, and the nature of 

distribution of democracy within this scope, using a dichotomous measure would be 

highly inefficient and arguably detrimental given the limited variation of democratization 

in the Islamic world. In fact, the majority of the Muslim-majority states is in transition 

(“grey zone”) and would hardly qualify to be in either of the clear-cut-categories of 

                                                
36 Countries with more than 50%  of Muslims serve as a baseline criterion for my case selection. 
Appendix A provides the full list of Muslim countries.  
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democratization (1-democratic, 0-non-democratic). Thus, a continuous measure would 

better capture the limited variation by accounting for “transitional” factors present.  

There are two most commonly used continuous measures of democracy: (1) 

Polity IV, (2) the Freedomhouse index. Polity IV measures mainly the institutional 

structures of governance. It examines concomitant qualities of democratic and autocratic 

authority in governing institutions, rather than discreet and mutually exclusive forms of 

governance. This perspective includes a range of governing authority that spans 

from fully institutionalized autocracies through mixed, or incoherent, authority 

regimes (termed "anocracies") to fully institutionalized democracies. In this respect, the 

"Polity Score" captures this regime authority spectrum on a 21-point scale ranging from -

10 (hereditary monarchy) to +10 (consolidated democracy).37 On the other hand, 

Freedom House annually published the index of “Freedom in the World” by ranking 

countries by political rights and civil liberties that are derived in large measure from 

the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Countries are assessed as free, partly free, 

or not-free. In the context of present research, I utilize Freedom House index of freedom 

indicators due to its close proximity to universal as well as societal values (basic civil and 

political rights) which can be applied to the realities of the Islamic world. By assessing 

the level of civil liberties and political rights, Freedomhouse captures the freedoms 

measures at societal level while Polity IV, on the other hand, frames democracy by 

institutional design, which may not fully speak to the specific context of the Islamic 

world given the incoherence of institutional arrangement, maturity and development in 
                                                
37 POLITY IV Project: Political Regime Characteristics and Transitions, 1800-2008  URL: 
http://www.systemicpeace.org/polity/polity4.htm 
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the Muslim world. On a substantive level, both measures are very close and correlate 

highly to each other (Casper and Tufis 2003). 

Nonetheless, I stress that both of the measures do not fully capture the 

peculiarities of what can be interpreted as “democratic” or “non-democratic” in the 

Middle East and the rest of the Islamic world. Yet, I would argue that the Freedom House 

index probably best mirrors the developments of freedom both in the civil and political 

arenas.  

The outcome (democracy) condition has three categorical meaning per Freedom 

house score range benchmarks. States scoring a democracy score from 2-5 is considered 

“Free,” a range of 6 - 10 refers to “Partly Free,” and a score from 11 - 14 falls under “Not 

Free.” Descriptive summary statistics for Freedomhouse democracy is given in Table 1.  

For the FS/QCA analysis, this quantitative measure is calibrated into a fine-grained fuzzy 

set (ranging from 0-1).  

 

Table 3.1: Summary Statistics of the Freedomhouse Democracy Score in 49 Islamic-
majority States 

Mean	   Std.	  Dev.	   Min	  	   Max	  

9.94	   2.56	   5	   14	  

	   	   	   	  

Democracy	  Score	  (Y)	   Frequency	  (N)	   Percent	  (%)	   Cumulative	  

5	   3	   6.12	   6.12	  

6	   3	   6.12	   12.24	  
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7	   2	   4.08	   16.33	  

8	   7	   14.29	   30.61	  

9	   6	   12.24	   42.86	  

10	   4	   8.16	   51.02	  

11	   12	   24.49	   75.51	  

12	   3	   6.12	   81.63	  

13	   4	   8.16	   89.8	  

14	   5	   10.2	   100	  

Total	   49	   100	   	  	  

 

Key explanatory conditions are Islamic institutions. It is an index of Islamic 

Institutions derived from three sub-measures of Islamic educational, political and 

financial entities. I will assess the association and coexistence levels of Islamic 

institutions in general, as well as interaction patterns of each sub-category measure with 

democracy (civil liberties and political rights).: 

Islamic Institutionalization Index (III) 

o Islamic educational institutions (IEI) 

o Islamic political institutions (IPI) 

o Islamic financial institutions (IFI) 

 

 I call my new index which measures Islam and captures its variation across 

Muslim countries as the Islamic Institutionalization Index (III). This new index avoids 

the shortcomings of the previous approaches in quantifying “Islam.” Furthermore, the III 
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captures the range of variation in Islamic Institutions across 49 countries by allowing 

scholars to gauge the density and scope of Islam as practiced in each country. With the 

index I designed, I rely on three different levels of analysis to examine under which 

circumstances Islam and democracy can coexist: 1) Islamic Educational Institutions, 2) 

Islamic Political Institutions, and 3) Islamic Financial Institutions.  

 The range for III numerical scale is from 0-12. It consists of three sub-measures 

of institutional score (IEI, IPI, and IFI), each ranging from 0-4. Total and maximum score 

of III, thus, is 12 as shown in Figure 3.5. 

 

Figure 3.5: Composition of Islamic Institutionalization Index 

 

Islamic Educational Institutions (IEI) 
 

The data for IEI is compiled from the following sources: Economics Intelligence 

Unit (EIU) -- country level data, Ministries of Education of countries under investigation, 

The Federation of Universities of the Islamic World,38 UNESCO Higher Education 

Database and individual websites of higher educational institutions from each country.  

                                                
38 The Federation of Universities of the Islamic World (http://www.fuiw.org/)  
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IEI measures the “level of opportunity for Islamic education” within current 

educational system. This measure captures the level of Islamic education in secondary 

and tertiary educational systems.39 The total raw numerical measure of the IEI is 100, 

which then transforms into a final institutional scale range of 0-4.40 Out of a total of 100, 

30 points come from the secondary level while the remaining 70 is derived from tertiary 

education. Access and opportunity for Islamic education at a secondary educational level 

is measured by “access” and “availability” of Islamic education within the core or 

supplemental curriculum of public education. Next, an opportunity level in tertiary 

education is measured by the number of higher educational institutions which offer 

degrees or structured programs41 in Islamic studies, divided by the total number of 

eligible institutions which do not currently offer such programs.42 This new measure 

allows scholars to gauge the level of Islamic Educational institutions in each Muslim-

majority state.  

                                                
39 Secondary education  refers to middle grades, high school and higher education.   
40 The final scale of 0-4 is applied toward the Islamic Institutional Index (III).  
41 Such as collection of elective courses, certificate programs, and college minoring options in 
Islamic studies, etc.  
42 Methodology for constructing the “Opportunity to Study Islam at Higher Education” (OSIHE): 
The total number of higher educational institutions was collected for each Muslim country. 
Universities with focused specialties (e.g., technical, medical, agricultural universities, etc) were 
excluded. Only those institutions that were eligible to provide Islamic education (e.g., institutions 
that offer humanities, law, social studies, religious studies, etc) were used in the sample 
(=ELIGIBLE). Next, the total number of institutions that offer Islamic studies (in the form of 
departments, colleges, structured program, or a meaningful set of elective courses) was identified 
(=ACTUAL). Finally, the number of universities offering Islamic education was divided by the 
total number of eligible universities to offer Islamic education, and then multiplied by 100 
([ACTUAL /ELIGIBLE]*100). A score range from 0-100 was established. An alternate way to 
see this range is in terms of a percentage rate (0%-100%).  
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For fuzzy-set analysis, IEI’s raw score of 100 is calibrated into a continuous fuzzy 

measure between 0 and 1. Calibration was derived in the light of substantive knowledge 

of each individual Muslim majority state.    

 

Islamic Financial Institutions (IFI) 
 

The primary data source for Islamic banks and Islamic lending entities was 

derived from the Banscope database. A quantitative measure of 0-10 was obtained by the 

total assets and deposits available in Islamic banks divided by the country’s work-force 

population. This way, it captures the state of Islamic Financial Institutions in each 

country by controlling for the size of the population. For instance, while Egypt has one 

the largest assets and deposit transactions in Islamic financial sector, it also has the 

biggest population in the Middle East. In contrast, Qatar is a small country but has 

become one of the leading centers of Islamic banking with enormous asset values and 

deposit transactions.  

Categorical classification based on raw scores of IFI are as follows: extremely 

low (0-1), emerging (2-3), some functional (4-5), functional (6-8), highly functional (9-

10). A score of 10 is then transformed into two formats: 1) a 0-4 scale to count toward 

III,43 2) calibrated into a fuzzy continuous measure between 0 and1. Fuzzy-Set calibration 

was derived in light of substantive knowledge of each individual Muslim-majority state.    

 

                                                
43 0-4 scale is a generic categorical measure which applies to IPI, IEI and IFI as: 0-extremely low, 1-
emerging, 2-some functional, 3-functional, 4-highly functional. 
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Islamic Political Institutions (IPI) 

 

 IPI is an organized political organization which aims to advance its political 

goals and thereby channel its preferences in the existing political system. IPI is measured 

by the number of active Islamic political parties, experience in government, type, and 

level of political restrictions in the political system. Total numerical score range for IPI is 

0-10. It is derived from the following indicators that are added together to reflect a final 

measure for the IPI: 1) number of parties:  0 (none), 1 (low), 2(medium), 3(high); 2) 

times elected to form a government:  0 (none), 2 (once), 3(multiple); 3) levels of 

restrictions in political system: 4 (none), 2 (medium), 0 (high).  

The categorical classification of IPI, based on its raw scores, is as follows: 

extremely low (0-3), emerging (4-6), some functional (7-10), functional (11-13), highly 

functional (14-16). A score of 16 is then transformed into two formats: 1) a 0-4 scale to 

count toward the III,44 2) calibrated into a four-level fuzzy continuous measure between 0 

and1. Fuzzy-Set calibration was derived in the light of substantive knowledge of each 

individual Muslim majority state.    

A Cumulative Index: Islamic Institutionalization Index (III) 
 

 Based on the three sub-measures discussed above, a final numerical scale (ranging 

from 0 through 12) of the III is obtained which. It is a continuous measure which gauges 

the presence of Islam both in terms of variation by “degree” and by “level.” Variation by 

                                                
44 A 0-4 scale is a generic categorical measure which applies to the IPI, IEI and IFI as follows: 0-extremely 
low, 1-emerging, 2-some functional, 3-functional, 4-highly functional. 
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“degree” refers to the continuum from 0 through 12 which can effectively be used in 

quantitative analysis (see Table 3.2).   

 

 

 

 

Table 3.2: Variation of Degree in Islamic Institutionalization Index 

 

Islamic	  Inst.	  Index	  Scale	   Frequency	  (N)	   Percent	  (%)	   Cumulative	  (%)	  

1	   14	   28.57	   28.57	  

2	   4	   8.16	   36.73	  

3	   4	   8.16	   44.9	  

4	   5	   10.2	   55.1	  

5	   2	   4.08	   59.18	  

6	   3	   6.12	   65.31	  

7	   4	   8.16	   73.47	  

8	   6	   12.24	   85.71	  

9	   4	   8.16	   93.88	  

10	   1	   2.04	   95.92	  

11	   1	   2.04	   97.96	  

12	   1	   2.04	   100	  

Total	   49	   100	   	  	  
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 On the other hand, the variation of “level” refers to a categorical qualitative 

meaning attached to a specific numerical range from 0-12 (see Table 3.3). Essentially, 

both variations are the same. It is a matter of format for a researcher to choose. 

Categorical distinction, however, makes it easy to distinguish the different phases of 

presence of Islam via its substantive institutions functioning in society.  A graphical 

illustration of categorical distribution of III across the Muslim world (N=49) is given in 

Figure 3.6.   

 

Table 3.3: Categorical Levels of Islamic Institutionalization Index 

Scale	  Range	   Level	  of	  Islamic	  Institutionalization	  	  

0	  -‐	  1	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Extremely	  Low	  

2	  -‐	  4	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Emerging	  

5	  -‐	  7	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Some	  Functional	  	  

8	  -‐	  10	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Functional	  	  

11	  -‐	  12	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Highly	  Functional	  
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Figure 3.6: Cross-National Variation of Islamic Institutionalization Index in the Muslim World (N=49) 
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Figure 3.7: Histogram of Islamic Institutionalization Index 

 

  

  

 Table 3.4 reflects the summary statistics for III and its sub-measures of IEI, IPI 

and IFI. Although it seems a little counter-intuitive to observe that the mean scores of 

Islamic institutions are low in the Islamic majority states, it reflects the reality that the 

level of Islam in practice is not as one might initially predict. In general terms, the level 

of Islamic institutions appears to be low and weak. The analysis of patterns, interactions 

and implications will be discussed in the forthcoming chapters.   
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Table 3.4: Summary Statistics of Islamic Institutions 

Variable	   N	   Mean	   Std.	  Dev.	   Min	   Max	  

Islamic	  Educational	  Institutions	  (IEI)	   49	   2.00	   1.11	   0	   4	  

Islamic	  Political	  Institutions	  (IPI)	   49	   1.06	   1.25	   0	   4	  

Islamic	  Financial	  Institutions	  (IFI)	   49	   1.63	   1.67	   0	   4	  

Islamic	  Inst.	  Index	  (III)	   49	   4.63	   3.30	   1	   12	  

 

 

Mode of Analysis 

 

This project will utilize a mixed methodology: a descriptive statistical, fuzzy-set 

qualitative analysis and a case-study process tracing. First, I will use a statistical 

descriptive analysis including mean and trend comparisons to inspect variable-oriented 

patterns. This allows one to analyze the clusters of data points by making meaningful 

inferences on the relationship between variables.  

The next methodological vehicle of investigation is a Fuzzy-Set Qualitative 

Comparative Analysis (FS/QCA) invented by Charles Ragin (1987; 2000; 2006). 

FS/QCA is employed to account for a holistic analysis of cases and account for multiple 

pathways of combinatorial explanations which are much evident in social research. FS-

QCA offers an innovative and robust approach to identify configurationally complex 

patterns displayed by medium sample size (N=49) cases.  
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The Merits of Using FS-QCA 

 

FS/QCA is an ideal analytical framework which allows social scientists to make 

sense of systematic and meaningful empirical patterns displayed by all cases under 

investigation. For decades, scholars have theorized (and continue to do so) in terms of 

necessary and sufficient conditions. FS/QCA is a powerful tool to analyze necessary and 

sufficient conditions by employing a combinatorial causation (chemical causation) 

mechanism.  

FS-QCA is a unique and robust methodology that addresses causal complexity. 

The goal of diversity-oriented research is to make sense of many aspects of cases under 

analysis (every case has diverse attributes) and to gain a broad view of the social 

phenomena without imposing homogenizing assumptions (Ragin 2000). The concept of 

causal complexity is an important aspect of qualitative research that has long been 

integrated and considered as opposed to quantitative studies (Braumoeller 2003). What is 

a causal complexity? Causal complexity is a condition which occurs when multiple 

explanatory conditions are possible that lead to one outcome (multiple X’s [or 

combinations of X’s] lead to one Y). Ragin (1987, 20) refers to it as cases in which “an 

outcome results from several different combinations of [causal] conditions.” The idea 

behind is to account for every case and assess all possible outcomes without 
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compromising the parsimony of the explanation. INUS45 causation, also known as 

equifinality, conjunctorial causation, necessary and sufficient conditions, path 

dependency explanations are examples for causal complexity.46 In sum, FS/QCA offers a 

unique methodological tool that combine both qualitative and quantitative techniques that 

effectively capture the complexities of social and political phenomena.   

 

                                                
45 Insufficient Non-redundant Unnecessary but Sufficient (INUS) causation  
46 This advantage is relative not absolute. It is possible to integrate a conjunctorial relationship by using 
interaction effects in statistical models. However, it would require a large amount of degrees of freedom to 
account for all instances of interaction terms. It is debatable, however, to what extent it would be 
meaningful to utilize this method in statistical models (see Achen 2005) 
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CHAPTER 4                                                                                                                
EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS 

 

There is little doubt that the role of Islam in Muslim politics will be instrumental 

in the 21st century. The influence of Islam on politics has been steadily increasing given 

the fact that the entirety of Muslim-majority countries are experiencing a rapid Islamic 

revival in social, economic, and political arenas. Some call it as the beginning of “Islamic 

renaissance” while some say that it might be the “rise of Islamic states” which had 

officially ceased to exist in 1924.47 The scholars of politics seem to be pointing the arrow 

at one evident process rapidly unfolding: a systematically increasing role of Islam in 

shaping the socio-political landscape of contemporary Muslim politics.     

In this study, I assess the role and variation of Islam and its extent of coexistence 

with democracy in forty-nine Muslim states via Islamic institutions. This chapter has 

three main goals. The first goal is to analyze the patterns, trends and variation of Islam 

across 49 Muslim countries in the context of Islamic Institutions. Islamic institutions are 

evaluated within the framework of three sub- measures: (1) political, (2) educational, (3) 

financial institutions. The variation of Islamic institutions is analyzed in terms of both 

“degree” and “level.” The former refers to a degree each institutional category varies 

(from scores 0-12) across 49 states. The latter refers to an incremental rank which 

indicates the level of functionality and substantive influence. While Islam is 

                                                
47 The fall of the Ottoman caliphate in 1924 is often quoted as the official ending of Islam based 
governance – Islamic state. See, for instance, Feldman (2008). 
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operationalized via a quantitative measure of Islamic institutional presence which ranges 

from 0-12, it is also divided into four qualitative categories in the following incremental 

levels: extremely low, emerging, some functional and highly functional institutions.  

The second goal is to analyze the empirical relationship between Islamic 

institutions (III) and democracy by utilizing a descriptive statistical method and a fuzzy-

set qualitative comparative analysis. The third objective is to critically evaluate the 

results of quantitative and comparative qualitative empirical findings, followed by 

concluding remarks which connects the dots in light of evidence found. Before engaging 

in these three goals, the chapter sets out with a discussion of “why should we focus on 

institutions?” and “why the Institutional measure (III) is appropriate and more robust 

compared to previous quantitative measures?” by delving into the logic of importance to 

quantify Islam via institutional mechanisms.  

 

Centrality of Institutional Approach 

 

 Institutions serve as important vehicles to carry out the programs of various 

ideologies they represent. The logic of operationalizing Islam in terms of institutions is 

nested in the notion that if Islam is to shape the contemporary Muslim politics, then the 

voice and manifestation of Islam will be in the form of an organized structures that can 

successfully mobilize its mission, transform interests and ideals into actions in order to 

reach its specific goals. The process of institution building, in a general scheme, is 

illustrated in Figure 4.1.  



 
 

79 
 

Behind every institution lie specific interests, ideas and ideals represented by its 

constituents. These ideals are then transformed into a mobilized force which attempts to 

organize itself under, if possible, an official structure (e.g. political party, interest group, 

NGO, etc). To be officially recognized, governmental approval is necessary. In this case, 

a government has two options: to authorize or reject. If authorized, a mobilized social 

force is institutionalized, and consequently, the interests and ideals are channeled within 

the political system. If rejected, the institutionalization halts or goes underground 

(becomes an unofficial, illegal institution). In most cases, mobilizations that are banned 

by the government (denied to be part of political system) tend to chose to go underground 

or abroad. The rejection prompts more radical measures causing the mobilized social 

force to seek ways to fight back in a more radical or extremist manner.  

As a reaction to radicalization, most governments adopt harsh measures to repress 

any political group that operate underground. In turn, this generates a circle that takes a 

shape of a “vicious circle of fear.”48  

                                                
48 See Chapter 2 for a theoretical discussion of “Vicious Circle of Fear.” 
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Figure 4.1: Institutionalization Process 

 

As shown in Figure 4.1, today’s Islamic institutions are seeking ways to formalize 

and structuralize (e.g., institutionalize) their ideals by garnering public support across the 

Islamic world: Islamic parties are winning elections, the number of non-governmental 

Islamic organizations is increasing, traditional financial systems are adopting Islamic 

banking at a record high levels, and  most significantly, the ordinary Muslim citizens are 
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showing an overwhelming support for Islamic movements across the board. Thus, there is 

an even greater need to evaluate the factor of Islam in the light of these rapidly 

developing Islamic institutions. With this in mind, this study is the first of its kind to 

systematically analyze the variation and patterns of Islam in the context of Islamic 

political, educational, and financial institutions.  

 

Quantitative Measures of Islam 

 

 Traditionally, there have been two main types of quantitative measurements to 

capture Islam in empirical analyses: (1) percentage in Muslim population-- dichotomy 

variable; (2) attitudinal measure or individual survey responses -- categorical variable 

(e.g., survey data, “Likert” scale). For the first time, this dissertation introduces a new 

(third) method: the Islamic Institutional Index (III). Table 4.1 illustrates the comparative 

differences of these three measures of Islam.  

In the first type, the factor of Islam has been dichotomized (a dummy variable: 

Islamic vis-à-vis non-Islamic) based on the demographic profile of states.49 The majority 

of empirical studies have focused on measuring Islam as a percentage of Muslims 

(dichotomy) living in the state which have found a negative relationship between Islam 

and democratization (Barro 1999; Clague et al. 2001). Not surprisingly, given the low 

number of democracies in the Islamic countries and comparatively higher number 

democracies in the non-Muslim world, a statistical model would naturally return a 

                                                
49 If a given country has a 50% Muslim population, then it scores “1”, otherwise gets coded as “0.” 
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statistically significant negative relationship. I argue that a dichotomous variable assigned 

to each country (based on population percentage) is misleading, inaccurate and 

ineffective to assess the impact of Islam on a variable of interest (politics).  

The second traditional type, on the other hand, focuses on the opinion surveys. 

Attitudinal surveys are highly effective to capture the general preferences and 

orientations of ordinary citizens that are critical for social research. However, survey data 

is constrained by the following conditions, but not limited to, the following conditions: 

data unavailability in all Muslim countries, contextual variation of concept meanings50 

(e.g., democracy) used in surveys, limitations to account for regional variations within a 

country, fear of governmental persecution issues, sample size and ethnic diversity 

dilemmas, to name a few.   

Table 4.1: Quantitative Measures of Islam 

Method	   Scale	   Based	  on/Source	  
Categorical	  
ordinal	  
property	  

Islam	  in	  
practice	  

Variation	  

Dichotomy	   0	  or	  1	   Demographics	   No	   No	   Limited	  

Survey	  response	   Varies	   Opinion/Attitudes	   Yes	   Yes	   Limited	  	  

Institutional	  Index	  (new)	   0-‐12	  
Institutional	  
presence	  

Yes	   Yes	   High	  	  

 

Proper analysis of Islam’s impact on political processes depends on accurate 

measurement of the Islamic factor present in the Muslim-majority countries. In this study, 

I propose a new measure of Islam – the Islamic Institutionalization Index (III). The level 

                                                
50 For instance, “democracy” can be understood as an “evil westernization” in some Middle Eastern states 
while it can be implicitly associated with “higher living standards” in Central Asia. Context matters  for  
survey concepts.  
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of Islam in practice vastly varies from society to society influenced by a wide-range of 

overlapping conditions, such as culture, political system, historical background, and 

institutional presence and configuration. It is counterintuitive to attach a simplistic label 

of “Islamic” (or a score of “1”) for a state which has the Muslim majority (e.g., Muslims 

> 50%) in which there are almost no meaningful Islamic institutions which can represent 

and speak for Islam in society (e.g., Kazakhstan). Institutions contribute to a social, 

economic and political mobilization of citizens’ interests and preferences which attempt 

to channel (voice out) its concerns within society. The levels of Islamic factor (low or 

high) should be measured by substantive manifestation based on the “extent” Islam is 

applied in practice. It does not suffice to assume that being a Muslim means that person 

actually practices Islam or supports the cause of political Islam. For instance, Azerbaijan 

is a home for more than 90% Muslims while the level of Islamic institutionalization 

remains extremely low. If one would codify Azerbaijan as “1” for being Islamic, simply 

because of the majority status of Muslims, then the subsequent analysis of the “effects” 

of Islam on the variable of interest (e.g., democracy) may be disastrous: either harshly 

understated or severely overestimated. As such, while there is a substantial difference of 

Islamic factor (in practice) between secular Republic of Turkey and Islamic Republic of 

Iran, for instance, coding them equally as “1” would be immensely inadequate. By the 

same token, one would be forced to place Saudi Arabia in the same category with 

Senegal if using a dichotomous measure. Given this inherent variation of Islam in 

practice, the III is a more accurate measure which accounts for the substantive presence 



 
 

84 
 

of Islam in practice as reflected in the form of functioning social, political and economic 

institutions (see Table 1).  

 

The State of Islamic Institutions in the Muslim World 

 

 

 In this section, I will take stock on the current state of Islamic institutions in forty-

nine Muslim majority countries. I begin with the assessment of each sub-category 

measure (IPI IEI, and IFI) that constitutes to an Islamic Institutionalization Index (III). 

Followed that, I will analyze the trends and empirical patters of the III.  

Islamic Political Institutions (IPI) 

Islamic political institutions (IPI) are central in assessing the role of political 

Islam. They represent a collective body of individuals, organized into a structure or a 

mechanism, who strive to shape, change or transform politics by active and peaceful 

participation.  In the context of present study, IPI are measured by the number of 

dynamics of Islamic political parties. Political parties constitute a core institutional force 

capable of shaping the state’s political structure (and climate). With this in mind,  Islamic 

political parties can form a strong political voice to represent their Islamic ideals in 

political arena.  

From Morocco to Indonesia, Islamic parties have been winning popular elections, 

particularly within the last decade. It is hard to imagine Jordanian politics without the 

Islamic Action Front party, Turkish politics without the Justice and Development party, 

Moroccan politics without the government-sanctioned Islamist Justice and Improvement 
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party and many other Islamic parties that are increasingly gaining support in the Muslim 

world under the auspice of “change,” “justice,” and “democracy.” The summary statistics 

of Islamic parties and IPIs for the forty nine Islamic countries is reflected in Table 4.2. 

 

 

Table 4.2: Islamic Parties in Muslim-Majority States 

Muslim States with Islamic Parties Percent N 

  States with Islamic parties 52% 26 

  States without any Islamic parties 48% 23 

Level of IPI  Percent N 

  Extremely low 52% 25 
  Emerging 28% 14 
  Functional 12% 6 
  Highly Functional 8% 4 
  TOTAL 100% 49 

 

 

Among the forty nine Muslim-majority countries only twenty six (52%) have one 

or more Islamic parties while twenty-three (48%) do not have any. Evidently, the 

majority of the countries have none to extremely low level of presence of Islamic parties. 

What is interesting to note is that the second largest category (28%) among IPI is  

“emerging” in which Islamic parties continue to develop in a path of having functional 

institutions capable of exerting substantive political influence. This trend serves as 

evidence for the systematically increasing role of Islam in politics. On the other hand, ten 
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countries (20%) appear to have somewhat functional to high functional Islamic political 

parties.  

Individual country membership by their level of IPI is given in Table 4. It is not 

surprising to observe that Bangladesh, Indonesia, Malaysia and Turkey have the highest 

level of Islamic political institutionalization. These four countries, at the same time, have 

relatively high civil and political liberties which can partially explain the conditions 

conducive for Islamic parties to emerge and function in politics. Yet, a long list of 

Muslim states remains to have from none to extremely low levels of Islamic political 

institutions. This indicates that Islam has largely been omitted from political life in the 

Muslim world.  The issue of “why” the majority of Muslim states have extremely low 

levels of Islamic political parties remains underdeveloped. However, scholarly consensus 

exists that repressive policies of authoritarian regimes, which typify most of the Muslim 

world, limit or ban any oppositional force in order to maintain their power.  

 A common pattern which characterizes most Muslim countries today is the 

autocratic rule which forbids political opposition, particularly Islamic movements. Only 

one in four Muslim majority countries have some form of democratically elected 

governments. In some states there are symbolic elections (e.g., Arab Gulf states -- Qatar, 

Kuwait) who control, severely limit or completely ban oppositional political institutions. 

In most cases, even with alleged “democratic” elections, the incumbent autocratic 
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presidents win elections51 by unrealistic proportions (90%-99%).  Unfair, infrequent and 

uncompetitive elections continue to typify the elections of most Muslim countries.  

Table 4.3: Country Membership in Levels of Islamic Political Parties 

Extremely Low Emerging Some Functional 
 

Functional to 
Highly Functional 

 

  Albania Afghanistan Algeria Bangladesh   
  Bosnia Azerbaijan Iran Indonesia   
  Brunei Bahrain Iraq Malaysia   
  Burkina Faso Egypt Lebanon Turkey   
  Chad Jordan Morocco    
  Comoros Kuwait Pakistan    
  Djibouti Libya      
  Eritrea Maldives      
  Guinea Sudan      
  Guinea-Bissau Syria      
  Kazakhstan Tajikistan      
  Kyrgyzstan Tunisia      
  Mali Yemen      
  Mauritania 	        
  Niger 	        
  Nigeria       
  Oman       
  Qatar       
  Saudi Arabia       
  Senegal       
  Sierra Leone       
  Somalia       
	  	   The Gambia    	   	  	  

  Turkmenistan       
  UAE       
  Uzbekistan       
	  	         	  	   	  	  

                                                
51 For instance, in Egypt Hosni Mubarak won in 1999 with 94% and the president of Tunisia -- Ben Ali – 
won %94.5 of total public votes.  
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Nonetheless, it is becoming virtually impossible to think of today’s Muslim 

politics without Islamic political parties, which are gathering stunning and steadily-

growing support from the voting public. The central theme of today’s Islamic parties is 

their call for “justice”-- a widely absent phenomenon in most Muslim governments. 

Muslims across 49 states appear to be sending a message of “We want change!” One of 

the leading causes for Islamic revival and increased appeal for a greater role of Islam in 

government originates from a public who is tired of tyranny and repression of incumbent 

autocratic regimes. Even in states where they are banned, Islamic political movements 

remain the strongest opposition movements which are increasingly winning the support 

of ordinary citizens. This is largely due to the fact that these parties are seen as a viable 

“alternatives” to current authoritarian rule. In recent Middle Eastern elections, presently 

authoritarian regimes have shown an increased diligence to control elections that have 

taken place in Morocco, Bahrain, Jordan, Egypt and to some extent Saudi Arabia, which 

demonstrates that Islamic political parties can win most of the seats if permitted to 

contest fairly.  For instance, if there were to be a fair election in Egypt today, according 

to numerous scholars, the Muslim Brotherhood (the largest Islamic political movement in 

the Middle East), arguably, would win by large proportions. 

Rising Islamic political institutions are not only threatening incumbent 

authoritarian regimes but also their Western allies who are vested in protecting current 

autocratic governments. The Western reactions to recent growth of Islamist political 

movements have raised serious concerns. For years, post-colonial oil-rich autocratic 



 
 

89 
 

governments, particularly Arab Gulf states, have largely served western interests. Over 

the last four decades, the West has developed strong geo-political alliances with many of 

presently authoritarian regimes in the Middle East, and this has become what I call a 

“comfortable status quo.” Today’s political Islam’s challenge is forming a threat to this 

status quo that many western players have long become accustomed to. The United 

States, in particular, has worked hard to maintain its strategic geopolitical (e.g., oil, 

military bases) ties in the Gulf and other parts of the Middle East. In a similar vein, 

France and United Kingdom have stepped up efforts to bolster increased geo-strategic 

presence in the region. From this perspective, external interference and influence in the 

form of support (primarily financial and military) extended to current autocratic regimes 

and pose a real obstacle for Islamic political movements to legally institutionalize in 

order to challenge this “comfortable status quo” shared by incumbent regimes and their 

Western allies.   

In sum, a political voice for Islamist political institutions is necessary for Muslims 

states to make a steady progress towards promoting higher levels of civil liberties, and 

most importantly, political rights. Current “comfortable” status quo is counter-productive 

and hazardous for a democratic change given the will of people who want to extend a 

chance for Islamic parties to demonstrate themselves. It is important to note, however, 

that the question is not whether Islamic party will make the country more democratic and 

more prosperous, but rather that it is the preferences of the public that need to be included 

in the political system which may or may not bring about the desired results. Therefore, 

the triumph or peril of Islamic political institutions rests on their prospective performance 
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and fulfillment of promised “change” in the system, once granted political power, toward 

a more democratic, transparent and prosperous state. 

Islamic Educational Institutions (IEI) 

 

Education matters. The scholars of politics have long valued the role of education 

in a state’s wellbeing, development, and security. Educational institutions educate, shape 

and broaden the outlook of young men who make up the “educated” tier of citizenry. It is 

this mechanism which produces future leaders, political elites, public intellectuals who 

make critical decisions for the entire society. In the present context of the global surge of 

Islam, Islamic educational institutions are central for the following reasons: (1) as a 

source of gaining the correct teachings of Islam, (2) as an opportunity to study both 

aspects of Shari’a (Islamic law): (a) `ibadat (worship) and (b) mu'amalat (social 

relations), (3) as an antidote to Islamic radicalism.  

 Interpreting Islamic teachings in accordance with modernity and the rapidly 

changing political spectrum is imperative. That is, the Islamic educational institutions are 

instrumental in providing opportunities to learn various compatibilities of Islam with 

modern concepts. The interpretations made by the leading scholars in the 17th century 

may not fully speak to current issues we face today. A consensus exists among Islamic 

scholars that Islamic teachings are not temporally bounded, and thus should be open for 

re-interpretation if necessary. The challenge that many Muslim states face today is that 

the state of Islamic learning has significantly stagnated. From this perspective, I argue 
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that Islamic educational institutions are and will be central in addressing this intellectual 

stagnation. 

 I also argue this: had there been more opportunities for Islamic education, it 

would significantly hamper the radicals’ attempts to hire new members. Reacting to a 

recent global surge in radical movements such as Salafism (Al-Qaida), Ahmadiya and 

Neo-Wahhabism in Central Asia, the head of Central Mosque of Taraz (Kazakhstan), 

Aynabek Ahmetov, notes that “in order to fight the increasing radical movements in the 

world, most importantly, we need to increase our educational programs to the public. We 

are just not doing enough right now.” 52   

As shown in Table 4.5, while 31% of the Muslim states have extremely low levels 

of Islamic educational institutions, 20% of them are at an emerging status. Meanwhile, 

almost 49% of the Muslim world has some sort of functional educational institutions 

offering degrees in Islamic studies. One pattern emerges from this picture: despite the 

fact that Islamic educational institutions are increasing in virtually all parts of the Muslim 

world due to Islamic revival, the state of Islamic education still remains weak. More than 

half of Muslim countries (51%) do not have functional Islamic educational institutions. 

Table 4.4: The Levels of Islamic Educational Institutions 

Level of IEI Percentage Frequency  
Extremely low 31% 16 

Emerging 20% 9 

Functional 33% 18 

Highly functional 16% 8 
TOTAL 100% 49 

                                                
52 Interview with the author in Almaty, Kazakhstan, on July 29, 2008 
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Country level distribution of Islamic Educational Institutions also reveals 

remarkable inferences that can be made (Table 4.6). Three of the countries (Turkey, 

Malaysia and Bangladesh) listed under highly functional educational institutions fell 

under highly functional political institutions. On the other hand, most of the states 

classified as “extremely low” appear in the same category in political as well as 

educational institutions. This pattern seems to suggest that the states that allow political 

freedom to Islamic entities also exhibit strong level of commitment to incorporate Islam 

in secondary and tertiary educational systems.  

Table 4.5: Country Membership in Levels of Islamic Educational Institutions 

Extremely Low Emerging Some Functional 

 

Functional to Highly 
Functional 

 
  Azerbaijan Afghanistan Algeria Bangladesh   
  Bosnia Albania Indonesia Iran   
  Burkina Faso Bahrain Iraq Malaysia   
  Chad Kazakhstan Kuwait Pakistan   
  Comoros Kyrgyzstan Lebanon Turkey   
  Djibouti Nigeria Libya 	     
  Eritrea Tunisia Morocco 	     
  Guinea Turkmenistan Saudi Arabia Brunei*   
  Guinea-Bissau Uzbekistan Somalia Maldives*   
  Kosovo  Sudan The Gambia*   
  Mali  UAE 	     
  Mauritania  Yemen    
  Niger   Egypt 	     
  Senegal 	    Jordan    
  Sierra Leone   Qatar 
  Tajikistan   Oman 

* small countries with perfect 
prediction (outliers) 

      Syria    
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Another pattern to note is the geographical variation. Not surprisingly, the Middle 

Eastern and South Eastern Muslim countries score high on institutional functionality. 

Nevertheless, African, Eastern European and Central Asian Muslim states lag behind in 

the capacity to offer Islamic educational venues. This situation is a major concern at a 

time of increased radical extremist networks actively seeking safe harbors and recruit 

young followers. Not coincidently, Central Asia and Africa has seen a significant growth 

of radical militant activity in recent years.  

 

Table 4.6: Opportunity to Study Islam in Higher Education (OSIHE) In Muslim World 

States offering Islamic education Percent N 

 Extremely low to non-existent  30% 13 

 More than 50% of  institutions  24% 12 

 Less than 50% of  institutions  76% 38 

  Only Islamic republics (at or above 50%) 62% 8 

  Only secular states (at or above 50%) 38% 5 

  Has at least one Islamic studies department 66% 37 

  Has at least one Islamic university 38% 19 

  No dedicated  Islamic University at all 60% 30 

  Average (OSIHE) level - all 32% 49 

                                       TOTAL 100% 49 
 

In terms of higher education, the state of Islamic education remains weak as well. 

Table 4.7 provides percentage statistics for opportunities in Islamic education in forty-
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nine Muslim states as of 2007. The “opportunity” to study Islam at higher education is 

measured by the number of universities which offer degrees or courses in Islamic studies, 

divided by the total number of eligible institutions which do not currently offer such 

programs.53 

As evidence shows, one third of the Muslim world (30%) has no meaningful 

number of higher educational institutions where Islam is systematically taught. This 

suggests that the Muslims living in those countries have none to extremely low 

opportunity to study Islam, engage in scholarly exchange of ideas and most importantly 

discern, when exposed to foreign teaching and preaching, what is authentic about Islam 

and what is not. In parallel, the average level for opportunities to study Islam at higher 

educational institutions is only 32%. That is, in average terms, only one third of the 

Muslim population in the world has some sort of access to Islamic education.   

 The weaker the general (mainstream) higher education, the more negative impact 

it can exert on building vibrant civil society within the framework of stimulating 

meaningful democratic reforms. What is more striking, however, is that the state of 

Islamic education appears to be largely insufficient in Muslim countries.  The lack of 

opportunity to study Islam at higher educational levels carries important implications. 

Less access to Islamic education hampers Muslims from the opportunity to study the 

mainstream (moderate) principals of Islam. This, in turn, may create a fertile environment 

for radical (non-mainstream) preachers to recruit the (mainstream) Muslim youth.  

                                                
53  See “Research Design” section in Chapter 3 for a detailed discussion of measurements.  
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In sum, increasing access to a higher quality of education remains essential to 

promote democracy, build a robust civil society and alleviate religious radicalism. In 

addition, higher education constitutes a powerful social force which is a critical 

intellectual fuel to mobilize democratic institutions to challenge authoritarian rule. It is 

through education that the future enlightened leadership will emerge to challenge 

autocracy. Hence, the opportunities for Islamic education remain imperative to fill the 

intellectual vacuum in understanding the dynamics of Islam that speak to modern times. 

 

Islamic Financial Institutions (IFI) 

 

 Islamic banking is the one of the fastest growing industries in global financial 

markets. The availability of Islamic banking is stimulating Muslims across the globe to 

play a more active role in the global economy. The conventional understanding of interest 

earning is forbidden in Islam. The main difference of Islamic banks as compared to 

traditional-contemporary banks is that while the latter is based on the conventional 

interest-based principle, the former follows a principle of interest-free and profit/loss 

sharing (PLS) in performing their business as intermediaries.  

In this respect, the presence of Islamic financial institutions (IFI) serves as an 

important reference to the level of Islam as practiced in a society making IFI an important 

manifestation of Islam. To put it differently, it is an indication of opportunities for 

Muslims to practice their religion. Evidence suggests that the availability of Islamic 
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financial institutions is not only stimulating the Muslim participation in the financial 

sector, but also in a socio-political platform (Islamic Development Bank. 2005). 

 Islamic finance has a potential market of 1.5 billion Muslims which continues to 

attract global appeal. Within the last decade, Islamic finance has grown by 20 to 29 

percent annually, with an estimated $700 billion in assets controlled by approximately 

400 Islamic banks in more than 25 countries today.54 A quote by Amr al-Faisal, a board 

member of Dar al-Mal al-Islami, a holding company that owns several Islamic banks and 

financial institutions, is noteworthy to compare the past with present: "There was a lot of 

hostility when we first started out (Islamic Banking). We were regarded with suspicion, 

especially by the regulatory authorities. We were an odd fish. Authorities only acquiesced 

when they saw the huge demand." 

 

Table 4.7: The Levels of Islamic Financial Institutions 

Level of IEI Percentage Frequency  
Extremely low 43% 24 

Emerging 20% 10 

Functional 14% 7 

Highly functional 22% 11 
TOTAL 100% 50 

 

In some cases, countries do not allow Islamic banking or value them as necessary 

to be part of the financial system (e.g., Syria). Some countries, on the other hand, do not 

allow traditional banking except for Islamic ones (e.g., Saudi Arabia, Iran, Sudan). 

Overall, since its inception in 1963 in Egypt, the Islamic finance sector has been growing 
                                                
54Scott Schmith, International Trade Administration, 2008.  
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at a rapid pace, by at least 15% annually. It is the fastest growing financial sector today, 

particularly after the collapse of the western financial markets (and a global credit 

crunch) in 2008.   

As the levels of Islamic financial institutions suggests, more than 40% of Muslim 

states do not have any Islamic banking systems (Table 4.8). Yet, more than third of the 

Islamic world (36%) has functional to highly functional Islamic financial institutions. 

Emerging institutions are also not small: 20% of the Islamic world is at “emerging” level 

of Islamic financial institutionalization.  

 Table 4.8: Country Membership in Levels of Islamic Financial Institutions 

Extremely Low Emerging Some Functional 

 

Functional to Highly 
Functional 

 

  Afghanistan Albania Bahrain Bangladesh   
  Azerbaijan Algeria Brunei Egypt   
  Bosnia Jordan Iran Indonesia   
  Burkina Faso Lebanon Kuwait Iran   
  Chad Mauritania Morocco Malaysia   
  Comoros Oman Sudan Nigeria   
  Djibouti Senegal  Pakistan   
  Eritrea Tunisia  Qatar   
  Guinea Somalia   Saudi Arabia   
  Guinea-Bissau Kazakhstan   Turkey   
  Kyrgyzstan    UAE   
  Libya    Yemen   
  Maldives       
  Mali 	        
  Niger 	        
  Sierra Leone       
  Syria       
  Tajikistan       
  The Gambia       
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  Turkmenistan       
  Uzbekistan    	     

As illustrated in Table 8, there are more countries with highly functional Islamic 

banking compared to emerging systems in the Muslim world. This refers to a rapid 

ongoing growth and suggests that IFI have taken deeper roots in some states significantly 

earlier as compared to others. According to the International Trade Administration, the 

largest markets for Islamic finance include Turkey, Indonesia, Saudi Arabia.55 And the 

comparatively fastest growing markets are Malaysia, Bahrain, the United Arab Emirates, 

Indonesia, and Pakistan. It is also imperative to point out that the states (Turkey, 

Malaysia, Bangladesh, Pakistan and Indonesia) that scored high functionality in political 

and educational institutions also appear to be faring rather strong in the financial sector.  

Even though the growth trend of IFI is positively unfolding, more than 40% of 

Islamic majority countries currently do not offer Islamic banking options. This 

unavailability hampers participation of Muslims in those states fueling more distrust 

toward the government. On the positive side, however, access to faith-based financial 

services is stimulating Muslims to participate in the polity by increasing confidence in 

government policies while cementing trust in state institutions.  

Assuming that IFSI assets were worth $700 billion in 2005 and an annual growth 

of 15% until 2010, the IFI could grow to $1.4 trillion by 2010 and to $2.8 trillion by 

2015.56 Given the current trend of growth, it is expected that Islamic banking will have a 

substantial share in the global financial markets. In sum, a dynamic activity of high 

                                                
55 Iran is excluded due to current financial embargo by the U.N security council.  
56 Islamic Financial Services Industry Development, by Islamic Financial Service Board, May 
2007. (http://www.ifsb.org) 
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growth can be discerned from the current state of Islamic financial institutions.  As 

Islamic financial markets resume to grow at a super-fast rate, it still accounts for about 1 

percent of the global market, according to Majid Dawood, chief executive of Yasaar, a 

Dubai-based sharia financing consultancy: "We had expected to be at 12 percent of the 

global market by 2025, but now with this financial crisis, we expect to get there much 

faster."57  

 

Connecting the Dots: Islamic Institutionalization Index 
   

 The Islamic Institutionalization Index (III) is a numerical measure ranging from 

0-12. It comprised of three sub-categories of Islamic institutions: Islamic political, 

educational, economic, and civic institutions where each ranges from 0-4. Table 9 reflects 

the summary statistics of each Islamic institution and democracy measures. A detailed 

narrative on measurements is provided in Chapter 3.  
 

Table 4.9: Descriptive Statistics of Key Variables 
 

Variable	   Obs.	   Mean	   Std.	  Dev.	   Min	   Max	  

Islamic	  Educational	  Institutions	  (IEI)	   49	   2.00	   1.11	   0	   4	  

Islamic	  Political	  Institutions	  (IPI)	   49	   1.06	   1.25	   0	   4	  

Islamic	  Financial	  Institutions	  (IFI)	   49	   1.63	   1.67	   0	   4	  

Islamic	  Inst.	  Index	  (III)	   49	   4.63	   3.30	   1	   12	  

Civil	  Liberties	  (CL)	   49	   4.73	   1.19	   3	   7	  
Political	  Rights	  (PR)	   49	   5.20	   1.46	   2	   7	  
Democracy	  (DEM)	   49	   9.94	   2.56	   5	   14	  

 

                                                
57 Saleh Ambah, Washington Post, October, 2008.  
(http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/10/30/AR2008103004434.html) 
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In order to gain a visual comprehension on the “degree” of Islamic 

institutionalization, as constructed from three institutional sub-measures, I utilize 

graphical illustration of cross national (N=49) distribution with respect to each 

(institutional) category and total Institutionalization index. For each measure, I assigned a 

qualitative category based on the quantitative score in order to covey the “degree of 

presence” of corresponding institutional functionality: high (HIGH), medium (MED), low 

(LOW), very low (Very Low) and none (NONE).  Table 10 shows the spread of Islamic 

political, educational, financial and total institutionalization index by qualitative category 

across the 49 Muslim societies. The democracy level for each country is also reflected 

per the Freedomhouse’ categorization: “Free,” “Partly Free” and “Not Free.” 

 

Table 4.10: Categorical Label for Islamic Institutions and Democracy 

Muslim	  
Country	  	  	  

Political	  
(IPI)	  

Educational	  
(IEI)	  

Financial	  
(IFI)	  

Islamic	  
Inst.	  Index	  

(III)	  

Democratic	  
Freedom	  

Afghanistan	   Med	   Med	   None	   Low	   Not	  Free	  
Albania	   None	   Low	   Med	   Low	   Partly	  Free	  
Azerbaijan	   Low	   Low	   None	   Very	  Low	   Not	  Free	  
Algeria	   High	   Med	   Med	   Med	   Not	  Free	  
Bahrain	   Low	   Med	   High*	   Med	   Partly	  Free	  
Bangladesh	   High	   High	   High	   High	   Partly	  Free	  
Bosnia	   None	   Low	   None	   Very	  Low	   Partly	  Free	  
Brunei	   None	   High	   High*	   Med	   Not	  Free	  
Burkina	  Faso	   None	   Low	   None	   Very	  Low	   Partly	  Free	  
Chad	   None	   Low	   None	   Very	  Low	   Not	  Free	  
Comoros	   None	   Low	   None	   Very	  Low	   Partly	  Free	  
Djibouti	   None	   Low	   None	   Very	  Low	   Partly	  Free	  
Egypt	   Low	   High	   High	   High	   Partly	  Free	  
Eritrea	   None	   Low	   None	   Very	  Low	   Not	  Free	  
Guinea	   None	   Low	   None	   Very	  Low	   Not	  Free	  
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Guinea-‐Bissau	   None	   Low	   None	   Very	  Low	   Partly	  Free	  
Indonesia	   High	   High	   High	   High	   Free	  
Irana	   High*	   High*	   High*	   High*	   Not	  Free	  
Iraq	   High	   Low	   High	   Med	   Not	  Free	  
Jordan	   Med	   High	   Med	   Med	   Partly	  Free	  
Kazakhstan	   Low	   Med	   Low	   Low	   Not	  Free	  
Kuwait	   Med	   High	   High	   High	   Partly	  Free	  
Kyrgyzstan	   None	   High	   None	   Very	  Low	   Partly	  Free	  
Lebanon	   High	   High	   Med	   High	   Partly	  Free	  
Libya	   Med	   High	   None	   Low	   Not	  Free	  
Malaysia	   High	   High	   High	   High	   Partly	  Free	  
Maldives	   Med	   High	   None	   Med	   Not	  Free	  
Mali	   None	   Low	   None	   Very	  Low	   Free	  
Mauritania	   None	   Low	   Med	   Low	   Partly	  Free	  
Morocco	   High	   High	   High	   Med	   Partly	  Free	  
Niger	   None	   Low	   None	   Very	  Low	   Partly	  Free	  
Nigeria	   None	   High	   High	   Low	   Partly	  Free	  
Oman	   None	   High	   Med	   Med	   Not	  Free	  
Pakistan	   High	   High	   High	   High	   Partly	  Free	  
Qatar	   None	   High	   High	   Med	   Not	  Free	  
Saudi	  Arabia	   None	   High	   High*	   Med	   Not	  Free	  
Senegal	   None	   Med	   Med	   Low	   Free	  
Sierra	  Leone	   None	   Low	   None	   Very	  Low	   Partly	  Free	  
Somalia	   None	   Med	   None	   Very	  Low	   Not	  Free	  
Sudan	   Med	   High	   High	   High	   Not	  Free	  
Syria	   Low	   Med	   None	   Low	   Not	  Free	  
Tajikistan	   Low	   Low	   None	   Very	  Low	   Not	  Free	  
The	  Gambia	   None	   High	   None	   Low	   Partly	  Free	  
Tunisia	   Low	   Med	   Med	   Med	   Not	  Free	  
Turkey	   High	   High	   High	   High	   Partly	  Free	  
Turkmenistan	   None	   Low	   None	   Very	  Low	   Not	  Free	  
UAE	   None	   High	   High	   Med	   Not	  Free	  
Uzbekistan	   None	   High	   None	   Very	  Low	   Not	  Free	  
Yemen	   Med	   Med	   High	   High	   Partly	  Free	  

*The	  only	  type	  in	  the	  country.	  	  
a	  Iran	  is	  a	  special	  case.	  III	  is	  the	  only	  allowed	  structure	  in	  the	  country.	  	  
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In terms of distinct incremental ranks indicating the level of “maturity” and 

“functionality” of institutional influence in society, Table 4.12 shows corresponding 

percentages for each category.  

 

 

 

Table 4.11: The Levels of Islamic Institutionalization Index (III) 

Level of III 
 

Percentage Frequency  
Extremely low 42% 20 

Emerging 44% 22 

Functional 8% 4 
Highly 
functional 6% 3 

TOTAL 100% 49 
 

It appears that a large majority of Muslim states have either “extremely low” or 

“emerging” Islamic institutions. This suggests that Islam has not yet reached a 

meaningful mobilization as a socio-political force in many countries of the Muslim world 

as of 2008. It shows that the “extent” of Islam’s role is still limited in the majority of the 

Muslim world. Only 8% have functional and 6% somewhat highly functional Islamic 

institutions. That is, only seven countries (14%) show the presence of functional to highly 

functional Islamic institutionalization among 49 states. The ssecond biggest category, 20 

Muslim countries (42%), has an “extremely low” status. The largest category, however, is 

“emerging” at 44%. It is evident that the bulk of Islamic countries are experiencing a 

transition in mobilizing Islam in social, political and economic platforms. Judging from 
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the pace of development rapidly unfolding in the Muslim world, it is highly likely that the 

“functional” category will increase within a relatively short time.  

It is also interesting to note the country-level distribution within ranks of Islamic 

institutionalization.  The membership of Muslim states with respect to the corresponding 

level of Islamic institutionalization is reflected in Table 4.13. 

 

Table 4.12: Country Membership in Levels of Islamic Institutionalization 

Extremely low Emerging Some Functional Functional to Highly 
Functional 

  Albania Algeria Bangladesh Indonesia   
  Azerbaijan Afghanistan Iran Malaysia   
  Bosnia Bahrain Pakistan Turkey   
  Burkina Faso Egypt Yemen    
  Chad Iraq      
  Comoros Jordan      
  Djibouti Kazakhstan      
  Eritrea Lebanon      
  Guinea Libya      
  Guinea-Bissau Maldives      
  Kyrgyzstan Morocco      
  Mali Nigeria      
  Mauritania Oman      
  Niger Qatar      
  Senegal Saudi Arabia      
  Sierra Leone Sudan      
  Somalia The Gambia      
  Tajikistan Tunisia      
  Turkmenistan UAE      
  Uzbekistan Kuwait      
   Brunei      
    Syria      
 * Countries in bold are classified as “Countries in Transition” by Freedomhouse due to salient developments 
in democratic reforms (positive or negative). See Freedomhouse report (2008).  
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An initial observation indicates that almost all African and Central Asian Muslim 

countries have either extremely low or emerging Islamic institutions. Only four states -- 

Bangladesh, Iran, Pakistan and Yemen -- appear to have somewhat functional 

institutions. On the functional to highly functional side, three countries stand out: Turkey, 

Malaysia and Indonesia. Not surprisingly, these three countries, along with two in the 

functional category (Bangladesh and Pakistan), have shown a strong presence of Islamic 

institutions in previous sub-measures. These countries represent two geographic regions: 

the Middle East (Turkey) and Southeast Asia (Pakistan, Indonesia, Malaysia, and 

Bangladesh). There is hardly a representative Islamic country with a functional level of 

Islamic institutions from Central Asia, Africa, or Europe. Even though Turkey represents 

the Middle East, there is no representation from the Arab Middle East. On the other hand, 

Southeast Asian Muslim states have the highest share, among the 49 countries, of high 

institutional presence of Islam.  

 Four patterns emerge as a result of initial descriptive analysis of Islamic 

institutions. 

First, it is evident that the state of the Islamic factor is not the same, but highly 

variant across the Muslim world. The level of Islamic representativeness sharply varies 

from country to country, region to region and from polity to polity.  Overall, the state of 

Islamic institutions across the Muslim world is weak and largely in transition. Only 14% 

of the countries exhibit higher levels of institutionalization and a substantive presence of 

Islam in the socio-political arena.  
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Second, the highest level of Islamic institutionalization is “emerging.” Even 

though the Islamic revival is a relatively new phenomenon, the majority of Islamic 

institutions across the Muslim world are in a revival, transition and development phase. It 

would be very premature and unsound to jump into conclusions about political Islam’s 

success or failure in effectively instituting the rule of law, civil and political liberties, 

open and free civic participation without first observing them in action.    

The third pattern is that almost the same countries seem to fall into “functional” or 

“highly functional” levels. Particularly, five countries stand out: Turkey, Indonesia, 

Pakistan, and Bangladesh and Malaysia. These countries are leading the Muslim world in 

the functionality, size and presence of Islamic political, educational and financial 

institutions. Therefore, a more focused study of these states will benefit discover the 

causal factors, which is a topic for future research.  

Fourth, it is no coincidence, I argue, that except for Iran, all states in this category 

(Bangladesh, Pakistan, Yemen) are either “Free” or “Partly Free” according to the 

Freedomhouse democracy score. This observation supports the thesis that democracy is 

no obstacle to Islam, and as the evidence suggests, Islam is no hindrance to freedom. 

Moreover, three countries fall under the highly functional category -- Turkey, Malaysia, 

Indonesia -- which are all “Free” or “Partly Free.”  

Overall picture of Islamic institutions manifests that Islam has largely been 

excluded from the socio-political arena in much of the Muslim world. This can be partly 

explained by the secular-nationalist orientation in a state-building process in the 

aftermath of post-colonial rule. Over time, on the basis of secular-nationalist oriented 
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ideologies, the majority of Islamic countries have turned themselves into permanent 

authoritarian regimes. Political Islam, in turn, has been seen as the strongest social force 

emerging as a real threat to a “comfortable status quo” of autocratic regimes. What is 

driving the primary political support for Islamic entities in the Muslim world is the failure 

of authoritarian regimes to deliver economic development, accountability, civil and 

political liberties. Muslim citizens seem to send the message of “we want change” by 

demonstrating their support for wider role for Islam.  

One generalization can be drawn from the current trends: it is evident that Islamic 

revival is unfolding fast, more Islamic political parties are emerging cross-nationally, 

educational institutions are gaining momentum in response to growing demand from 

public, and the Islamic financial sector is booming by posting 20% growth each year. It 

would also be useful to inspect the growth of Islamic institutions over time in order to 

account for temporal change. However, this is reserved for a future research. 

To further investigate the “associations” of Islamic institutions and their extent of 

“coexistence” with democracy, a systematic comparative analysis is necessary. In order 

to accomplish this, the next section will inspect the general patterns of coexistence 

between Islam and democracy by using a generalized statistical descriptive and a 

FS/QCA analysis. 
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Empirical Analysis of Democracy and Islam 

 

 To what extent and in what levels do Islamic Institutions support the coexistence 

between Islam and Democracy? To engage this question, the level of democratization 

(measured by civil liberties and political rights) is empirically assessed with 

consideration of Islamic institutions by using descriptive statistics and a Fuzzy-Set 

Qualitative Comparative Analysis (FS/QCA). 

Even though the majority of Muslim states are largely not “democratic,” there has 

been a significant change over time in terms of transitions towards more freedom. The 

evidence suggests that the levels of civil and political liberties and governments’ voice 

and accountability have been increasing over time from 1996 -2006 (Figure 2A and 2B). 

As shown in Figure 2A, the average scores for Freedomhouse civil liberties and the 

political rights index have declined systematically.58  That is, they have become freer 

since 1996, with the exception of a slight increase in 2000. Similarly, as Figure 2B 

attests, the voice and accountability of the Muslim-majority states have generally 

increased59 over time except from 2000 to 2003, when government accountability slightly 

declined. 

                                                
58 The lower the scores of Freedomhouse freedom indicators, the higher the freedom rates are. 
59 The higher the scores, the higher the rate of governments’ voice and accountability are. 
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Note: The average scores of civil liberties and political rights come from the Freedomhouse database. Countries whose combined 
average ratings fall between 3.0 and 5.0 and are "Partly Free," and those between 5.5 and 7.0 are "Not Free."  

Figure 4.2: Change in Freedom Indicators in Fifty Muslim States from 1996-2006 

 

What is the relationship between Islam and democracy levels in the context of 

Islamic institutions? In order to delve into this question, a comparison table is useful to 

inspect the level of Islam and its corresponding levels of democratization. Table 4.13 

illustrates the association between the levels of III and corresponding freedom indices.  

    

Table 4.13: Relationship between Islamic Institutions and Democracy Levels 

Functional	  /	  Highly	  Functional	  (III)	   Democracy	  	   Percent	  Free	  

	  	   Indonesia	   Free	  

	  	   Malaysia	   Partly	  Free	  

	   Iran	   Not	  Free	  

	  	   Turkey	   Partly	  Free	  

75%	  

	   	   	   	  

Some	  Functional	  (III)	   Democracy	  	   Percent	  Free	  
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	  	   Bangladesh	   Partly	  Free	  

	  	   Pakistan	   Partly	  Free	  

	  	   Yemen	   Partly	  Free	  

100%	  

	   	   	   	  

Extremely	  low	  to	  Emerging	  (III)	   Ave.	  Democracy	   Percent	  Free	  

	  	   42	  countries	   Not	  Free	   42%	  

 

As shown in Table 4.13, 75% of Muslim countries with highly functional Islamic 

institutions are either free or partly free with the exception of the Islamic Republic of 

Iran. The degree of democracy is even higher, 100%, among states with some functional 

presence of Islamic institutions. This outcome clearly provides evidence for coexistence 

and compatibility of Islam with democratic form of governance.  Only 42% are either 

“Free” or “Partly Free” among countries with “extremely low” to “emerging” levels of 

III. The outcome suggests that states with low substantive presence of Islam appear to 

have generally lower levels of freedom. A general take-away point of this descriptive 

analysis is that Islam in practice, manifested via institutional structures, does not appear 

to contradict with democracy. Rather in contrast, states with higher levels of Islamic 

institutions seem to enjoy higher levels of civil liberties and political rights.  

Another insightful inference can be drawn from an X-Y scatterplot of key 

variables -- III and democracy levels. Considering the fact that the lower scores of 

democracy means higher levels of freedom (reverse interpretation), as seen in Figure 4.4, 

there is a positive relationship between III and democracy scores. That is, higher levels of 

III appear to associate with higher democracy (lower in numerical sense).  
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Figure 4.3: Scatterplot of Islamic Institutionalization Index and Democracy 

 

 

Fuzzy-Set Qualitative Comparative Analysis 

A variation of social phenomena is inherent in social science research. The bulk 

of social science causal conditions and mechanisms, by nature, vary by degree or level 

(Ragin 2000). For instance, while some countries are fully “democratic” and some are 

not, there is abundant of in-between cases that fall in the continuum from being “fully-in” 

to “fully-out.” Opportunely, there is a Fuzzy-Set methodology, invented by Charles 

Ragin (1994, 2000, 2008), which is based on a well-developed mathematical system that 

addresses partial membership in sets, called fuzzy-set theory (Ragin 2000). FS/QCA 

models is ideal when there is low to medium number of cases (N= [10-50]). In many 

respects, fuzzy sets are simultaneously qualitative and quantitative: they are represented 

NOTE: The dashed line represents the predicted line of bivariate relationship calculated from residuals 
of values. It is for illustrative purpose only. 
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by a continuum of quantitative numerical range, from 0 to 1, while calibrated by using 

theoretical and substantive (qualitative) information.  But most importantly, the FS/QCA 

enables the investigator to analyze the multiple-path explanations of the outcome 

(complex and chemical causation). Fuzzy-sets are particularly powerful because they 

allow researchers to calibrate partial membership in sets using values in the interval 

between 0 (non-membership) and 1 (full membership). Another methodological strength 

of the FS-QCA as compared to the tradition statistical method is its ability to 

systematically inspect for necessary and sufficient conditions and analyze the 

combinatorial nature of illustrative conditions that explain the outcome.  

The primary conditions are the three sub-categorical Islamic institutional 

measures. In order to gain insights about institutional variation within III, each III sub-

category will be analyzed in the model. In addition, a theoretically relevant control 

variable, political repression is also incorporated to account as an intervening condition 

which may influence the results. Refer to Chapter 3, research design section, for a 

detailed description of data, concepts and measures.  

To begin analyzing the patterns of interactions between Islamic institutions and 

democracy, the values of all conditions have been calibrated into fuzzy set memberships 

from 0 to 1. The first step is to build the truth-table, which reflects all possible 

explanatory combinations with corresponding empirical cases for each combination.  

Table 14 provides the list of all combinations calculated on the basis of the following 

formula:                             2K = total number of explanatory variables  
.
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Two models are calculated by using FS-QCA software (Model -1 and Model -2).  

In Model-1, there are four (K=4) conditions. Thus, the total number of possible 

combinations for all conditions is 16. However, because of limited diversity (absence of 

empirical cases for every single combination), all other remaining rows with no 

corresponding empirical cases are excluded.  

Table 4.14: Truth Table for Islamic Institutions (N=49, K=4) 
 

POL	  (IPI)	   EDU	  (IEI)	   FIN	  (IFI)	   Repression	  
Num.	  
Cases	  

Outcome	  
(Democracy)	  

Consistency	  

1	   1	   1	   0	   3	   1	   0.92	  
1	   1	   1	   0	   1	   1	   0.91	  
1	   0	   1	   0	   1	   1	   0.90	  
1	   0	   1	   0	   2	   1	   0.80	  
0	   0	   1	   0	   1	   0	   0.74	  
1	   1	   0	   0	   1	   0	   0.72	  
0	   0	   1	   0	   1	   0	   0.69	  
0	   0	   0	   0	   15	   0	   0.65	  
0	   1	   1	   0	   4	   0	   0.59	  
0	   1	   1	   1	   2	   0	   0.59	  
1	   0	   0	   0	   1	   0	   0.58	  
0	   0	   0	   0	   6	   0	   0.54	  
0	   1	   0	   0	   1	   0	   0.50	  
1	   1	   1	   1	   1	   0	   0.47	  

 

 

 

The next step is to analyze all the combination patterns (pathways) that are related 

to the outcome – democracy levels.  
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Table 4.15: Model 1 - Fuzzy-Set Analysis Results (N=49) 

	  	   MODEL:	  	  Democracy	  =	  f(poI,	  edu,	  fin,	  repression)	  	  	   	  	  
	  	   	   	   	   	   	  	  

	  	   A:	  	  	  PARSIMONIOUS	  SOLUTION	   	   	   	  
	  	   	   	   	   	   	  	  
	  	   	   Raw	  Coverage	   Unique	  Coverage	   Consistency	   	  	  

	  	   POL	  *	  FIN	  *	  repress	   0.331	   0.331	   0.910	   	  	  

	  	   	   	   	   	   	  	  
	  	   solution	  coverage:	  	  	  	  	  0.33	   	   	   	  	  
	  	   solution	  consistency:	  0.91	   	   	   	  	  
	  	   Frequency	  cutoff:	  	  	  	  	  	  1.00	   	   	   	   	  	  
	  	   Consistency	  cutoff:	  	  	  	  0.80	   	   	   	  	  
	  	   	   	   	   	   	  	  

	  	   	  B:	  	  	  INTERMEDIATE	  SOLUTION	   	   	   	  	  

	  	   	   	   	   	   	  	  

	  	   	   Raw	  Coverage	   Unique	  Coverage	   Consistency	   	  	  

	  	   POL	  *	  FIN	  *	  repress	   0.331	   0.331	   0.910	   	  	  

	  	   	   	   	   	   	  	  
	  	   solution	  coverage:	  	  	  	  	  0.33	   	   	   	  	  
	  	   solution	  consistency:	  0.91	   	   	   	  	  
	  	   Frequency	  cutoff:	  	  	  	  	  	  1.00	   	   	   	   	  	  
	  	   Consistency	  cutoff:	  	  	  	  0.80	   	   	   	  	  

	  	   Upper-‐case	  indicates	  "presence",	  lower-‐case	  indicates	  "absence"	   	  	   	  	  
	  	   	  	  
	  	  

EDU	  -‐	  Islamic	  educational	  institutions,	  POL	  -‐	  Islamic	  political	  institutions,	  FIN	  -‐	  Islamic	  
financial	  institutions,	  REPRESS	  –	  Political	  repression	  level	   	  	  

 

The results are provided in Table 4.15.  Two solutions are produced from the 

FS/QCA analysis. One is a parsimonious solution (Output A) which yields the minimal 

solution related to the outcome by excluding all remainder cases (limited diversity) from 

the analysis. Conditions with upper cases (e.g., POL) indicate the “presence” or “high 

levels” while the lower cases (e.g., repress) refer to “absence” or “low levels” of the 

conditions analyzed. A multiplication sign (*) refers to a logical “AND” which means “in 
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combination of.” That is, logical AND glues explanatory conditions together to form a 

solution -- widely known as “combinatorial causation.” As findings indicate, one 

explanatory combination is produced in the parsimonious output, also called a 

“pathway,” which consists of conditions linked together with a logical AND. According 

to this output result, there is one possible combination of conditions which help explain 

high levels of democracy in the Muslim world. 

Output	  A:	  	  	  	  	  	  POL	  *	  FIN	  *	  repress	  	  	  	  Higher	  Democracy	  

 

Per the first solution (Output - A), the combination of higher levels of Islamic 

political institutions coupled with higher levels of financial institutions, given that there 

are low levels of (or absence of) state political repression by incumbent governments, 

seems to be sufficient to coexist with the higher levels of democracy. In other words, the 

Muslim-majority states with high levels of Islamic political and financial institutions with 

virtually no governmental religious repression -- political constraints imposed by 

government -- are more likely to have higher civil liberties and political rights.   

 

Output	  -‐	  B:	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  POL	  *	  FIN	  *	  repress	  	  	  	  Higher	  Democracy	  

 

The second output is an intermediate solution (Output - B) which gives the middle 

solution between parsimonious and complex solutions.60 In this model, both solutions are 

exactly the same. It means that regardless of the remainders’ impact, the outputs did not 

change. From this perspective, the solutions produced from FS-QCA analysis are very 

                                                
60 Complex solution is produced by incorporating the remainders (limited diversity) as counterfactuals. 
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robust in a sense that all three (parsimonious, complex and intermediate) variations of 

outputs agreed on the final explanatory pathway (pattern).  

The findings suggest that Muslim-majority countries which have functional 

Islamic political parties within existing political system, in combination with wide access 

and opportunities for Islamic banking and with low governmental repression, are 

sufficient for coexistence with higher levels of democracy. This theoretically makes a 

good sense. It is hard to imagine a political system which allows Islamic parties while at 

the same time oppressing oppositional political institutions. Moreover, political 

institutions are the key players that can channel the goals and preferences of its 

constituents in the political arena. This also suggests that it would be premature to link 

causal arrows between Islam and democracy without first considering the fact the 

countries under investigation might not have any Islamic political representation in the 

political system in which the incumbent regime is not politically repressive and highly 

supportive of Islamic financial services (Democracy = POL * FIN * repress).   

On the other hand, Islamic banks also carry important implications. Muslims may 

naturally choose to bank in financial institutions sensitive to their faith/belief systems 

which may stimulate the previously stagnant or hesitant citizens to more actively 

participate in governmental institutions. In this way, the citizens who were traditionally 

excluded from economic participation could now become active players, which in turn 

may increase “trust” towards government and encourage further socio-political 

participation. Access to Islamic banking contributes to a liberal market economy. 

Consistent with modernization theory and democracy, it is possible that higher levels of 



 
 

116 
 

liberal economy may stimulate IFIs, which in turn, may encourage higher levels of civil 

liberties and political rights (democracy levels).  

In general terms, governmental corruption, political repression and coercion 

largely characterize many Muslim-majority states which are discredited by the public. In 

this setting, the central driving force of today’s Islamic movements is their pledge to 

bring “political justice” and put an “end to corruption.” If the Islamic movements cannot 

deliver this promised justice, the chances are high that they will also be discredited as 

their predecessors. Yet if they can deliver political justice, it is more than likely that some 

Islamic led governments could spread across the Muslim world. In whatever form, shape 

or structure the newly organized Islamic states will be, future success of Islamic political 

institutions seems to depend on their ability and performance in developing new 

democratic, transparent and effective socio-political-economic institutions.  
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CHAPTER 5                                                                                                        

KAZAKHSTAN: EMERGING ISLAMIC INSTITUTIONS AND PROSPECTS FOR 

DEMOCRACY  

 

 After analyzing the aggregate dynamics of Islamic institutions and democracy 

cross nationally, I now turn to case studies. In this chapter, I assess the interaction 

between Islam and the democratization process in the Republic of Kazakhstan by 

engaging the following question: “To what extent do Islamic institutions help explain the 

levels of coexistence between democracy and Islam given the current pace of Islamic 

revival in the country?” 

 The chapter sets out with a brief overview of Kazakhstan’s political system, 

demographic make-up and its historical heritage in Central Asia. Firstly, I discuss “why” 

Kazakhstan was chosen as a case study. Next, I present the analysis of the historical 

evolution of Islam as well as contemporary resurgence of Islamic institutions before and 

after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Thirdly, I will compare the dynamics of Islamic 

political, educational and financial institutions and their associations with the 

development of civil liberties and political rights in the light of the “Vicious Circle of 

Fear” theoretical paradigm.  The conclusion brings together the findings and discusses 

the emerging patterns and underlying implications of coexistence between Islam and 

democracy in Kazakhstan.  
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Thanks to an external funding opportunity from IREX (International Research 

Exchange Board), I was able to do a two-month field research in Kazakhstan conducting 

elite-interviews and data-collection which significantly contributed to my research.    

Kazakhstan Today 

 With its vast oil and gas reserves, rich natural resources, rising geo-political and 

economic influence, the Republic of Kazakhstan has emerged as a major regional power 

in Central Asia. Kazakhstan is one of the fifteen former-Soviet republics that gained its 

independence in 1991. It is the wealthiest and the fastest growing republic in the post-

Soviet era. 

 Kazakhstan is a home for diverse ethnicities and various cultures. This is partly 

due to mass deportations of many ethnic groups to the country during Stalin's rule. 

Kazakhs are the largest ethnic group, followed by Russians, Uzbeks, Uyghurs and others. 

Kazakhstan allows freedom of religion, and many different beliefs are represented in the 

country. Islam is the primary religion, followed by Orthodox Christianity, which is 

mainly practiced by Russians. The official state languages are Kazakh and Russian. Even 

today, Russian is widely used for everyday communication in central and northern 

Kazakhstan while ethnic Kazakh is more common in the south. 

 While ethnic Kazakhs represent 59% of the population and ethnic Russians 26%, 

there is a rich array of other ethnic groups represented, including Uzbeks, Tatars, 
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Bashkirs, Uyghurs and Ukrainians.61 The majority of minority groups were deported 

from their homelands for political reasons during Stalin’s repressive years.  

 Kazakhstan is a presidential republic. The president is the head of state, is the 

commander in chief of the armed forces, and has an ultimate de facto veto power over 

any legislation that passes in Kazakh Parliament. The prime minister chairs the Cabinet 

of Ministers and serves as Kazakhstan's head of government. Nevertheless, the President 

-- Mr. Nursultan Nazarbaev -- holds the ultimate, de facto control over all the state’s 

socio-economic-political institutions.  

 Kazakhstan has a bicameral Parliament, made up of the lower house (the Majilis) 

and upper house (the Senate). Single mandate districts popularly elect 67 seats in the 

Majilis; there also are ten members elected by party-list vote rather than by single 

mandate districts. The Senate has 39 members. Two senators are selected by each of the 

elected assemblies (Maslikhats) of Kazakhstan's 16 principal administrative divisions (14 

provinces, plus the cities of Astana and Almaty). The president appoints the remaining 

seven senators. The Majilis deputies and the government both have the right of legislative 

initiative, though the government proposes most legislation considered by the Parliament. 

 In spite of its mixed demographics and diverse population, Kazakhstan is a good 

case study to probe further the parallel development between Islamic institutions and 

democratic freedoms and civil liberties. As was shown in the previous chapter, 

Kazakhstan has emerged as a Muslim-majority state with an “emerging” level of Islamic 

                                                
61 Kazakhstan's News Bulletin, April 20, 2007. (http://prosites-
kazakhembus.homestead.com/042007.html) 
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institutions.  In order to gain a comprehensive understanding of Islamic institutional 

variations, it is a good idea to delve into case studies that exhibit different levels of 

Islamic institutionalization. In this regard, Kazakhstan will serve as a representative case 

for a Muslim country with an “emerging” status of III. On the other hand, Turkey 

represents the state with “functional” Islamic institutions. 

The second reason for selecting this case is because of Kazakhstan’s unique 

context. That is, analyzing a case with a newly independent state with a distinct historical 

background adds an invaluable dimension to understand the revival of Islam in the post-

Soviet landscape. In addition, Kazakhstan is a case in which the state-building is actively 

taking place in post-Soviet era. Therefore, assessing the levels of Islamic 

institutionalization in a country where social, political and economic developments are 

rapidly taking shape for the first time is particularly insightful to understand the role of 

political Islam.    

Islam in Kazakhstan 

 Islam reached Western Central Asia in the late 9th-10th centuries by the Arab 

armies led by Qutayba Ibn Muslim. The roots of Islam as the main religion, along with 

early Islamic institutions, were strengthened during Karakhanids and Seljuk empires. It 

was not until the late 19th century when Islam reached to the rest of vast Kazakh 

geography. Compared to other Central Asian states, Kazakhs embraced Islam 

significantly later. Largely due to the Kazakhs’ nomadic life, being in constant movement 

over long distances and near absence of a permanent residence, Islam did not spread on a 
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mosque-centered (institutional) manner. In fact, Kazakh tribes maintained their nomadic 

way of life significantly longer than any other ethnic groups in Central Asia. 

Consequently, most Kazakhs have practiced a folk version of Islam that included 

practices stemming from pre-Islamic religions	  (Akiner	  1995).	  	  

 During the Soviet period, the communist regime actively sought to restrict Islam 

and cracked down on the practicing Muslim population because of their potential to build 

organized opposition against Soviet ideology given the fact that the most serious 

challenge to the Soviet domination of Central Asia came from the “Basmachi” 

(Terrorists) Movement in the early 1920’s. The Basmachi partisan movement identified 

themselves with Islamic heritage and vehemently opposed the communist-atheistic 

ideology of the Red army. At the core, however, the ideology of Islam was in direct 

conflict with the Soviet-sponsored Marxist-Leninist teachings, particularly its opposition 

against atheist perceptions of the communist regime. Therefore, most of Kazakhstan’s 

mosques and traditional Islamic schools (e.g., madrassas, mosques, etc) were uprooted in 

the 1940s by the notorious Joseph Stalin.  

 In an effort to retain control and coordinate all religious affairs in 1943, the Soviet 

regime instituted the Spiritual Board of Central Asian Muslims (SADUM is the Russian 

acronym) in Tashkent, the capital of modern Uzbekistan. SADUM would then begin to 

function as the official Soviet-approved governing agency of the Muslim faith in the 

entirety of Central Asia. The grand mufti was appointed by the government who headed 

the board of SADUM.  This Soviet government sponsored agency would later be known 

as “Official Islam” or “Government Sponsored Islam” (Akiner 1995). As expected, 
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SADUM collaborated with the Soviet authorities and would not challenge the Soviet 

ideology. Furthermore, the entire staff of SADUM was comprised of Uzbek clergy who 

dominated the religious life of Kazakhstan and other Central Asian countries, 

marginalizing the Kazakh-speaking clergy. In the post World War II era, only 30-35 local 

mosques represented “Official Islam” in the entire vast geography of Kazakhstan. 

 

 Even though Islam was under strict control by the Soviets, the communist regime 

failed to divorce the Kazakh identity, attitudes, traditions, and way of life from Islam 

completely. Throughout the Soviet period, Islam continued to serve as an important 

dividing feature of Kazakhs from Russian-speaking immigrants who would later 

constitute more than half of the republic’s population by 1980. During 15th Congress of 

Communist Party of Kazakhstan (CPK) in 1981, the first secretary of the CPK -- 

Dinmukhammed Kunaev -- indicated that the emergence of religious attitudes among the 

population was high and steadily increasing. In the final years of perestroika, 

nevertheless, the Soviet authorities had little choice but to accept the increasing 

resurgence of Islam in Kazakhstan as it was the case in the entirety of Muslim Central 

Asia and northern Caucasus inside Russia. 

 

Post-Soviet Islamic Revival 

 The largest religion in Kazakhstan today is Islam, followed by Russian Orthodox 

Christianity. Kazakhs are mainly Sunni Muslims while the Russians largely practice 

Orthodox Christianity. In 1994, close to 47% of the population was Muslim, 44% was 
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Russian Orthodox, and 2% was Protestant (mainly Baptist).  Today, more than 65% of the 

population practices Islam. Historically, however, Islam has been brutally repressed and 

to a great extent was forced underground. Because of the Soviet legacy, many Islamic 

institutions were uprooted by communist ideology. This in turn left a substantial spiritual 

vacuum for subsequent Kazakh generations.  

 Since independence, the Kazakh nation embraced Islam as their main source of 

identity. Both the number of actual Islamic Mosques and the number of people attending 

these institutions have been steadily and substantially growing.  This evidence is 

illustrated in Figure 5.1.  Accordingly, there were only 26 to 60 mosques open for prayer 

from 1975 to 1989 in all of Kazakhstan. Directly following the independence from the 

Soviet Union in 1993, this number jumped to 269. This is 400% more than what it was 

four years earlier (compared to1989).  Three years later, the number of Mosques reached 

679, which is 250% more than in 1993. From 1996 to 2000, the numbers stabilized and 

grew more steady at 20% every two years. By 2008, the estimated number of Mosques in 

Kazakhstan would exceed well over 1,500.  
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Figure 5.1: Number of Mosques in Kazakhstan from 1975 to 2005 
Source: (Trofimov, 1999)  

  

 The country has historically hosted a wide variety of ethnic groups who practiced 

various religions. Tolerance to other religions, ethnicities and cultures has always been a 

prominent part of the Kazakh culture. Upon the foundation of the now independent 

republic of Kazakhstan, following the disintegration of the USSR, various levels of 

freedom were granted to practice religious values in the country. An elevated interest in 

religious orientation, as an essential part of any cultural identity, has undergone dynamic 

transformations. Islam has become an important source of identity for ethnic Kazakhs. 

Similar to other Central Asian states, Islamic resurgence was evident and could be felt 

across the country. Even today, Islam remains to be the largest and fastest growing sect in 

the country as shown in Figure 5.2. 
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Figure 5.2: Growth of Religious Denomination in Kazakhstan from 1989 to 1998  
Source: (Ivanov and Trofimov 1999)                

  

 Being home to multi-ethnic groups, Kazakhstan’s ethnic composition is spread 

throughout the region. In a recent survey (2001) on religious beliefs, 65% of respondents, 

on average, have expressed their belief in God and associated with being a “Muslim.” 

Yet, when distributed by ethnicity, it is evident that Uzbeks and Uyghurs living in 

Kazakhstan seem to be more religious than ethnic Kazakhs (Figure 5.3). Uzbeks and 

Uyghurs are largely concentrated in the south while most Russian-speaking Kazakhs live 

in the north.  
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Figure 5.3: Faith by Ethnic Distribution in Kazakhstan, 2000  
Source: Center for Public Opinion Research and Analysis (CPORA 2000) 

 
 Despite being predominantly secular, the Kazakh president has made numerous 

concessions to the Islamic identity of the Kazakh population. Although being the last of 

other Central Asians leaders, Nursultan Nazarbayev has undertaken the Hajj -- the fifth 

pillar of Islam -- and has made public appearances at religious ceremonies. He has 

personally sponsored the construction of many mosques and founded the Islamic 

University in Almaty in cooperation with the Egyptian Al-Azhar Islamic University 

which is the largest Islamic educational institution in the world. These actions by the 

national leader further bolstered the Kazakh identity with respect to Islamic values and 

orientations.  

 All these developments seem to be pointing in one direction: the resurgence of 

Islam as a main social identity is on rise. The revival of Islam is unraveling fast while 
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number of youth choosing to affiliate themselves with local mosques and masjids is 

growing.62  

Institutions and the “Vicious Circle of Fear” 

Citizens participate in politics via institutions. Institutions represent certain social, 

political and economic interests that channel and translate the preferences and ideological 

orientations of its constituents. If Islam is to play a constructive role in shaping the 

political landscape of Kazakhstan, then the role of Islamic institutions will be central to 

systematically representing Islam. Even more so, Islamic political institutions will be 

instrumental in representing the preferences of their constituents in mainstream politics 

while working legitimately and cooperatively with other competing political structures.  

One of the leading explanations of “why” democratization has stagnated in 

Muslim-majority countries is the authoritarian rule. Despotic and oppressive policies 

exerted by incumbent governments to preserve the status quo of their autocratic rule 

continue to characterize many Muslim countries today. In the case of Kazakhstan, the 

president Nursultan Nazarbayev has maintained his grip on power ever since the 

country’s independence from the Soviet Union in 1991. For more than 18 years, the 

politics of Kazakhstan has revolved around the president who controls virtually 

everything, holding the absolute authority and power over governmental institutions.   

The only viable political opposition movements in the Muslim world that remain 

are those whose foundations are rooted in Political Islam. Many Muslim-majority 

                                                
62 Masjid – is referred to a small mosque. The major difference between a mosque and a masjid is the size.  
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countries, including Kazakhstan, employ repressive policies in order to maintain the 

status-quo of their incumbent authoritarian regimes. Virtually all opposition groups 

which have even the slightest relation to Islamic values are either labeled as a “radical” or 

a “threat to national security.” Although significantly milder compared to its neighbors, 

Kazakhstan has shown a firm resistance to any emerging Islamic political organizations 

(Hanks 2005).  

While Islam has been largely divorced from the political arena in most Muslim-

majority countries for many years, numerous politically organized Islamic institutions 

have been treated as a “threat” to incumbent autocratic governments that have 

systematically blocked Islamic institutions from participating in the mainstream political 

system. Islam’s role has largely been restricted to individual social life. Through the 

application of Gartner and Regan’s study of government and opposition, Trisko (2005) 

finds that Islamist groups are violently repressed more often or to a greater degree than 

other, non-Islamist, and opposition groups, irrespective of whether or not they pose a 

threat to regime survival. The repression of Islamist groups in Central Asia has involved 

the security apparatus, the military and the police, all of which retain vestiges of their 

Soviet origin. Although significantly less repressive and more transparent compared to 

neighboring tough-handed Tajikistan and Turkmenistan, the Kazakh leader has shown a 

milder approach and demonstrated positive concerns with regards to increasing Islamic 

resurgence in the country. 
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In sum, scholars of politics agree that the recent and ongoing political repressions 

continue to serve as a catalyst for increased dissent and further undermines of regional 

and domestic security  not only in Kazakhstan but in the whole of Central Asia. Tough-

handed repressive policies have not proven effective. On this note, Trisko (2005) 

maintains that: 

Despite its apparent success, repression has not succeeded in eliminating the 
Islamist threat in Central Asia but instead has served as a short-term coping 
mechanism. In order to truly neutralize the Islamist threat, the governments of 
Central Asia must explore alternative paths towards social harmony (386). 
 

In this context, I apply my “Vicious Circle of Fear (VCF)” theoretical framework 

which is originally based on Putnam’s “Vicious Circles of Distrust (VCD)” thesis. I argue 

that the VCF paradigm best helps explain the struggle between political Islam and the 

incumbent authoritarian regime in Kazakhstan.  In this respect, the theory of VCF is put 

to the test to explain the dynamics of interaction between political Islam and the 

authoritarian rule of incumbent regime.  

Islamic Educational Institutions (IEI) 

 Historically, Kazakhstan had never established an ingenious network of Islamic 

educational institutions such as madrassas to train indigenous imams (spiritual leaders) to 

lead local mosques. Virtually all imams were trained and sent from Uzbekistan to entire 

Muslim Central Asian states. After independence, Islam has emerged as major social 

force to shape Kazakh identity as a result of which Islam became a dominant force to fill 

the gap left by the legacy of communist ideology. Motivated by the surge and revival of 
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Islamic traditions across the country, the number of Mosques, madrassas, Islamic 

departments at higher education started to emerge. The central administrative body-- 

Spiritual ASSOCIATION OF MUSLIMS OF KAZAKHSTAN (SAMK), also known as 

Muftiyat of Kazakhstan, -- was established in 1991 to oversee and coordinate newly 

established and growing number of Islamic educational institutions. 

 New venues of Islamic education were necessary in order to adequately address 

the need from the public to learn Islam. However, the Kazakh government was not 

prepared to meet that challenge, given the reality of overwhelming demand originating 

from the public due to rapid Islamic resurgence and limited governmental resources at 

hand. Yet, Nursultan Nazarbayev gave a full “green light” for multiple religious groups 

to register and operate under equal rights during early years of independence. As a result, 

two venues of Islamic education institutions were established: 1) A traditional Islamic 

madrassa; 2) An institution of higher education.  

 The growth of Islamic educational institutions was uneven, unbalanced and 

unsystematic with poor coordination by SAMK. The main reason for this inconsistency 

was the lack of funding, which continues to date, for SAMK to properly coordinate all 

religious affairs in the country. The constitution clearly states that Kazakhstan is a secular 

Republic with no established religion. Therefore, the government chooses not to allocate 

any funds to SAMK. Thus, the central body of Islamic affairs (SAMK) is completely 

dependent on private funds and donations from the public and foreign donors.  



 
 

131 
 

 The educational system of Kazakhstan is largely based on the Soviet-system. 

Very little has changed structurally since independence. Nonetheless, there are many 

private secondary and post-secondary (higher educational) institutions operating in the 

country. Many state universities are known for their corrupt faculty who charge money 

for academic grades. In fact, one can observe similar situations in higher education across 

virtually all post-Soviet countries.  
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Table 5.1: Islamic Educational Institutions in Kazakhstan 

 

Source: Kazakhstan in Global Processes, 2008. A Handbook on Higher Educational Institutions of Kazakhstan, 2008 

Number	  

TYPE	   LEVEL	   Full-‐Time	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
(in-‐school)	  

Part-‐Time	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
(after-‐school)	  

Structured	  
Curriculum	  (e.g.,	  
transcripts	  issued)	  

Infused	  with	  regular	  
curriculum	  (e.g.,	  science,	  

social	  studies,	  etc)	  

Primary	  Funding	  
source	  

Primary	  Education	   Elementary	  School	  level	   ND	   No	   No	  

Middle	  School	  level	   ND	   No	   No	  
Secondary	  Education	  

High	  School	  level	  	   ND	  

36	  -‐	  40	  

No	   No	  

Local	  smal	  
businesses	  and	  	  
community;	  

Turkey	  

Tertiary	  (Higher)	  Education	   University	  or	  college	  level	   2	   0	   Yes	   No	  
SAMK;	  local	  

charities;	  Egypt	  

Unofficial,	  local	  home	  
schools	  

Hujra	  (home	  schooling)	   0	   120-‐150*	   No	   No	   local	  community	  

 	   	   	   	   	   	  

* ND = no data is available 	   	   	   	   	   	  

* Number of Hujras is an estimate (approximate).  	   	   	   	   	  

* 78 percent of Imams in South Kazakhstan (biggest concentration of practicing Muslims) has a higher educational (University) degree 
	  	  



 In general terms, the state of Islamic education in Kazakhstan remains largely 

underdeveloped. However, considering 15 years of progress since independence, the state 

of Islamic education has significantly improved. But it is still far from being sufficient in 

a sense that the Kazakh government can meet its basic demand of appointing highly 

qualified imams to its rapidly growing number of mosques across the country.   

 As a secular state, Kazakhstan does not allow any religion to be officially taught 

in the public (K-12) school system. As Table 5.1 indicates, there are approximately 40 

after-school Islamic-based private gymnasiums. They are operated by highly trained 

scholars, mostly educated in Turkey, who teach the basic principles of Islam and the 

Qur’an. The history of these gymnasiums goes back to Turkish volunteers who came to 

establish these institutions to help educate the Kazakh youth on the main pillars of Islam. 

These volunteers mainly represented the Sulaymaniye Jamaat (a group dedicated to teach 

the recitation of the Qur’an and basic tenets of Islam across Turkey in an after-school or 

summer-school setting).63  

 Classes start after school when pupils are done with their regular school day. 

Space availability is limited, and thus only selected students can be enrolled. Selection is 

usually made on the basis of dedication to learn and being a good student. These 

gymnasiums are run primarily on private and foreign-supported donations. Limited 

funding also comes from Turkish businessmen who are associated with the Sulaymaniya 

movement in Turkey. These gymnasiums are virtually the only institutions that offer 

                                                
63 Sulaymaniye Jamaat (aka Sulaymancilar) – is a peaceful, highly spiritual group, originated in Turkey and 
founded by Sulayman Hoca Efendi, whose mission is to help people learn how to read, recite Qur’an and 
understand the basic pillars of Islam.  
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Islamic education to the youngest population (elementary and secondary levels) in a 

structured, transparent and systematic fashion. Nevertheless, the number of these 

gymnasiums is extremely small compared to a growing demand and overall population of 

Kazakhstan. In this respect, the level of access to Islamic education for mainstream 

school pupils is extremely weak (less than 5 percent).  

 There are two functional Islamic higher educational institutions (a branch of 

Egyptian “Al-Azhar Islamic University” and an “Institute of Educating Highly Qualified 

Imams” run by the Spiritual Association of Muslim in Kazakhstan (SAMK)),  16 small 

madrassas, and three departments of Islamic Studies in selected state universities. More 

than 100+ imams (spiritual leaders) graduate from these institutions annually. Most of 

these graduates take imam positions in local mosques. Not all mosques today are run by 

adequately trained imams with degrees from legitimate, verifiable and most importantly 

relatively transparent educational institutions. In a larger picture, however, imams lack 

sufficient training and guidance. For instance, only 78 percent of imams in Southern 

Kazakhstan (Djambul region) have a higher educational degree.  

 There are two critically important drawbacks and serious challenges for current 

Islamic educational institutions are as follows: 1) lack of adequate funding, thus, reliance 

on foreign funds; 2) fertile climate for foreign influence in religious affairs due to lack of 

funds. One hundred percent (100%) of the mosques in Kazakhstan are funded by private 

sources. These private funds primarily come from the following sources: donations by 

private business owners, the local community, and the wealthy (primary Arab Middle 

Eastern) foreign Muslim countries. Consequently, mosques and madrassas who depend 
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on foreign funds are severely underfunded. The budget of SAMK – the central authority 

on Islamic institutions – is largely made up by donations submitted by local mosques and 

direct assistance from foreign-governments. Each mosque in Kazakhstan is responsible to 

submit approximately ¼ of all branch-level donations to SAMK. Countries such as 

Turkey, Egypt, Saudi Arabia and other oil-rich Arab Gulf states continue to act as main 

donors of Islamic institutions in Kazakhstan. Besides local mosques, other civil Islamic 

institutions are also largely run on foreign cash. Recently, the role of Iran and Pakistan 

has also been steadily growing, and this could be further explored in future research.  

 When compared to the entire Muslim world from a global perspective, the degree 

of Islamic educational institutions in terms of their impact on Kazakh society can be 

classified as “emerging” (see Figure 5.4).  

 

Figure 5.4: Index of Islamic Educational Institutions 
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 In an index of Islamic Educational Institutions developed by Achilov (Achilov 

2008), Kazakhstan scores approximately 40 points out of 100.  That is, 40 percent of 

educational institutions64 are offering some level of Islamic training at a higher 

educational level (see Chapter 3 for IEI methodology).  

 It is important to point out that Kazakhstan does not have a long history of 

indigenous Islamic educational institutions. Virtually all schools opened after 1991. 

Therefore, it is safe to conclude that thanks to early efforts to build Islamic educational 

institutions in early independence (1990s) years, the reality today is relatively good. 

Otherwise, the current situation might have been dramatically different: the gap in 

Islamic education could have been dominated by underground preachers with degrees 

earned at underground (foreign-supported) radical groups or even by foreign radicals 

directly themselves.  

 Overall, the trend of Islamic educational institutions in Kazakhstan seems to be 

enjoying a relative transparency and political support (in the form of not interfering) from 

the state when compared to any other Central Asian country. Although it is premature to 

say that these institutions are completely free from governmental pressure or interference, 

the growing trend of Kazakh support for Islamic educational institutions to flourish is 

irrefutably significant. There is no financial support extended by the government, 

however, which indeed threatens the stability and long-term sustainability of Islamic 

                                                
64 Only those higher educational institutions that can potentially offer Islamic education are considered. For 
instance, a technical university or a medical school would not be suitable to be included. See Achilov 
(2008) for a detailed discussion of Islamic Educational Institutions Index or chapter 2.  
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educations in the country. This issue remains a grave concern for the Republic of 

Kazakhstan which needs to be addressed in a timely manner to avoid future problems.  

Islamic Financial Institutions (IFI) 

 Islamic financial institutions are new to Kazakhstan. Islamic finance is applied in 

accordance with Islamic law (sharia) and guided by Islamic economics. Islamic law 

prohibits usury, the collection and payment of interest. In addition, Islamic law prohibits 

investing in businesses that are considered unlawful, such as businesses that sell alcohol, 

cigarettes or arms. The first ever Kazakh Islamic financial market was established in 

early 2007. More Kazakh local banks are showing increasing interest in offering Islamic 

Shari’a-compatible financial services as a result of legislative support from the 

government. This development is another indication for evidence that Islamic revival is 

currently evolving in the country.  

 In January of 2009, the Basket was introduced by Encore Fund Management Co. 

Ltd., a holding company that was established to manage Islamic funds.65 This historic 

event was organized by Kausar Consulting,66 a Kazakhstan-based Islamic finance 

consultancy firm. John N. Sandwick,67 speaking for Encore Fund Management Co. Ltd, 

said “we are the first-ever investment company to offer high-quality Sharia-compliant 

structured investments to Kazakhstani pension funds, corporate treasuries, commercial 
                                                
65 The Darahim Sukuk Basket is a 3-year Note to be issued by BNP Paribas. The Basket, once issued, will 
purchase a portfolio of high-grade rated Sukuk, all or nearly all of which have been issued by well-known 
entities in the GCC countries, in particular Saudi Arabia. 
66 Kausar Consulting is a leading Kazakhstan-based company specializing in Islamic finance consultancy. 
Kausar Consulting contributes to systematic development of Islamic finance in Kazakhstan and the CIS, 
working closely with major industry professionals in the Middle East, Europe and Malaysia. 
67 Mr. John N. Sandwick is a longtime professional advocate of Islamic asset management and was recently 
listed by the Swiss Bank magazine as one of the world pioneers of Islamic Banking. 
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banks and national government agencies.” On similar grounds, Dhafer S. Alqahtani -- 

CIO of Encore Fund Management Co. Ltd. and Managing Director of Darahim Capital 

BSc. -- affirmed that “this is the beginning of the remaking of the modern Silk Road by 

creating an important two-way flow of capital. Kazakhstan is similar to the Gulf region in 

many aspects, as they are richly endowed with oil, gas and mineral resources, and an up-

and-coming emerging market with a rich history and deep roots in Islam.” 

 Islamic banks are specifically looking to tap booming demand from the world's 

1.3 billion Muslims for investments that comply with their beliefs. Given the global 

financial crisis which erupted in 2008, the need for liquid funds has never before been to 

this record high. This situation puts oil-rich Gulf States who sit on large cash reserves 

generated by oil-wealth at an advantage. In this respect, Kazakhstan is a safe investment 

from all aspects: a Muslim-majority country; skilled workforce; relatively favorable 

investment laws and regulations compared to neighboring Central Asian states; and most 

critically, it holds 3.3 percent of the world's proven oil resources. In May 2008, the Qatar 

Islamic Bank and Bahrain's Ithmaar Bank announced moves into Kazakhstan, an 

increasingly popular destination for Gulf Islamic lenders eyeing deals outside their 

crowded home markets. In its public statement, Ithmaar Bank emphasized that 

"Kazakhstan's political and social stability, skilled workforce and bright economic 

outlook enhance the country's favorable investment climate.”68  

 In sum, the state of Islamic financial institutions in Kazakhstan is “emerging.” 

With a “green light” granted by the incumbent government and savvy international 
                                                
68  “Qatar, Bahrain Islamic Banks Eye Kazakh Growth”, Reuters, May 2008 
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investors (mainly Muslim wealthy oil-rich states) to further develop the Islamic banking 

sector, the Islamic-based financial sector is rapidly developing in Kazakhstan.  However, 

at the current stage, it is premature to discuss the impacts of Islamic financial institutions 

on politics at a visible scale due to its infancy phase.  Yet, it is important to emphasize 

that the pace of development of Islamic financial institutions is noteworthy. Allowing 

Islamic financial services in the country suggests that the Kazakh government is 

responsive, to a certain degree, to the local needs and preferences of practicing Muslims.  

Islamic Political Institutions (IPI) 

 

 The politics of Kazakhstan is strictly monitored by the current authoritarian 

regime in which the ultimate political power is concentrated in the hands of the President, 

Nursultan Nazarbayev, ever since independence from USSR in 1991.  

 There are no officially registered political parties with any religious affiliation. 

Political movements with any religious roots are denied registration outright. The 

incumbent Nazarbayev government backs this policy by claiming that it is 

“unconstitutional” in the framework of being a “Secular Republic.”69 After the 

independence from the USSR, there were moderate attempts by Muslim intellectuals to 

form a party to represent the views and preferences of the practicing Muslims in the 

country. By Islamic political party or institution, I refer to an organized political structure 

or a movement, whose political ideology is inspired by Islam, which offers nominees 

                                                
69 The constitution of Kazakhstan, 1995, Article 1.1: The Republic of Kazakhstan proclaims itself a 
democratic, secular, legal and social state whose highest values are an individual, his life, rights and 
freedoms. 
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(candidates) to run for a public office.70  The only party in Kazakhstan which had 

moderate Islamic roots, Alash party, was established in the early years of independence 

which sought to establish Islam as an official religion, not an Islamic state, as well as 

founding the new and independent Kazakh Mufityat (central institution to oversee 

religious affairs) separate from Uzbek clergy. Nursultan Nazarbayev was in agreement 

with the need for such an institution to shift away from Uzbek domination and influence. 

Thus, he quickly moved to establish the SAMK primarily driven by geopolitical 

calculations, rather than purely religious ends. The goal was to minimize the Uzbek 

domination particularly in educating the new religious cadres. However, the 

disagreements between the government and Alash party about “who should run the 

SAMK?” arose over the  Nazarbayev’s appointment of  Nasynbay to the top SAMK post. 

Because of this disagreement, Alash clashed with the Kazakh authorities as a result of 

which the leading members of Alash were arrested. The founder of the party, Atabek, 

was forced into exile for the first time in independent Kazakhstan history making him the 

first political asylee. In 1994, the Alash party had formally ceased and disintegrated by 

stern governmental pressures.  

 Considering the long endurance of autocratic rule in the country, the realization of 

the notion that drastic political “change is necessary in the political system” has become 

evident from the recent survey published in a Journal of “Kazakhstan in Global 

                                                
70 It is important to distinguish mainstream Islamic parties from militant, radical “Islamic” groups which 
seek various radical ideologies (e.g., Hizbut-Tahrir).  
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Processes.”71 This survey (Figure 5) is based on the work of 15 expert political analysts 

in Kazakhstan and Russia including the members of the Kazakh parliament.  

 

Figure 5.5: Survey Results from Elite Interviews of Leading Politicians of Kazakhstan.  
Source: Kazakhstan in Global Processes, 2008, Issue 4. By Asemgul Esenbaeva.                     

 

 Scrutinizing the results from a survey question “what measures are necessary to 

increase the effectiveness of political parties in Kazakhstan?” as shown in Figure 5, two 

distinct patterns emerge. First, it is insightful to note that the majority of respondents 

agree that existing political parties are failing to connect with their constituents.  That is, 

                                                
71 Asemgul Esenbaeva, 2008, Kazakhstan in Global Processes, No. 4: Асемгуль ЕСЕНБАЕВА. Развитие 
казахстанской партийной системы: факторы и тенденции. На основе анализа результатов 
экспертного опроса  
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Kazakh political parties need to actively work with the public and actively represent the 

public’s political preferences by involving them in an active political participation.  As 

Figure 5 attests, the public seems to be divorced from mainstream political system in 

which the political parties largely appear to be pursuing their own interests versus the 

interests of the electorate. Secondly, the issue of “transparency” hits the target at point-

blank range. One of the immediate concerns in democratic reforms is the issue of open 

and free elections. While it would be an overstatement to link the Kazakh elections to a 

large scale scam, it has a long way to go toward attaining the western standards of 

transparent elections. 

 Even though the constitution states that “The Republic of Kazakhstan shall 

recognize ideological and political diversity,”72 the reality is quite the opposite. There is 

no legitimate Islamic political movement that can articulate its preference in Kazakh 

politics. An attempt by an Islamic political activist to mobilize in order to establish a 

political party is currently blocked thanks to the legislative ban on political parties that 

have any religious affiliation.  On the issue of allowing the inclusion of Political Islam, 

under the theme of “war on radical-extremist groups” such as Hizbut-Tahrir and Neo-

Wahhabism, Nazarbayev has sponsored a series of crackdowns. Particularly in southern 

Kazakhstan, the radicalization of Muslim youth falling prey to radical Wahhabi and 

Salafi teachings has been on the rise. Government crackdowns have not only targeted the 

radical cells, but also intimidated and imprisoned the moderate (non-radical) practicing 

Muslims across the country. Consequently, the government’s harsh response has further 

                                                
72 The constitution of Kazakhstan, 1995, Article 5.1 
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fueled the radicalization process. The scale of limitations imposed on Islamic networks 

inside Kazakhstan has also proven counterproductive: moderate, peaceful Islamic 

organizations have faced even more restricting limitations of functioning in the political 

arena. In short, the political institution building in the country has totally excluded Islam, 

and thus blocked the practicing sect of Muslims who want a voice in politics. Islam has 

largely been restricted to social life only. As a result, the phenomenon of Political Islam, 

particularly in the south, has been taken more radical forms, garnering foreign support. 

Being pushed out, more moderate Islamic networks have become more vulnerable to 

foreign radical preaching such as Neo-Wahhabism, Salafiya, and Hizbut-Tahrir. 

Evidence on the Ground: Insights from Elite-Interviews 

 During my field research in Kazakhstan, I conducted elite interviews to assess the 

attitudes toward Islam, democracy and current political landscape in the country. Thirteen 

elite-rank, high decision-making individuals, both in the local and national context, were 

interviewed from July 2008 through September 2009. Three regions of Kazakhstan were 

covered: Chimkent region (south), Almaty region (central) and Astana region (north).  

Interviews were held in a face-to-face format in the following five cities: Almaty 

(Central), Astana (North), Taraz (South), Chimkent (South), Turkistan (South).  
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Table 5.2: Elite-Interview Institutions, Titles and Regions 

Num.	   Institution	   Title	   Location	   Region	  

1	  
Spiritual	  Association	  of	  Muslim	  of	  Kazakhstan	  
(SAMK).	  Also	  known	  as	  “Muftiyat”	  (Central	  Religious	  
Authority	  of	  Kazakhstan).	  

	  Assistant	  Mufti,	  Educational	  
Affairs	  

Almaty	   Central	  

2	  
Spiritual	  Association	  of	  Muslim	  of	  Kazakhstan	  
(SAMK).	  Muftiyat	  (Central	  Religious	  Authority	  of	  
Kazakhstan)	  

Assistant	  Mufti,	  Educational	  
Affairs	  

Almaty	   Central	  

3	   Astana	  Central	  Mosque	   	  Chief	  Imam	  assistant	   Astana	   North	  

4	  
National	  University	  of	  Kazakhstan,	  Religious	  Studies	  
&	  Philosophy	  	  

Dean	  	   Almaty	   Central	  

5	   Nur-‐Mubarak	  Islamic	  University	  (	  Al-‐Adhar	  branch)	   Dean	  	   Almaty	   Central	  

6	   Taraz	  Mosque	  and	  Madrasah	   	  Chief	  Imam	  assistant	   Taraz	   South	  

7	   Islamic	  Gymnasiums	  in	  Chimkent	  
General	  Coordinator	  of	  
Southern	  Kazakhstan	  

Chimkent	   South	  

8	   Turkistan	  Branch	  Gymnasium	   Founder	   Turkistan	   South	  

9	   Turkistan	  Branch	  Gymnasium	   Co-‐Founder	   Turkistan	   South	  

10	   Suleyman	  Demirel	  University	   Rector	  (President)	   Almaty	   Central	  

11	   Suleyman	  Demirel	  University	   Assistant	  Rector	  (Provost)	   Almaty	   Central	  

12	   International	  School	  of	  Astana	   	  President	   Astana	   North	  

13	  
KIMEP	  (Kazakhstan	  Institute	  of	  Management,	  
Economics	  and	  Strategic	  Research)	  

Political	  Science,	  Department	  
Head	  

Almaty	   Central	  

 

 Table 5.2 shows the list of elite-level responders from all three regions.73 Thirteen 

elite-interviews represent various levels and aspects of Kazakh society: administrators of 

top Islamic authority (SAMK), University-level administrators, academicians, local and 

                                                
73 For anonymity purposes, personal names have been excluded.  
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central mosque imams, and secondary education administrators. The insights drawn from 

the thirteen elite-interviews are valuable to assess the attitudes towards Islam within the 

framework of Islamic revival, Islamic institutions, and Islam’s potential relationship with 

democracy in the context of civil liberties and political rights. Based on my survey data 

analysis, the results which provide the percentages of response categories are presented 

as a tabulate below. 

Table 5.3: Elite interview results - Kazakhstan, 2008 

 

 As illustrated in Table 5.3, 24% of elite respondents indicated that Islamic revival 

in Kazakhstan was “emerging” while 76% have said that it was developing at a rapid 
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pace. One hundred percent of survey respondents rated the level of Islamic political 

institutionalization as “extremely low,” which unsurprisingly mirrors the political reality 

in the country. In terms of Islamic educational institutions (IEI), the majority of elites 

(72%) linked the state of IEI to an “emerging” status. Only a small minority (10%) 

believed that the state of IEI was at highly functional level. In a young country with 

recent developments in the field of Islamic financial institutions (IFI), the elite observers 

(64%) predictably rated the state of IFI as “extremely low” while some (8%) linked it to 

an “emerging” status. In the grand scheme of things, Kazakh elites who represent the 

clergy or those who are experts of Islam view that the Islam’ role in Kazakhstan is 

gaining momentum as evidenced by a growing number of Islamic institutions with the 

exception in the political arena. In other words, there is an increasing number of venues 

for Muslims of Kazakhstan who can participate in social, civic and (although limited at 

the current state) financial sector while still blocked from having a political 

representation or participation.   

 Figure 5.6 and 5.7 provide graphical illustrations of elite-interview results 

allowing one to observe a comparative distribution of attitudes toward Islam, its 

institutions and democracy.  
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Figure 5.6: Elite interview results (2008) 

 

Figure 5.7: Elite interview results (2008) 
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 In relation to coexistence between Islam and democracy, 92% of elites agreed that 

Islam can accommodate a democratic form of governance while 8% have expressed 

uncertainty or hesitance. Moreover, when asked about the impact of Islamic institutions, 

75% of participants expressed confidence in the potentially stimulating nature of Islamic 

institutions on democratization. In a similar but stronger tone, 92% of elite respondents 

rejected the notion that Islam would hamper democratic transitions. Next, a more 

provocative question was asked regarding the possibility of seeing future Islamic 

democratic republics in Central Asia. Interesting views were observed:  64% said “No,” 

8% said “Yes,” and 16% indicated hesitance by saying “Maybe.” As a result, a striking 

pattern can be discerned in the attitudes of Kazakh elites. While most believed that 

Islamic resurgence and its active development have a positive impact on the 

democratization process (in the context of promoting civil liberties and political rights), 

they did not envision the future of Kazakhstan separated from secularism. In other words, 

the majority of elites would like to see Kazakhstan as a secular republic in which there is 

wider role granted to Islam’s representation. This way, a comprehensive political 

participation and universal suffrage can be attained in which the public can freely express 

its competing interests within the political system.  

Recent “Democratic” Developments in Kazakhstan 
  

 Freedomhouse (2008) continues to rank Kazakhstan as “Not Free” per its index of 

civil liberties and political rights (Figure 5.8).  
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Figure 5.8: Democracy Level in Kazakhstan (1991-2008)  
Source: Freedomhouse Database (2009) 

                                                             

 Data derived from the Freedomhouse database, for years from 1991 through 2008, 

indicates that Kazakhstan has consistently remained at a score of 11 (out of 14 maximum) 

since 1994. At the outset of independence, nonetheless, the country fared at a score of 9. 

Even though this persistent score of 11 is better than most Central Asian neighboring 

states (who average at 13), the containments in civil liberties and political rights is 

undeniably high.  

 On a positive note, Kazakhstan’s recent bid to OSCE chairmanship in 2010 has 

prompted the Kazakh officials to take positive steps in democratic reforms. Due to its 

poor human rights record, Kazakh authorities had been under pressure from the 

international community, mainly from Human Rights Watch. In 2007, in response to 

concerns raised, Kazakhstan's then-Foreign Minister Marat Tazhin pledged that the 
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government would initiate several reforms prior to assuming the chairmanship. Some of 

the action taken in this regard included the following: amending Kazakhstan's media law, 

reforming its elections law, and liberalizing registration requirements for political parties 

by the end of 2008. Kazakhstan also committed to incorporate recommendations by the 

OSCE's Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) in election 

legislation.74 

 The following are some positive steps taken by the Kazakh government in an 

effort to stimulate democratic reforms:   ratification of International Covenant on Civil 

and Political rights (ICCRP) in 2006, adoption of Optional Protocol to the Convention 

against Torture in 2008, issuance of a declaration recognizing the competence of the 

United Nations Committee Against Torture to consider individual complaints, inviting 

the Special Rapporteur on torture to visit the country, limited but some substantive 

reforms on the criminal justice system such as transferring the power to issue arrest 

warrants from the state prosecutors to judges. In practice, however, the Human Rights 

Watch has documented a continued deterioration of human rights conditions in the 

Republic.75 The government rejected efforts by human rights groups and its political 

opposition to press for expanded political freedoms guaranteed by Kazakhstan's own 

constitution and international agreements. In short, despite these positive steps towards 

liberalization of political system, it is premature to consider them as meaningful reforms 

in the context of furthering democratic pillars of governance considering the fact that 

                                                
74 Human Rights Watch, November 2009 (http://www.hrw.org/en/news/2009/11/25/ten-questions-
kazakhstan-and-osce-chairmanship) 
75 See footnote 18.  
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most of these reforms originated as a result of external pressures (not a product of 

domestic politics).  

Connecting the Dots: A Vicious Circle of Fear 

 Analyzing the emerging patterns, I find that even though Islamic educational and 

financial institutions are at an “emerging” level, they are rapidly growing in size and 

scope of influence in Kazakhstan. However, many of the Islamic institutions can hardly 

qualify as “highly functional” given their comparison to other Muslim-majority states 

(e.g., Turkey, Indonesia). There is virtually no support for Islamic political 

institutionalization due to harsh autocratic state policies, thanks to preservation of 

incumbent President Nazarbayev’s “comfortable status quo.” To be more precise, the 

government has been systematically blocking Islamic or religious-bound institutions from 

becoming politically active. With the exception of Tajikistan, no Central Asian country 

has any registered Islamic political parties. The government of Kazakhstan has firmly 

banned Islamic political activities. These repressive policies did not, however, reduce the 

level of public support for Islamic political movements to express themselves in the 

mainstream political system.  

 As illustrated in Figure 5.9, most public interests organized into mass movements 

(e.g., in the form of institutions) were forced to operate underground, pushing many of its 

members to sympathize with anti-governmental religious radical groups (such as Hizbut-

Tahrir, neo-Wahhabism, and Salafiya). This governmental response has generated the 

“Vicious Circle of Fear” (see Figure 5.9). As a result, in the broad scheme of things, the 
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situation in modern Kazakhstan can best be explained in the light of “Vicious Circle of 

Fear” paradigm which I developed, based on Putnam’s original “Vicious Circle of 

Distrust.”76 The government does not trust Islamic political institutions; it sees political 

Islam as a threat to security as well as threat to political “comfortable status-quo” of 

Nazarbayev’s authoritarianism. In response, underground institutionalization is becoming 

more frequent, is gaining increasing momentum and is boosting its circle of influence.  

 

Figure 5.9: Vicious Circle of Fear for Islamic Political Participation in Kazakhstan 

                                                
76 See Putnam, 1993.  
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 Moreover, in this context of “Vicious Circle of Fear” theoretical framework, I 

argue that there is a self-fulfilling circle that best explain the stagnation of Islamic 

political institutions in a sense that the government is continuously and systematically 

applying pressure to limit political representation of Islamic movements while this 

pressure is further pushing and bouncing back in the form of the Islamic structures to 

adopt more radical measures. In return, this bounce-back is attracting even more intense 

response from the government. From this perspective, the major explanatory factor of the 

government’s harsh response rests on the self-protection of the “status quo” of the 

incumbent authoritarian regime which vehemently opposes any political opposition that 

can potentially win the hearts of the public by becoming a larger political force to 

challenge the government.  

Discussion 
 

 This chapter is the empirical application of my argument about coexistence 

between Islam and democracy. I looked at three categories of Islamic institutions 

(educational, political, and financial institutions) and raised the following question: “to 

what extent do Islamic Institutions help explain the coexistence between democracy and 

Islam in Kazakhstan?” 

 Over the past 20 years, Islamic revival in the Muslim world has been at the center 

of attention. Kazakhstan is no exception. Islam remains the core source of identity for 

ethnic Kazakhs. As growth trends of Islamic institutions indicate, the Islamic revival is 
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rapidly unfolding. What appears to be certain is that Islam will continue to play a central 

role in shaping both the current and future socio-political landscape of Kazakhstan.  

 While Islamic financial institutions, on one hand, are less than two years old and 

are too nascent to analyze their substantive impacts on politics and society overall, 

Islamic educational institutions are playing an important role in education the imams 

(spiritual leadership) with a rich global outlook who are versed not only in Islamic 

knowledge, but also literate of contemporary social and scientific innovations of 21st 

century. Islamic educational intuitions are emerging as instrumental entities that are 

capable of breaking the common misconceptions about Islam and its social dimension 

that can apply to contemporary social and political realities. Ultimately, Islamic 

educational institutions will be of significant importance to educate the public on Islam’s 

authentic teachings and norms in order to minimize the influence of radical recruiters and 

foreign ideological meddling. Consequently, this will serve as a strong social basis, albeit 

indirectly, to facilitate the democratic principles in Kazakh society. Currently, Islamic 

educational institutions are actively countering the growth of foreign-supported religious 

radicalism. According to the deputy Mufti (Grand Imam) – Spiritual Association of 

Muslims of Kazakhstan (SAMK) – understanding and teaching the authentic message of 

Islam is an important pre-requisite for democratic Kazakhstan in which the youth are 

armed with adequate knowledge about Islam in order to property channel their 

preferences in society and in politics. He maintains that:77 

                                                
77 Personal interview with the deputy Imam of SAMK, Mr. A. Davronbekov, , Almaty, Kazakhstan, July 
2008. 
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Islam is all about democracy. Our Islamic schools and Madrasahs emphasize 
this notion everyday in the classrooms. The youth should know that Islam 
teaches freedom of choice, tolerance, and mutual understanding. Islam is the 
first religion ever to grant Women the right to vote. The very first four rulers 
(Caliphs) of the entire Muslim empire, after the prophet, were elected. 
Before, during the Soviet Union, we could not speak about Islam’s linkage to 
democratic ideals. Right now, we have the opportunity with our growing 
number of Islamic educational institutions to teach these facts to our younger 
generations.  

 

 This statement in essence, with slight trivial variations, was echoed by department 

chairs of religious affairs in leading universities, and prominent public scholars, 

intellectuals and policy makers of Kazakhstan. Over the last ten years, a significant 

amount of literature on genuine teachings of Islam have been published. More and more 

university departments are collaborating with Islamic Madrasahs, organizing joint panels 

on “democracy building,”78 exchanging guest speakers, engaging in debates, and 

organizing various workshops and conferences to increase the awareness of what Islam 

has to say about concepts such as “democracy.” There is little to no governmental 

interference in restricting or limiting the curriculum on Islamic studies at higher 

education (university and college) levels. This opportunity is essential for instructors to 

structure courses without external pressure. Nonetheless, there are almost no visible 

programs at primary and secondary schools in Kazakhstan. Islamic education at 

elementary or secondary level is only available on an “after school” basis carried out by 

private organizations (e.g., gymnasiums or hujras).   

                                                
78 Joint panel on “Democracy” organized by Islamic University of Kyrgyzstan and National University of 
Kyrgyzstan’s Humanities department (Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan). October 7, 2008.  
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 The most unequivocal obstacle towards democratization is the reality that 

Kazakhstan continues to retain a considerable measure of control over religious 

organizations and institutions that hold a desire to participate in the political arena, 

whether Islamic, Eastern Orthodox, or any other religion. The government is not allowing 

any Islamic political institutionalization, and this is being challenged not only by Muslim 

organizations within the Sunni Hanafi school to which the majority of Kazakhs belong, 

but also by other sects (and traditions) that stand beyond the boundaries of orthodox 

Islam, including religious groups and organizations that are outside Islam. 

 Today, Kazakhstan finds itself embroiled in a “vicious circle of fear” in which the 

incumbent autocratic regime denies basic political rights to Islamic political movements 

to legitimately function in the society. This is generating a gridlock for a rapidly 

unfolding Islamic revival which continues to search ways to express itself in a socio-

political platform. As a result of governmental pressure, Islamic political 

institutionalization is more often choosing to go underground by taking a form of 

gradually mounting opposition. In return, the incumbent regime is increasing its level of 

persecution, which is ultimately turning the entire process into a self-fulfilling vicious 

circle of disengagement (while the incumbent regime is viewing it as a “fear,” the 

opposition is treating the government’s actions as utterly “unfair persecution” and 

“violation of basic rights”).   

 For the incumbent Kazakh government to go outside this circle of fear and start 

making substantive reforms on democratization and social harmony in the country, it 

should revamp the structure of political participation by giving a political voice to Islamic 
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political institutions to organize and function within political arena, and this would 

significantly reduce the effectiveness of underground radical networks. Blocking political 

Islam by force has not been effective anywhere in the Muslim world. It did not work in 

the Soviet Union, and it is highly unlikely that it will work in post-Soviet Central Asia. In 

this respect, the enhancement of Islamic institutions remains key to promote 

transparency, civil liberties, political rights and social harmony in young Kazakhstan, and 

this will enable the public to express itself in a social-political platform toward building 

sustainable politics of engagement in which Islam and democracy can potentially coexist.  
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CHAPTER 6                                                                                                                                                              
TURKEY: COULD IT BE A MODEL STATE?  

 
The Republic of Turkey is a crucial test case to assess the coexistence between 

Islamic and democracy (Esposito 2002a; Feldman 2008; Tepe 2008; Turam 2007; Nasr 

2005). It occupies a unique place not only due to its historic heritage, from the largest 

reining Islamic empire to being the last Islamic caliphate, but also its current socio-

political status which is often cited as a potential model democratic state for the entire 

Islamic world. Turkey is one of only few Islamic Middle East countries with a label of 

“Partly Free” per the Freedomhouse index of democratic indicators (as measured by civil 

liberties and political rights). What are the dynamics of coexistence between Islam and 

democracy in Turkey in the consideration of interaction between Islamic institutions 

(educational, political, economic) and the levels of civil liberties and political rights? Can 

Turkey be a model democracy for the Muslim world? By exploring these questions, this 

chapter engages the issue of association and coexistential patterns between Islam and 

democracy in the Republic of Turkey. 

 This chapter explores the dynamics of Islamic institutions and its explanatory role 

with respect to vibrant democratic developments in Turkey. It sets out with a brief 

overview of Turkey’s political system, demographic make-up and its historical heritage. 

Next, I present the analysis of the historical roots as well as contemporary trends of 

Islamic revival that drive my thesis. Firstly, I discuss “why” Turkey was chosen as a lead 
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case study. Secondly, I assess the state of democracy in Turkey followed by a historical 

analysis of aggressive secularist reforms and the role of Islam which paved the way to 

contemporary interactions between Islamic resurgence and democracy building.  Third, I 

take stock on the dynamics of Islamic political, educational and financial institutions and 

inspect their level of coexistence with democratization. In doing so, special attention will 

be paid to the patterns of coexistence between Islamic AKP government and democracy 

building in the country since 2001.  In conclusion, I discuss the findings in the context of 

emerging patterns and underlying implications of coexistence between Islam and 

democracy in Turkey.  

 

Importance of Turkey as a State and a Case Study 

 

 Turkey is a secular, parliamentary Republic. Its political system is based on the 

principle of separation of powers. Executive power rests with the 

government. Legislative power is vested in both the government and the parliament. 

The judiciary is independent of the executive body and legislature. Turkey’s 

current constitution was adopted on November 7, 1982, after a military coup in 1980. In 

fact, the current Constitution of 1982 was crafted by the Military coup generals on the 

principle of “aggressive” or “assertive” secularism (Kuru 2007).79  

                                                
79 According to Kuru (2007), the dominant ideological approach of Turkish secularism with respect to the 
role of religion is assertive exclusion of Islam from public sphere. He argues that Turkish "assertive 
secularism" aims to exclude religion from public socio-political domain.   
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 The chief of state is the President, elected by a popular vote for a period of five 

years (renewable for two-terms). The President is the head of state.80 The prime minister 

is a head of government, elected for four-year term. The Turkish parliament consists of a 

unicameral Grand National Assembly of Turkey (or Turkiye Buyuk Millet Meclisi) which 

has 550 seats. The judicial system is independent and guaranteed by Turkish Constitution 

which consists of: a Constitutional Court, a High Court of Appeals (Yargitay), a Council 

of State (Danistay), a Court of Accounts (Sayistay), a Military High Court of Appeals and 

a Military High Administrative Courts. 

 Since the foundation of the modern secular Republic of Turkey in 1923 by 

Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, the Turkish military has assumed itself as the guardian of the 

official state secularist ideology. On this premise, the Turkish military still maintains 

significant influence over politics. A record number of interventions in politics have been 

carried out by the military. In fact, it assumed political power by organizing multiple 

coups in the second half of the 20th century: it executed coup d'etats in 1960, 1971, and 

1980. Most recently, it managed to remove the Islamic-oriented Prime Minister of the 

ruling Welfare Party, Turkey’s first political Islamic party ever elected to government, in 

1997. This last maneuver by the Turkish Armed Forces has been recorded as a “post-

modern coup” (and fourth overall coup) in Turkish political history.  

 On the eve of the Presidential election in the National Assembly in April of 2007, 

the military openly confronted the ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) – a 

                                                
80 The presidents primary powers:  singing or vetoing the legislature, appointing the key judges, prosecutors 
and university presidents, and a commander-in-chief.  
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conservative democratic pro-Islamic party -- which had the majority of seats in the 

parliament. The army issued a warning statement which said: "The Turkish Armed 

Forces maintain their sound determination to carry out their duties stemming from laws 

to protect the unchangeable characteristics of the Republic of Turkey. Their loyalty to 

this determination is absolute.” This act was interpreted as an implicit threat of coup 

d’état against the incumbent AKP government.  To overcome this institutional crisis, 

AKP leadership swiftly called for early election in July 2007 and won a stunning victory 

(with 47% of the national vote) as a result of which the parliament was able to elect Mr. 

Abdullah Gul (AKP candidate) as president. The military did not act as it promised which 

was a landmark development and seen as a significant, positive shift toward 

democratization in Turkish political history.  

 Studying Turkey remains an important test case in order to understand the 

contemporary dynamics of coexistence between Islam and democracy. Not only does it 

occupy a special space in the Muslim world as the last Caliphate of Islam (Ottoman 

Empire), but more importantly, it is a secular Republic with highly dynamic Islamic 

institutions functioning in a mainstream socio-political landscape which allows scholars 

to better capture the role of Islam in a secular environment with relatively free social 

institutions. 

 As discussed in Chapter 4, the generalized empirical analysis has revealed some 

cases with patterns of high Islamic institutionalization index and high levels of 

democratization. Turkey has systematically topped the list of high III and civil/political 

liberties making it a case of substantive importance.  
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 From a strategic standpoint, Turkey is the only Muslim country which is a 

member of NATO. Its geo-strategic location, powerful and substantial military, booming 

economy (ranked at World’s Top 20 economies) and increased diplomatic influence in 

the Middle East and Central Asia have granted the Republic of Turkey a high political 

capital and sizable political weigh in World politics. In his landmark visit to Turkey in 

April of 2009, the President Obama reiterated that his visit was a "statement about the 

importance of Turkey, not just to the United States, but to the world."81 Calling Turkey as 

a “critical ally,” Obama appealed to Turkey to help bridge the gap between the Muslim 

and Western worlds admitting the fact that "the trust” between the two worlds “has been 

strained." Addressing from Istanbul, the U.S. President spoke to the entire Muslim world 

to send the message that America is not “and will never be at war with Islam.”1 Overall, 

this visit symbolized and re-emphasized the strategic importance of Turkey in the 

international arena as well as its potential candidacy as a role-model democratic state for 

the Islamic world.  

 

Democracy in Turkey 

 

 Since the inception of the modern Republic, Turkey has adopted a western 

democratic model of governance. During a single-party rule (1924-1950), Turkey was 

hardly considered a democratic society in which all state institutions were controlled by 

one dominant political party – People’s Republican Party (CHP). Nevertheless, in the 

                                                
81 BBC – April 6, 2009. Original speech text is available at:  
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/shared/bsp/hi/pdfs/06_04_09_obamaspeech.pdf  
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second half of the 20th century, a multi-period era marked the beginning of a democracy 

building in the country. The Freedomhouse index of civil liberties and political rights 

labels Turkey as “Partly Free.” It is one of very few Middle Eastern countries which 

scores “Partly Free” today. Figure 6.1 shows the dynamics of civil liberties and political 

rights in Turkey from 1973 through 2008.  

 

 

Figure 6.1: Timeline of civil liberties and political rights in Turkey, 1973-2008. 
Source: Freedomhouse Index data, 2009.  

 

 A lower score in the Freedomhouse index indicates more freedom while a higher 

score refers to a not-free status.  As Figure 6.1 attests, Turkey has consistently been rated 

as “Partly Free” with some exceptions in certain periods. These “certain” periods are not 

random, but specifically refer to military interference in Turkish politics in the form of 

coups, intimidations and implicit coercions exercised on elected politicians. For instance, 
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the coups in 1980 and 1997, which compromised the levels of civil liberties and political 

rights, are clearly reflected on the freedom record of Turkey.  

 

 

 

Figure 6.2: Average freedom indicators for periods before and after AKP came to power                 
Source: Freedomhouse Index data, 2009. 

 

 

 When comparing the aggregate scores of civil liberties and political rights in the 

context of before and after conservative Islamic AKP government came to power, one 

can observe a sharp decline in the freedom score from 7.25 to 6.63 (see Figure 6.2). 

Given that a lower score refers to higher freedom (a reverse relationship per the Freedom 

house index), the level of freedom increased in Turkey by about 10%  after the AKP 

came to power (10% increase compared to the period from 1973 through 2000). While 

this initial evidence hints that the AKP might have been instrumental in promoting higher 
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levels of democratization suggesting that the pro-Islamic conservative party (AKP) can in 

fact coexist with democracy; however, more systematic inquiry is necessary and will be 

engaged in sections to come within this chapter.  

 

Islam and Politics 
 

 Turkey is an inheritor of the Ottoman Empire – the last Islamic Caliphate which 

ruled for more than 500 years over three continents of the world (Europe, Asia and 

Africa). Having ruled the entire Muslim world for over five hundred years, the Ottoman 

Empire ended in 1922 after its defeat and total collapse in the aftermath of the World War 

I. With the fall of the Ottoman, the last caliphate of Islam officially ceased. A new 

Republic would emerge on an exclusive secular foundation under the leadership of 

Mustafa Kemal Ataturk. A new era of the active secularization process would begin to 

define the future of the new Republic. After becoming the first president of modern 

Turkey, Ataturk envisioned the modernization of the Republic through western models of 

institution building. In this respect, Turkey adopted the western, to a large extent secular 

French model of governance in designing its social and political institutions. 

 The political history of the Turkish Republic can be divided into two periods: (1) 

a single-party rule era (1924-1946) and (2) multi-party rule (1946-present).   

 

A Single Party Rule Period – Active Secularization (1924-1950) 
 

 A period from 1924 through 1946 is known as the “one party rule era” during 

which a single political party – People’s Republican Party (CHP) under the leadership of 
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Ismet Inonu – controlled the political power. In those years, CHP essentially crafted and 

engraved the social and political landscape of newly established republic on the basis of 

exclusive “assertive” secularist ideology. The state had absolute power which mandated 

the membership and loyalty to the ruling party of the CHP from all Turkish citizens. The 

Secretary General of CHP went even farther (N. 262, April 22, 1934) by stating: “It is 

necessary to be watchful against those who have not become party members. From now, 

they must be seen as part of the opposition.” 

 During this single-party-era, two main socio-economic trends dominated Inonu’s 

agenda: (1) active secularization and (2) nationalization of key economic enterprises. On 

one hand, industrialization and urbanization, originally initiated by Ataturk, had come to 

a halt due to nationalization policies by Ismet Inonu, costing the country much needed 

momentum in economic growth. On the other hand, the role of Islam was marginalized; 

the number of mosques were reduced while some were transformed into secular entities; 

Islamic educational institutions downsized; religious educations were confined to a 

specialized field; religious education was excluded from mainstream public education; 

social taboos against those who practiced Islam were reinforced and largely supported by 

incumbent governments during this single-party-rule period. In short, the intense 

secularization process by the Inonu government over a period of close to twenty years 

would eventually transform the social fabric of Turkey from a once acclaimed center of 

Islamic heritage into a strict secular Republic.  This process would impact generations to 

come.  
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 During Inonu’s active secularization period, Ataturk and Inonu not only abolished 

certain religious practices and Islamic institutions, but also regarded organized religion 

(Islam) as an anachronism and contrasted it unfavorably with "civilization," which to 

them meant a rationalist, secular culture. Establishment of secularism in Turkey was not, 

as it had been in the West, a gradual process of separation of church and state. When the 

reformers of the Republic opted for a secularist state, they removed religion from the 

sphere of public policy at an unseen rapid pace by restricting it exclusively to that of 

personal social life. It meant a complete and systematic isolation of Islam from the 

political system.  Although private observance of religious rituals could continue, religion 

and religious organizations were excluded from official public representation in 

government. 

 Under the auspice of building a new secular Republic, the Inonu period is known 

for his rapid adaptation of radical reforms to solidify the pillars of secularism over any 

potential future religious influence: abolition of the religious hierarchy; the closing and 

confiscation of Sufi lodges, meeting places, and monasteries, as well as the outlawing of 

their rituals and meetings; establishing the government control over the Islamic Vakıfs 

(foundations or special endowment funds),  replacing Shari’a with adapted European 

legal codes, closing religious schools, abandoning the Islamic calendar in favor of the 

Gregorian calendar used in the West, restricting public attire that had religious 

associations which essentially banned to wear a veil for women in public, and outlawing 

the Islamic apparel (garb) of local religious leaders.  
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 Active secularist agenda went even further to Turkify Islam through official 

encouragement of such practices as using Turkish rather than Arabic at devotions, 

substituting the Turkish word Tanri (God) for the Arabic word Allah, and introducing 

Turkish “calls for daily prayers” as an alternative to original Arabic script. A new law 

required Muftis and imams (religious leaders) to be appointed by the government, and 

religious instruction to be overseen by the Ministry of National Education. In sum, the 

overall purpose of those reforms was to make Islam subject to the control of the state. 

These changes in devotional practices deeply distressed and disturbed many devout 

Muslims which would later cause widespread reaction and resentment which would 

ultimately lead to the historic 1950 elections. 

 According to Atasoy (2005), the Kemalist and Inonu legacy of reproducing 

Western modernity largely employed repressive methods despite its declared 

commitment to democracy. As a result, the absence of political liberalism greatly 

strengthened the power of state-ruling bureaucrats and the military’s influence on 

political life. Prime  Minister Inonu believed  in a strong and unified nation that required 

“individual life be sacrificed for society” where the only acceptable basis for 

differentiation within society was occupational  (Melzig 1944).  

 

Multi Party Period - A Shift to Democracy (post 1950) 

 

 The second period denotes the beginning of the democratic era with multiple 

parties able to compete in the political system. In this respect, the clock of Turkish 

democracy would begin with the Democratic Party (DP), founded in 1946 and led by 
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Adnan Menderes, which came to power as a result of first democratic elections held in 

1950.  The DP won 52% of the votes in the first free election on May 14, 1950. Under the 

newly democratically elected government, the Adnan Menderes administration initiated 

massive re-transformation of Turkey in all aspects of society: social, political and 

economic.  

 The original Arabic version of the call to prayer was re-installed. Religious bans 

were relaxed to a significant extent. Nationalization of the economy was replaced with 

more leverage to the private sector coupled with programmatic and pragmatic economic 

investments which proved highly effective to promote economic growth. It was not too 

long before Turkey would start posting high economic gains in world markets.  

 Turkey’s gradual shift to a more tolerant attitude toward Islam encouraged the 

growth of private religious activities including the construction of new mosques; Islamic 

civic and educational institutions; the establishment of Islamic centers for research on and 

conferences about Islam and its role in modern Turkey which paved the way for the 

establishment of religiously oriented academic journals and scholarly publications. The 

circulation of pro-Islamic newspapers, the publication of religious books, and the growth 

of numerous religious projects ranging from health centers, child-care facilities, and 

youth hostels to financial institutions flourished. When the government legalized private 

broadcasting after 1990, several Islamic radio and private TV stations would be 

launched.82  

                                                
82 For instance, In the summer of 1994, the first Islamic television station: Kanal-7 



 
 

170 
 

Resetting the Clock on Democratization: Military Interventions 

 The Turkish military, seeing itself as an ultimate protector of Turkish secularism, 

intervened in politics by organizing four military coups during the beginning of a multi-

party era in 1950s. The first coup was carried out by the Turkish Army on May 27, 1960 

against Turkey’s first democratically elected “Democratic Party” led by Adnan 

Menderes. The pretext for taking over the government was alleged treason and corruption 

by the Prime Minister Menderes. The military quickly put the prime minister and the 

president on military trial behind closed doors in a remote island, completely cut-off from 

the mainland. As a result of very-fast, covert and sinister trial, both the president and the 

prime minister were executed (hanged) within weeks after the coup. Table 6.1 illustrates 

the successful coup d’états in Turkish history.  

Table 6.1: Successful Coup D’états in Turkey 

Date	   Carried	  Out	  By	   Against	  Incumbent	  Gov.	   Reason/Pretext	  for	  Coup	  

May	  27,	  1960	   Turkish	  Army	  
Democratic	  Party	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

(led	  by	  Adnan	  Menderes)	  

Government	  accused	  of	  high	  treason	  and	  
misuse	  of	  public	  funds;	  President	  and	  Prime	  
Minister	  were	  executed	  (but	  exonerated	  later)	  

March	  12,	  1971	   Turkish	  Army	  
Justice	  Party	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

(led	  by	  Suleyman	  Demirel)	  
Public	  unrest;	  clashes	  between	  leftists	  and	  
rightists;	  country	  was	  on	  brink	  of	  civil	  war	  

September	  12,	  1980	   Turkish	  Army	  
Coalition	  Government	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
(Bulent	  Ecevit	  and	  S.	  

Demirel)	  

Unstable	  coalition;	  social	  unrest;	  government	  
accused	  of	  incompetency	  	  

February	  28,	  1997	   Turkish	  Army	  
Welfare	  Party	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  

(led	  by	  Necmettin	  Erbakan)	  

Government	  accused	  of	  undermining	  
secularism;	  country	  is	  becoming	  overly	  
religious	  

 

 Even though the military coup generals announced the charges as “corruption,” all 

scholars and the public today unanimously believe that the coup specifically targeted the 
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freedoms extended to religious institutions and wider venues granted in civil and political 

liberties which would ultimately reduce the influence of Turkish military in the long run. 

This coup of 1960 marks the darkest moment of Turkey’s history, in which its political 

leaders were brutally executed on ungrounded allegations, not only ruining democratic 

reforms but also resetting the clock on economic development with dealing a devastating 

blow to the nation’s economy.  

 The second and the third coups were carried out to take over power under the 

premise of growing “social unrest” and that the incumbent government might not be able 

to handle civil clashes between leftists and rightists. In other words, the military justified 

its actions by arguing that there was a need for a “more competent” government by 

scrapping the will of the people who had democratically casted their votes. What is 

particularly striking is that in aftermath of 1980 coup, the military generals insisted on a 

need for a new constitution. As a result, they played an active, if not a dominating role in 

the crafting process. Today, the constitution of 1982 is still in force and considered to be 

one of the major obstacles towards democratic reforms in Turkey.   

 The last coup d’état was organized in 1997, also known as a “post-modern coup” 

which did not involve any military tanks perusing the streets – a practice the country used 

to associate the coups with. This post-modern coup targeted the first Islamic-oriented 

political party elected to government-- Welfare Party -- led by Necmetting Erbakan. The 

Army acted on the pretext of protecting secularism by claiming that the country was 

becoming a radical Islamic state. For the military, an Islamic party in government was not 

acceptable at any cost. This event was the fourth coup in modern Turkey’s history and 
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reset the clock on democracy building as well as left the economy in ruins and on the 

brink of a financial crisis.  

 

 

Islamic Revival in Turkish Society 

 

 Even though Turkey is a secular Republic, it is impossible to comprehend the 

Turkish socio-political landscape without Islam’s role. It is a parallel to the rest of the 

Islamic world, making it impossible to ignore the evident process which is rapidly 

unfolding in Turkish society: a systematic increasing role of Islam in shaping the socio-

political landscape of Turkish politics. 

 Since its inception as a Republic, Turkish politics can crudely be divided into two 

opposing ideological camps. On one (left) side stands an aggressive secularist view that 

envisions the modern Turkey exclusively apart from Islam’s influence. The followers of 

this pole hold a strict vision of separation of religion from politics. On the other (right) 

side, the opposite pole envisions a greater role for Islam to shape state politics. Said in 

crude measures, this division has dominated Turkey’s political agenda and electoral 

politics since the inception of the Turkish Republic. It is important to note, however, that 

while the secularist paradigm grew in popularity at first, the momentum quickly shifted 

after the 1950’s after the historic victory of Turkish Democratic Party (DP) which 

promised more civil rights, religious freedom, and economic prosperity. Since the time 

the DP came to power, it would be a fair assessment to say that the Turkish military and 
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other leading powerful secularist elites worked hard to maintain aggressive secularist 

ideals given the rising popularity of Islam.   

 Turkish revival of Islam can be attributed, but not limited to, the following 

factors: 1) harsh, aggressive, and rapid secularist reforms by the Inonu government which 

severely undermined conservatives and  would later attract more popular resistance; 2) 

military coup d’états of 1960, 1980 and 1997 which discredited the popular will to elect 

its own government; 3) limitations, constraints  and discriminatory policies (e.g., 

university admissions limitations for the graduates from Imam-Hatip religious schools, 

and the headscarf ban) on Islamic institutions sponsored by aggressive secularists; 4) 

failure of secularist political parties to bring about much desired economic growth and 

financial prosperity. In the end, conservative political movements would start to garner 

more electoral support not necessarily because of growing religiosity of Turkish citizens, 

but more specifically due to (1) failing legacy of secularist ideals that failed to bring 

economic prosperity and (2) growing sympathy towards unfairly discriminated and 

marginalized conservative political movements viewed as a viable alternative to the 

failing legacy of secularism. 

 As survey data, derived from the World Values Survey (N=1195-4284) in 2009, 

indicates that Turkish citizens who were critical of religious people running public offices 

decreased from 28% to 19%. That is, people became less critical of seeing public officials 

with strong Islamic backgrounds as compared to 6 years prior (see Figure 6.3).  
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Figure 6.3: Attitudes toward People with Religious Beliefs in Turkey 
(Source: World Values Survey, N=1195-4284 – derived in 2009)   

  

 This pattern further suggests that the levels of support for Islam’s role in politics 

have increased since 2001 in the context of supporting people with strong religious 

beliefs. It can also be interpreted, however, that the role of Islam -- as a deciding factor in 

elections -- has diminished in a sense that other substantive management qualities of 

candidates could have gained more leading weigh in influencing public opinion. In 

general, the current trends seem to suggest that popular support for Islam is growing 

while Islam’s role in politics is becoming more acceptable which refers to actively 

unfolding Islamic revival-- the process of which is also witnessed in other parts of the 

Islamic world.  
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Islamic Political Institutions (IPI) 

 

 Turkey has a very dynamic political history. It is arguably the only country in 

which the record number of political parties was banned by Turkey’s supreme 

Constitutional court. In order to comprehend the current state of Islamic political 

institutions, it is necessary to take stock in the historical roots of the political 

development of the Turkish Republic which sheds light on the current dynamics of 

Turkish Islamic parties.  

 Islam’s influence on politics was always present in the context of representing the 

conservative sect of the public in the form of organized political parties. Nonetheless, 

almost all Islamic parties have been banned or shut down by the Constitutional court 

which substantially marginalized the role of Islam in political life. As reflected in Table 

2, four Islamic-conservative parties were closed in a period from 1924 through 2001. 

Even though the Progressive Republican Party, founded in 1924, was not fully Islamic-

oriented, it supported liberalism in which Islam was given a wider role. In the post 1950 

era, however, the Constitutional Court had not only shut down three pro-Islamic political 

parties (1971, 1998, and 2001), but also banned the party founders from participating in 

politics for a long period of time by blocking the leaders from coming back to politics 

shortly after the party has been closed.  

 There are currently two leading pro-Islamic parties that identify themselves 

strictly with Islam within Turkish political system: the Felicity Party (founded in 2001) 

and the Independent Turkey Party (founded in 2001). The founders of the current 
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governing party (AKP), however, do not use either the word “Islam” or “Islamic” in 

relation to their party’s identity and their address to public. 

 

Table 6.2: Pro-Islamic Political Parties in Turkey (1924 - present) 

Currently	  Active	  in	  Politics	  

Party	  Name	  
Religious-‐

Conservative	  level	  

Year	  

Founded	  

Vote	  

Share	  

(2001)	  

Vote	  

Share	  

(2007)	  

Ruled	  in	  

Government	  

Justice	  and	  Development	  Party	  (Adalet	  

ve	  Kalkınma	  Partisi,	  AK	  Parti)	  
Moderate	   2001	   34.43%	   46.66%	   Yes	  

Felicity	  Party	  (Saadet	  Partisi,	  SP)	   High	   2001	   2.49%	   2.34%	   No	  

Independent	  Turkey	  Party	  (Bağımsız	  

Türkiye	  Partisi,	  BTP)	  
High	   2001	   0.48%	   0.51%	   No	  

	   	   	   	   	   	  

Banned	  by	  Constitutional	  Court	  	  

Party	  Name	  
Religious-‐

Conservative	  level	  

Year	  

Founded	  

Year	  

Banned	  

Lasted	  

(years)	  

Ruled	  in	  

Government	  

Progressive	  Republican	  Party*	  

(Terakkiperver	  Cumhuriyet	  Fırkası)	  
Low	   1924	   1925	   1	   No	  

National	  Order	  Party	  (Milli	  Nizam	  Partisi)	   High	   1970	   1971	   1	   No	  

Welfare	  Party	  (Refah	  Partisi)	   High	   1983	   1998	   15	   Yes	  

Virtue	  Party	  (Fazilet	  Partisi)	   High	   1998	   2001	   3	   No	  

* Constitutional court did not exist in 1925. It was closed by Ataturk’s government.  
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 The AKP party prefers to view itself as more “conservative democrats” that 

support “pro-Western,” “pro-European Union” compatible governance. In fact, this 

strategy of the AKP is necessary to stay alive in the political arena given the 

Constitutional court’s hawkish moves that can ban the AKP on the basis of being a 

“threat” to secularism. Therefore, AKP has been consistently and explicitly been using 

highly balanced rhetoric by distancing themselves from being “Islamic” and placing their 

identity closer to “modern liberal democrats.” In essence, the backbone of AKP electoral 

power stems from conservatives who believe that a wider role of Islam should be given in 

the socio-political landscape of Turkish politics. Recep Tayip Erdogan, the founder of 

AKP, is himself a devout Muslim. So are the majority of his ministers and administrative 

deputies. The prime minister’s wife, Emine Erdogan, and the wife of the President, 

Hayrunnisa Gul, both wear headscarves – a case which has never been witnessed before 

in the history of highly (assertive) secular tradition of  modern Turkish state.  

 

Defining AKP: Islamic, Conservative or Secular? 

 

 Scholars have attached a wide range of labels to the political identity of the 

Turkish incumbent AKP party which continues to attract a heated debate. Is AKP an 

Islamic party? Is it a conservative democratic party?  Or is it a new hybrid party which 

can host both secular and religious ideologies? From the first day the AKP rose to power 

in Turkey in 2002, it has been labeled very diversely. While some have equated the AKP 

with Europe’s Christian democratic parties, some have raised suspicions about its 

potential radical motives. Yavuz (2009) effectively tracks the various labeling by asking 
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if the AKP is a modern democratic party with roots in political Islam that is capable of 

fostering civil liberties while maintaining the democratic system in the Republic. He 

notes from (Yavuz 2009): 

Before the November 2002 election, many in the Western media had 
described the AKP as a “fundamentalist party.” After the election, the 
same journalists used the phrase “Islamist or Islamic party”; and when 
the party started to adopt the EU’s Copenhagen criteria, they referred to 
it as a “party with Islamic roots.” Two years later, when parliament had 
passed several major reform packages, the AKP was characterized as a 
“reformed Islamist party.” Later, during parliamentary consideration of 
new legislation on adultery, the European media once again used the 
adjective “Islamist” or “Islamic” to describe the AKP. After the 2007 
elections, The Economist called the AKP a “mildly Islamist” party.”83 
 

  
 

 The founders of the AKP define themselves as “Conservative Democrats” and 

reject having any ties to an Islamic political agenda. The critics of the AKP argue that it 

is only a cover-up and that the ultimate goal of Erdogan’s party is to bring down the 

secular establishment of the Turkish Republic. In the context of Turkish political 

landscape, to begin with, it would be impossible for the AKP to identify itself with 

religion given the fact that it is illegal per the Turkish Constitution for any political party 

to have any association with religion. Thus, the AKP has been very careful in its rhetoric 

to avoid words that would contextually refer to itself as a party with ties to Islam.  Given 

this legal ban, a “conservative democrat” is arguable the best option for the AKP to 

officially describe its political ideology. The question remains, however, to what extent is 

the AKP Islamic? 

                                                
83 Emphasis added.  
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 The AKP does not advocate for Islamic identity politics. Nor does it aim to 

introduce a Shari’a law. Rather, it officially considers religion one for the most important 

institutions of civil society, while at the same, views “secularism” as an inseparable pillar 

of Turkish Republic. Since 2002, the AKP has successfully demonstrated that it can 

embrace both religious and secular civil institutions for a common pragmatic goal: 

promoting economic development, democratic reforms, and civil and political liberties. 

 In general terms, the AKP advocates the role of Islam strictly in private life-style. 

It is more a politics of life-style (in which the majority of the AKP are pious practicing 

Muslims) which appeals to a bigger conservative electorate in Turkey. The party 

leadership participates in religious ceremonies, along with their headscarf-covered wives 

and daughters, which differentiate them from other secular parties. In sharp contrast to 

secular parties such as the People’s Republic Party – CHP, -- AKP does not view Islam 

as out of public and private domain. Moreover, the AKP strictly rejects the Kemalist 

interpretation of secularism as in absolute enmity against (and coexistence with) religion 

(Islam). Most notably, the AKP views Islam as contributing sacred values to society that 

are fully compatible with modern democratic state building.  

 The examination of European Christian Democratic parties reveals that, at the 

outset, they were often influenced by the thesis of coexistence between religious values 

and democracy building. For instance, a pioneer inspirer of Christian Democrats – 

Jacques Maritain (with his Integral Humanism) – defended the notion of democracy 

being fully consistent with a pluralistic conceptions that are derived from religious norms 

(e.g., Catholicism). He emphasized that moral (religious) attributes of society provide 
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strong foundation for democracy and liberalism (Bird 1996). Maritain maintained that 

democracy requires religious freedom and that faith-based practices enhance social fabric 

of pluralist society that eventually promote and foster liberalism. By the same token, 

some parallels can be drawn between Christian democratic parties of Europe and the 

Turkish AKP party on the basis of their similar views on “coexistence” between religion 

and democracy building.   

	   Today, the AKP leadership represents a modern and highly dynamic face of a 

newly emerging Muslim identity which regards the emerging Islamic institutions and 

religious networks as instruments of political mobilization. According to Yavuz (2009), 

the party is not a religious party since it does not aim to institute radical religious 

transformation of the state and society. Rather, the AKP’s goal is to maximize its seats in 

parliament to increase its political power by appealing to its Muslim citizens. However, 

the AKP can be considered as “Islamic” to the extent that it is “deeply involved in 

Islamic social ethics and cultural norms and stresses the religious values and interests of 

its pious electorate” (Yavuz 2009). 

 So is the AKP an Islamic, Conservative or Secular party? The answer is not a 

deterministic one. In my present study, I define the AKP as a Conservative democratic 

party, rooted in reformist Islamic values, which is committed to building a highly 

functional pluralist and democratic state in which both secular and religion institutions 

can freely coexist. Put shortly, I maintain that the AKP is a modern democratic party with 

roots in Islam that is capable of fostering civil liberties and political rights while 

enhancing the democratic system. 	  
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A Historic Shift:  The AKP and a New Chapter in Turkish Politics 

 

 In the national elections of November 2002, a sixth pro-Islamic party in the 

history of Turkey – the AKP (the Justice and Development Party) - came to power 

winning a stunning 35% of popular votes. In a sense, the history of Turkey was reset in 

2001 when the AKP swept the national elections. The AKP represented an unpredictable 

political movement both from an ideological and pragmatic stance. From an ideological 

perspective, the AKP supported the military alliance between Turkey and United States, 

promised to advance Turkey’s claim to be a full member of the European Union (EU), 

and even pledged to build a fruitful dialogue with Greece and Armenia. In the aftermath 

of one of the most severe financial crises (2001) in Turkish history, the AKP would be 

tested for credibility to manage the sick and overly fragile economy. With its pragmatic 

calculations, to the surprise of most secular opposition parties, the AKP managed to 

establish clearly defined economic goals with coherent and productive strategies which 

paid off dramatically: quick recovery from financial meltdown in 2001, stabilized 

inflation, high economic growth, improved the country’s infrastructure, growing 

international trade and constructive health care reforms, to name a few. These 

developments boosted the AKP’s political capital. For the first time, a pro-Islamic party 

delivered an outstanding economic performance with a record number of reforms that 

moved the country forward.  

 Consequently, in 2007, for the first time in political history of Turkey, an Islamic 

party won a stellar victory (46.66%) in the national elections for the 2nd consecutive time. 

The AKP is thus very close to become a ruling political party to stay in power for the 
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“longest time.” No other pro-Islamic political party has ever gotten as far as did the 

Justice and Development Party (AKP). It was a clear and loud voice of the majority of 

Turkish citizens who voted in support to bring an Islamic party to rule. 

 

Figure 6.4: Distribution of Islamic Political Institutions 

  

 The measure of Islamic political institutionalization reflected on Figure 4 is based 

on 2008 data. As seen, Turkey scores high by exhibiting highly functional Islamic 

political institutions. This rating captures the reality of 2008 where there was a ruling 

pro-Islamic party (AKP) that was democratically elected and owned the absolute 

majority in the parliament which indicates the existing level of legal mechanism for (1) 

Islamic parties to function in mainstream political system84 and (2) overwhelming 

support for pro-Islamic parties to continue to run the government.  

                                                
84 The measure of IPI does not factor in the historical track record of Islamic parties. Otherwise, the record 
number of pro-Islamic party closures in Turkey would have its serious impact on IPI score. It is based on 
the political realities in a certain period of time data was collected. In this context, the data is based on the 
year of 2008.  
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 Still, there are two main ideological forces that continue to challenge the AKP 

government or any other “would-be” pro-Islamic political party: 1) powerful military 

bureaucracy, 2) aggressive secularist political opposition. 

 

Democratic Reforms by the AKP Government 2001-2009 

 

 Turkish politics today is nowhere near compared to what it was ten years ago. The 

politics, economy and social orientations (particularly towards Islamic parties) have been 

substantially transformed. The Republic of Turkey has arguably materialized a record 

number of democratic reforms within the last ten years that no other Islamic-majority 

state has ever accomplished. With its stunning victory in the 2002 elections, the AKP 

became the first party to win enough seats in the Turkish Parliament to exercise a 

decisive majority and enjoy a one-party government. The AKP moved quickly to 

facilitate democratic reforms to an astounding surprise to many who were looking at the 

AKP as a conservative Islamic party that was incapable of carrying out meaningful 

democratic transitions.  

 In early years, introducing new changes to various areas of legislation, the AKP 

government passed five major political reform packages in 2003 and one in May of 2004. 

In addition, more reforms were enacted in January 2003 (4th package), in February 2003 

(5th package), in July 2003 (6th package), in August 2003 (7th package), in December 

2003 (8th package), and in May 2004 (9th package). These packages, in general terms, 

brought about far-reaching, highly-constructive and critically important democratic 
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transitions, moving the country up in the ladder toward more civil liberties, political 

rights and the rule of law. More specifically, the packages included changes: a) 

strengthening the fight against torture, b) broadening of the scope of freedoms of 

association, c) allowing demonstration and peaceful assembly, d) expanding freedom to 

allow Kurdish language in media broadcasting, e) incorporating measures to improve 

police conduct which gave prisoners/detainees immediate access to lawyers, f) lifting 

some restrictions on the press and easing restrictions on the ownership rights for ethnic-

minority foundations, g) enabling appointment of a civilian head to the NSC's  (National 

Security Council) secretariat by instituting greater parliamentary scrutiny over military 

expenses, and many others.  

 
 Furthermore, the sixth and seventh reform packages abolished the Anti-Terrorism 

Law, including its outstanding proceedings, for which Turkey had widely been criticized 

by the EU and other leading international agencies. Many journalists and writers had 

previously been imprisoned under this provision.  These reforms further provided a 

guarantee to broadcast in languages other than Turkish (which was virtually impossible to 

even imagine a few years before).  In respect to religious freedoms, the new regulations 

eased the rules and procedures for construction of worship places for faiths other than 

Islam. Previously, Turkey had consistently been under harsh criticism by the EU on 

religious freedom issues. For instance, Christian communities in Turkey had long faced 

many hardships and roadblocks in building new churches. Thanks to AKP democratic 

reforms, new regulations eased the registration of the real estate properties for non-
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Islamic religious communities by allowing new legal venues for them to express 

themselves and grow in the community.   

A Trial of the Century: Ergenekon 

 

 It is impossible to bypass Turkish politics without paying attention to the 

currently unfolding trial of the century – “Ergenekon.” Arguably, a single most important 

step toward moving Turkey to a highly synchronized democratic state would be a 

breakage of a long-lasting taboo that “Military generals cannot be prosecuted.” For the 

first time in Turkish history, a case against the junta-oriented secret underground 

institution has been foiled by the law enforcement officials. Nowhere in Turkish history 

could one witness a trial of Military generals or high profile judges who were accused of 

plotting illegal coup against the democratically elected government.  

 As a concept, “Ergenekon” refers to a mythical place located in the inaccessible 

valleys of the Altay Mountains where the very first empire of Turkic people originated. 

However, the “Ergenekon” phenomenon as an illicit organizational network, which has 

fully grasped the nation’s attention, turned out to be a secret terrorist organization, also 

referred as “a deep state within a state,” with ties to high ranking officials in the military, 

security forces, parliament, university administration, judiciary and other elite 

governmental institutions.  

 Since 2008, the “Ergenekon” trial has been dominating the news agenda in 

Turkey which has been named as “Trial of the Century.” A concept of a deep 
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underground covert organization with members extending to key strategic governmental 

positions had long been a topic in Turkish society. In 1996, a "deep state formation" was 

affirmed in Turkish opinion when a car crashed in the town of Susurluk. The public was 

in shock to discover that inside a crashed car was a senior police chief, a prominent 

politician and a wanted assassin.85 

 The defendants of “Ergenekon” have described themselves as gatekeepers of 

Turkish secularism and national sovereignty (against Turkish potential accession to the 

EU). According to the indictment, however, Ergenekon terrorist organization has been 

linked to a secret organization which has been covertly planning to overthrow the 

democratically elected government of the AKP. More than a hundred people, including 

several high-ranking former military generals, party officials, and a former secretary 

general of the National Security Council (NSC), high ranking police officials and 

university presidents have been detained or questioned since July 2008.  

 Alleged members are under investigation on charges of plotting a public unrest, 

which included assassinating key political intellectuals (including the prime minister), 

politicians, judges, military staff, and religious minority leaders, with an ultimate goal of 

toppling the incumbent democratically elected government in a coup that was planned to 

take place by the end of 2009. During extensive police search, a wealth of documents, 

CDs, and other critical evidence materials were seized. As a result of massive evidence 

collected, the police was able to successfully connect the dots to uncover the hidden sites 

                                                
85 BBC news, February 2008, “Deep state plot' grips Turkey,” Today’s Zaman, January 2009, "Ergenekon-
linked generals renowned for hawkish stance."   
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of weapons allegedly buried by Ergenekon in their plot for public unrest to undermine, 

and eventually topple, the incumbent government of the AKP. The evidence collected 

was reported to be at massive proportions.86  Even though the hearings began on October 

20th, 2008, they are expected to continue for years to come.  

 Given the magnitude of the “Ergenkon” trial and the AKP government’s steadfast 

determination to legally pursue this underground, deep-state organization clearly manifest 

a substantial milestone of democratization. A scholarly consensus exists on the necessity 

for the Republic of Turkey to overcome and topple this kind of shadow government in 

order to lead the way towards a consolidated democracy.  

 

A Long Way Ahead 

 

 Even though Turkey has covered substantial ground in opening up its economy, 

passing a record number of legislative civil liberties and political rights, there still 

remains a long way ahead toward becoming a fully democratically consolidated state. 

Some of the restrictions on this road to more democratic reforms are: 1) military 

interference in Turkish politics, 2) a military sponsored Constitution of 1982 still remains 

in power, 3) a Constitutional court which operates on the basis of the 1982 Constitution. 

 Many of these outstanding constraints have been engaged (to solve) by the AKP 

government in the form of attempting to modify some of the articles in the Constitution 

in recent years. However, the Constitutional court has ruled all efforts as 

                                                
86 Today’s Zaman, July 2008, "Question of the decade: What if Ergenekon had succeeded?", January 2009, 
"Ergenekon-linked generals renowned for hawkish stance."   
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“unconstitutional.” No surprise why it would be unconstitutional since the Constitutional 

court ruled on the basis of 1982 military coup sponsored constitution to begin with. The 

sole solution of this critical gridlock seems to be changing the Constitution altogether. In 

other words, Turkey is in desperate need of a “Civil Constitution” to replace the old, 

military-imposed Constitution of 1982. A supermajority of 4/3 is needed to change the 

Constitution in the Turkish Parliament. The roadblock remains in vehement and 

deterministic opposition of competing political parties (CHP and MHP) that are 

consistently rejecting any legislation put forth by the AKP that relates to modifications in 

the constitution.   

Public Reaction 

 

 What has been the reaction of Turkish society which is traditionally known to be 

fairly secular? According to the survey-based evidence (World Values Survey), a public 

trust and confidence toward the AKP government have significantly increased. A 

stunning victory for the AKP also re-emphasizes this reality. 
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Figure 6.5: Survey Results of Attitudes toward Turkish Parties and Government   
Source: World Values Survey database, N=1304 - derived in 2009                              

 

 As shown in Figure 6.5, public confidence toward the government has increased 

from 35% to 63% over a period of 6 years since the AKP has been the ruling and 

governing party. This suggests that public trust toward governmental policies have almost 

doubled since the AKP first took control of Turkish parliament. There is a rise in 

confidence toward political parties as well. Yet, when compared to the rate of 

governmental trust, confidence in political parties has increased very modestly – only by 

5%. This evidence suggests that the AKP – a conservative party rooted in Islam - has 

managed to win the public support as a result of its results-driven economic, social and 

political reforms. In the forthcoming elections of 2011, the AKP is expected to sweep the 

elections and resume its incumbency in the government.  
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Islamic Educational Institutions (IEI) 

 

 Turkey is a model country when it comes to Islamic education. It scores very high 

in terms of Islamic educational institutionalization. From a historical perspective, Turkey 

has gone through dynamic phases of reforms pertinent to Islamic education.  

 Islamic education was largely dropped, constrained and nearly banned from the 

public school system after the establishment of the Turkish Republic in 1924. During the 

one-party rule (Inonu period) before the 1950’s, the country went through aggressive, 

forceful and rapid secularism. These reforms did not go unchallenged, however. The 

conservative segment of the public actively sought religious rights to bring Islamic 

education to public schools. These demands would later turn into a political token and 

would manifest itself in the elections where more conservative political candidates would 

start to gain momentum. In this respect, the demand for restoration of religious education 

in public schools would soon begin in the late 1940s and early 1950s.  

 With the mass victory of the Democrat Party in post 1950, the government started 

to authorize religious instruction in public schools starting off for those students whose 

parents requested it. Shortly thereafter, Adnan Menderes of DP sponsored a bill, starting 

from early 1950s, on mandatory,  unless parents made a specific request to have their 

children excused, religious education in secondary schools. Islamic education was later 

made a mandatory component of the mainstream curriculum for all primary and 

secondary school children starting from 1982. 
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 By 1980, the right to acquire Islamic education was secured in the Constitution 

and became known under “The Culture of Religion and Knowledge of Ethics." Currently, 

basic Islamic education courses begin at 4th grade in primary school and continue through 

secondary (middle and high) schools. Today, students graduate from high school with 8 

full years of religious education.  The course contents largely concentrate on the main 

pillars of Islam with remaining topics ranging from secularism to humanism and 

from moral values to public-societal relations. The other major world religions such as 

Judaism, Christianity, Hinduism and Buddhism are also included in the curriculum. 

 Unavoidably, the reintroduction of Islamic education and heritage into the public 

school system raised the question of religious higher education. The secular elites, who 

tend to distrust traditional leaders, believed that Islamic education should be coordinated 

by government and in fact could be "reformed" if future leaders were trained in state-

controlled religious institutions. To achieve this goal, the government had established a 

faculty of divinity at Ankara University to train teachers of Islam and imams in 1949.  

 In 1951, the Democrat Party government set up special secondary schools (Imam 

Hatib Schools) that would offer Islamic and secular education at the same time for 

students who wanted to earn a degree in religious education (to be a Mosque Imam) or 

just seek knowledge of Islam but pursue a secular university degree. At the start, the 

Imam Hatip schools grew at very slow pace, but their numbers expanded rapidly to more 

than 250 during the 1970s.  

 Originally, the Imam Hatip school system was established as a secondary 

educational institution to replace traditional religious vocational schools to train 
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government employed imams. This school system would essentially fill the gap that arose 

as a result of madrassas that were abolished by the “Unification of Education Act” as a 

part of Mustafa Kemal Ataturk’s secularization reforms.  

 Table 6.3: Imam-Hatip Graduate Placement Statistics from 1980-1989 

Years	  
Number	  of	  total	  

graduates	  

Number	  of	  graduates	  
NOT	  employed	  by	  

Department	  of	  Religious	  
Affairs	  

Percent	  (%)	  	  
employed	  in	  

religious	  service	  

1980	  –	  1981	   4393	   0	   100%	  

1981	  –	  1982	   9865	   0	   100%	  

1982-‐	  1983	   11222	   2238	   80%	  

1983	  –	  1984	   14347	   3876	   73%	  

1984	  –	  1985	   18467	   3444	   81%	  

1985	  –	  1986	   15257	   4039	   74%	  

1986	  –	  1987	   15971	   7432	   53%	  

1987	  –	  1988	   17758	   7281	   59%	  

1988	  –	  1989	   16640	   5917	   64%	  

Source:	  Department	  of	  Religious	  Affairs	  (1990),	  derived	  from	  Atasoy	  (2005).	  	   	  

 

 As reflected in Table 2, 100% of graduates from Imam Hatib Islamic educational 

high schools become Mosque leaders (imams) until the early 1980s. It appeared that these 

schools were meeting the goals they were originally designed for. Nevertheless, this trend 

would slowly change where we observe the change in the attitude of the graduates who 
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started to pursue other fields in higher education, such as engineering, law, social studies, 

science, medical field.  

 This can be partly explained by a popular need and demand for Islamic education 

in which parents and students alike sought to gain not necessarily to be a spiritual leader, 

but quite conversely, to pursue non-religious academic ambitions in higher education. By 

the 1990s, nearly half of the graduates from Imam Hatip schools had begun to choose 

non-Islamic-bound careers (at least 40-45% of graduating seniors). Current Prime 

Minister, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, is himself a graduate of an Imam-Hatip secondary 

school. He earned his undergraduate degree in economics after graduating from Imam-

Hatip.  

 The network of Imam Hatip secondary schools steadily grew both in number of 

popularity, especially among conservative families. With high academic standards and 

low cost vocational options, they rapidly became popular. By the second half of the 

1990s, more than six hundred (600) Imam Hatip schools educated half a million students 

across the country.  Nevertheless, this new school system would soon become a target for 

senior military generals who pushed out Turkey's first pro-Islam ruling Welfare party in 

1997. The coup government (sponsored by the generals) took swift actions to neutralize 

Imam Hatip schools. As a result, Imam-Hatip middle schools for students between ages 

of 11-14 were completely abolished. 

 Moreover, the 1997 coup sponsored changes to the university admission system 

proved even more damaging. By original design, the graduates of the Imam Hatip school 
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system were free to choose any university or pursue a secular degree of choice. However, 

this freedom of choice was abolished by the “post-modern coup” by the Turkish military 

in 1997, which restricted Imam-Hatip graduates (along with technical vocational schools) 

from being able to select divinity higher educational institutions alone. This restriction 

quickly brought a steep decline in popularity of Imam-Hatip schools. Presently, 

approximately 450 Imam-Hatip schools educate 120,000 students. The AKP government 

has worked hard to return the university admission system back to its original design and 

has proposed to change the university entrance requirements. Nevertheless, the Council 

of State (Danistay) has overruled the AKP’s reform (acted by YÖK) on lifting the 

discriminatory admissions guidelines imposed by the post-modern Military coup of 1997.   

 The system of higher education is overseen by the the Council of Higher 

Education (YÖK) which is independent from the Turkish Ministry of Education while 

still funded by the state.  YÖK is responsible for the supervision of all universities in 

Turkey in a capacity defined by the revamped 1982 constitution. Currently, there are 

118 institutions of higher education which are classified as either public or foundational 

(private). More than 370,000+ students graduated from these institutions in 2006. Public 

universities typically charge low fees while private university may charge tuition fees 

over $16,000 annually. The majority of students in Turkey attend public institutions. 
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Table 6.4: Number of universities from Muslim countries among the world’s top 500 
universities 

2005 2007 
Rankings 

N % N % 

Top 100 0 0% 0 0% 

Top 101-200 1 7% 0 0% 

Top 201-300 1 7% 1 7% 

Top 301-400 6 43% 7 50% 

Top 401-500 6 43% 6 43% 

TOTAL 14 100% 14 100% 
 

 Table 6.4 provides the summary of universities in the Islamic world that made it 

into the World’s top universities ranking by Times Higher Education.87 Only 14 

universities (2.8%) made the ranking in 2005 and 2007 from the Muslim world. There is 

no single university in the top 100 from any Muslim countries. There is only one 

university (7%) between 101 - 200 in 2005 and none in 2007; and only one university 

between 201 - 300 in 2005 and also in 2007. The bulk of universities from Islamic 

countries (86%) are ranked within 301 and 500.  Given the fact that the ranking criteria 

allocate 40% weight into “research quality,” one can observe a depressing situation on 

the state of “research quality” and contribution to “innovation” at institutions of higher 

education in the Islamic world.   

                                                
87 The world’s top 500 universities are ranked by several indicators of academic or research 
performance, including academic peer review, recruiter review, student-faculty ratio, citations per 
faculty member, proportion of international faculty and proportion of international students. Data 
is derived from Times Higher Education: QS World University Rankings, available at: 
http://www.topuniversities.com/worlduniversityrankings 
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 Only four Muslim countries had universities that made the ranking list: Malaysia, 

Indonesia, Turkey and Pakistan. There was only one university from an Arab Muslim 

country -- Egypt -- in 2005, but none in 2007. Malaysia tops the list with the highest 

number (5) and the highest ranked universities. In second place is Turkey with four (4) 

universities. Indonesia is in the third place with three (3) universities. The last place goes 

to Pakistan with only two (2) universities. Overall, only 12% of Muslim states had one or 

more universities that made it into the ranking. There is no single university from the 

remaining 88% (44) Muslim states. The total number of Muslim universities (14) in 2007 

remained unchanged from 2005.88  In this respect, Turkey clearly stands out in 2nd place 

in terms of quality of general higher education among entire the Muslim world.  

 As reflected in Figure 6, plotting the OSIHE (Opportunity to Study Islam at 

Higher Education) against the OGHE (Opportunity at Higher Education) reveals 

intriguing insights. These scores are derived from my original work on the dynamics of 

Islamic education in the Islamic world.89  

 

                                                
88 The state of academic quality and rigor of higher educational research institutions in the Islamic 
world raises serious questions while potentially revealing significant social, political and 
economic implications which merit further research.  
89 Methodology for constructing the “Opportunity to Study Islam at Higher Education” (OSIHE): 
The total number of higher educational institutions was collected for each Muslim country. 
Universities with focused specialties (e.g., technical, medical, agricultural universities, etc) were 
excluded. Only those institutions that were eligible to provide Islamic education (e.g., institutions 
that offer humanities, law, social studies, religious studies, etc) were used in the sample 
(=ELIGIBLE). Next, the total number of institutions that offer Islamic studies (in the form of 
departments, colleges, structured program, or a meaningful set of elective courses) was identified 
(=ACTUAL). Finally, the number of universities offering Islamic education was divided by the 
total number of eligible universities to offer Islamic education, and then multiplied by 100 
([ACTUAL /ELIGIBLE]*100). A score range from 0-100 was established. An alternate way to 
see this range is in terms of a percentage rate (0%-100%). 
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Figure 6.6: Scatterplot of OSIHE and OGHE, 2008 

 

 In Turkey, out of all institutions of higher education, 63% offer highly structured 

Islamic education in the form of degrees or curricular courses. The uniqueness of the 

Turkish system lies in the fact that these institutions are largely secular. They offer 

Islamic education simultaneously with secular courses by providing a comprehensive 

approach in higher education. As seen in Figure 6.6, Turkey scores high in terms of 

general access to higher education and opportunity for Islamic education. The majority of 

Turkish universities offer Islamic education in the form of a “divinity degree.” Generally, 
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students majoring in other fields may also take elective courses on Islam should they 

wish to broaden their horizons on the dynamics of Islam and its role in society, politics 

and economics.  

Index of Islamic Educational Institutions 

 A cross-national comparison of Islamic Educational Institutions (IEI) shows that 

Turkey falls on the higher end of the IEI distribution spectrum (Figure 6.7).  

 

Figure 6.7: Distribution of Islamic Educational Institutions 

 

 In this picture, Turkey is among countries that offer “functional” or “highly 

functional” Islamic educational institutions given its access level to study Islam at 

primary, secondary and tertiary schools. Any Turkish student who wishes to learn Islam 

and obtain certified degrees from an accredited institution has a wide array of choices and 

opportunities. This makes the Republic of Turkey is a leading country which prides itself 

on having a relatively strong base of Islamic educational institutions when compared to 

the rest of the Muslim world.  
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Islamic Financial Institutions (IFI) 

 

 There are approximately 300 Islamic banks around the globe with an approximate 

$700 billion-dollar share in the industry. Turkey is one of those leading countries with 

highly functional Islamic financial institutions. Originally started in 1986, the Islamic 

financial institutions market share has been systematically growing, especially since 2001 

(when Turkey experienced a devastating economic meltdown), at an average annual rate 

of 40% in terms of asset size, 53% in terms of funds placed and 40% in terms of funds 

raised.90 

  

 

Figure 6.8: Three Major Banking Types in Turkey 

  

                                                
90 Report by Turkish Participation Banks Association (TKBB), 2008.  
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 There are three types of banking systems operating in Turkey (see Figure 6.8): 1) 

Depository, 2) Investment and Development, 3) Participatory (Islamic) Banking.  The 

first two types usually charge traditional interest and constitute the bulk of Turkey’s 

financial system. While Participatory (interest-free) banks do not charge traditional 

interest, they lend financial products on the basis of participating in the investment (or 

co-sharing the profits and losses). According to Turkish Participation Banks Association 

(TKBB), the Islamic financial market currently holds 4-5% of the entire industry which is 

expected to double (~10%) by 2020.  

 

Table 6.5: Islamic Bank Asset Growth in Turkey (1995-2006) 

Turkish Participation Banks - Assets (US$ millions) 

Islamic banks 
Year Bank 

Assets 
Participation 
Bank Asset  Growth 

(% in total)  
1995 68,373 1,416 - 2.10% 

2000 155,183 3,372 - 2.20% 

2001 149,625 1,634 - 1.10% 

2002 129,522 2,413 48% 1.90% 

2003 178,991 3,665 52% 2.00% 

2004 228,337 5,435 48% 2.40% 

2005 294,423 7,378 36% 2.50% 

2006-09 307,921 8,782 20% 3.00% 

 Source: Turkish Participation Banks Association (TKBB) 

 

 In terms of asset growth, the Islamic financial market has consistently been 

demonstrating solid growth. As illustrated in Table 6.5 and Figure 6.9, the total assets of 
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Islamic banks have quadrupled since 1995. Moreover, current assets have double since 

2002, in the aftermath of the Asian financial meltdown of 2001.  

 

 

Figure 6.9: Graphical Illustration of Islamic Bank Asset Growth in Turkey (1995-2006) 

 

 In June 2006, the 2nd Turkish Arab Economic Forum was held in Istanbul.  The 

prime minister of Turkey, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, attended the meeting, symbolizing full 

governmental support for the Islamic financial sector to grow and flourish. This gesture 

has evidenced the importance that signified Turkey’s relationship with the Arab world 

and in that context to Islamic financial industry. As a result, along with the development 

of Islamic finance at both global and local levels, the market has taken shape to start 

introducing new and more sophisticated Islamic financial products.  It is expected that the 
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assets of Islamic banks in Turkey will exceed US$25 billion, from US$8.5 billion, in the 

next decade and will make up 10% of the total banking system.  

 

Table 6.6: Major Islamic Banking Institutions in Turkey  

Islamic Banks in Turkey - (US$ millions as of 2006/09) 

Bank Name Funds raised Funds placed  Equity PBT Net 
Profit 

Al Baraka 1,586.30 1,378.10 - 31.7 2.10% 

Bank Asya 2,537.70 1,927.10 - 88.3 2.20% 

Kuveyt Turk 1,961.70 1,517.40 - 15 1.10% 

Turkiye Finans 2,396.60 2,032.70 48% 69.7 1.90% 

Total 8,482.30 6,855.40 52% 204.7 2.00% 

  Source: Turkish Participation Banks Association (TKBB) 

 Numerous high-profile financial transactions have taken place with involvement 

of Islamic financial products in Turkey. One instance to cite is a multi-million dollar deal 

in the textile industry. In July 2006, GAP Guneydogu Tekstil (a subsidiary of “CALIK” 

Holding in Turkey) entered into a $50 million financial deal with Kuveyt Turk Islamic 

Bank. With a maturity of 4.5 years, the facility has the longest term ever granted to any 

Turkish company.  
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Figure 6.10: Comparative Growth of Islamic Banking Sector within Turkey 

 Moreover, it is also important to point out that the Islamic financial industry, from 

a comparative perspective, has been outgrowing thetraditional interest-based banking 

sector by significant proportions. The data trend illustration in Figure 6.10 attests that 

Islamic banks have being growing much faster than the mainstream baking system. What 

is particularly striking to observe is a doubling growth in 2002 – immediately after the 

Turkish financial crisis. Islamic banks proved to be highly competent by attracting 

substantial leverage in an immediate post-crisis setting, thanks to its linkage to a real 

sector. 
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Figure 6.11: Distribution of Islamic Financial Institutionalization 

 

 When comparing the distribution of the Islamic Financial Institutionalization 

(IFI), an insightful picture emerges (Figure 6.11). There are 10 Muslim-majority states 

that score a perfect 4.0. That is, ten countries (27% of the entire Muslim world) appear to 

offer full range of financial services that are sensitive to religious preferences to its 

citizens. Three major geographies and ethnicities are represented among these top ten 

states: The Middle East (Egypt, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Kuweit, Turkey, Qatar, UAE, 

Yemen), East Asia (Pakistan, Indonesia, Malaysia), and Africa (Nigeria, Sudan, 

Morocco). Turkey, being a strong secular republic as compared to others, is an insightful 

case which clearly exhibits that Islamic financial institutions can in fact coexist with 

traditional (secular, non-religious institutions) interest-based banking systems. This 

pattern of coexistence serves as a strong indicator that Islamic principles can supplement 

and interact with the mainstream economic system, without requiring uprooting the 

traditional (non-interest-free) system.  
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 Furthermore, wide access and availability of Islamic financial products in Turkey 

encourages the conservative population to more actively participate in the economic 

sector. As a result, it not only supports economic growth, but also promotes trust toward 

government institutions.  Consequently, financial participation may encourage 

conservative citizens to more actigvely participate in politics and other state institutions.   

Pro-Isamic AKP Government and Democratic Change (1996-2008) 

In terms of democratic change within the framework of “civil liberties” and 

“political rights,” landmark positive reforms and developments have been carried out 

since the pro-Islamic political party (AKP) came to power. Numerous scholars have 

maintained that the future of Political Islam will depend on their ability to bring promised 

“change.” By assessing Turkey’s current trends, Vali Nasr (2005) emphasized this notion 

by arguing: 

Will the party (AKP) prove itself able to establish a coherent definition of 
Muslim Democracy (with or without the actual name) that can channel a 
politics of Islamic concerns and aspirations into liberal-democratic 
channels? The answers will come not from the realm of theory and 
ideology, but from that of pragmatism and politics... Muslim Democracy 
provides a model for pragmatic change. That change will in turn be the 
harbinger, not the follower, of more liberal Islamic thought and practice 
(25-26). 

 This section highlights some of the key democratic reforms sponsored by the 

AKP that demonstrates its pragmatism and commitment to political change as captured in 

terms of changes in governmental effectiveness and its openness in voice and 

accountability.  
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 Legislative reforms: The AKP reforms approved in the 2007 referendum reduced 

the unicameral parliament members’ terms to four years, from five. The changes also 

included that presidential elections be held by popular vote for a once-renewable, five-

year term, replacing the existing system of presidential election by parliament for a single 

seven-year term as was originally designed by the 1980 coup constitution. Freedomhouse 

finds that the July 2007 elections were widely free and fair, with reports of more open 

debate on traditionally sensitive political issues (Freedomhouse 2009). 

 Increased oversight over the military: The AKP reforms have increased civilian 

oversight of the military, but restrictions still exist in financial areas that exclude civilian 

supervision of defense expenses. Even though the Turkish military continues to interfere 

on issues beyond its jurisdiction, its influence has become significantly less in density 

and score compared to the past. The military not acting on its implicit threats to disrupt 

the 2007 Presidential election of Abdullah Gul is considered a sign of landmark progress 

which widely contributed to civil liberties and political rights in Turkey. Next, the AKP 

further passed a new bill that would allow the prosecution of military officers in civilian 

court on non-military crimes. However, the opposition party (CHP) took the issue to the 

Constitutional Court which struck the bill down in early 2010 (Freedomhouse 2009).  

 Minority rights: The Kurdish-language is now allowed both in print and on air. 

The AKP has launched a “democratization packet” which sought wider civil liberties for 

minorities, particularly geared towards Kurds.  Television broadcast in Kurdish began in 

2006. Moreover, one state-owned television channel to broadcast in Kurdish was 

permitted as a result of new law in 2008. This move has been criticized by hardcore ultra-
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nationalists parties (e.g., MHP). On the other side, the AKP has argued that Kurdish 

marginalization was a leading cause for pushing ordinary Kurds to join Kurdish separatist 

guerrillas (PKK) and thus structural changes are needed to grant Kurds wider civil and 

political rights (Freedomhouse 2009).   

 Attempts to seek religious freedom: The coup sponsored Constitution of 1982 

protects the freedom of religion, but contains sizable restrictions on expressing religious 

preferences (e.g., headscarf ban). Practices such as dismissing observant Muslims from 

the military and banning women wearing headscarves from attending public universities 

and government offices are still common. In this regard, the AKP sponsored 

constitutional amendment that passed in February 2008 and would have allowed women 

to wear headscarves in public educational institutions. But the opposition party (CHP) 

challenged the measure by taking the issue to the Constitutional Court.  The 

Constitutional Court found the AKP reform “unconstitutional” and scrapped the law even 

though it had been passed by a sizable majority of votes in the general assembly 

(Freedomhouse 2009).  

 Wider political participation for women: During the AKP government, a record 

number of women have been included in politics. For instance, women held almost 49 

seats in the 550-seat parliament after the 2007 elections. This number is nearly a double 

what it used to be in the past (Freedomhouse 2009). While it is premature to argue that 

women enjoy high levels of access to political participation, the initiatives taken by the 

AKP is not insignificant.  
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 Trial of the Century – “Ergenekon:” The AKP bravely embraced prosecution of 

the secret organization, called “Ergenekon” (aka Turkish Gladio), which had infiltrated 

deep into state (e.g., military generals, judges, university rectors, politicians, security 

chiefs). For the first time, the government took solid steps to bring the perpetrators of the 

secret organization into justice.  

 Given the above-mentioned constructive measures towards democratization 

undertaken by the AKP government, it is a fair question to ask “how did these 

developments reflect on overall governmental accountability associated with higher 

levels of civil liberties and political rights?” To engage this question, data for 

governmental “Voice and Accountability” and “Government Effectiveness” is derived 

from The World Bank’s “Governance Matters VIII: Aggregate and Individual 

Governance Indicators, 1996-2008” database.91  

 The World Bank report defines the “Voice and Accountability (VA)” as: 

capturing perceptions of the extent to which a country's citizens are able to participate in 

selecting their government, as well as freedom of expression, freedom of association, and 

a free media. Next, “Government Effectiveness” is defined as: capturing perceptions of 

the quality of public services, the quality of the civil service and the degree of its 

independence from political pressures, the quality of policy formulation and 

implementation, and the credibility of the government's commitment to such policies 

(The_World_Bank 2009). 

                                                
91 Kaufmann, Daniel, Kraay, Aart and Mastruzzi, Massimo, Governance Matters VIII: Aggregate and 
Individual Governance Indicators, 1996-2008 (June 29, 2009). World Bank Policy Research Working 
Paper No. 4978. Available at SSRN: http://ssrn.com/abstract=1424591  
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Figure 6.12: Governmental Voice and Accountability in Turkey, 1996-2008 
Source: World Bank Governance Indicators database (2009).                                       

 

 

Figure 6.13: Mean Comparison of Voice and Accountability with respect to AKP 
GovernmentSource: World Bank Governance Indicators database (2009). 
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 As illustrated in Figure 6.12, the extent Turkish “citizens are able to participate in 

selecting their government” while “enjoying the higher levels of freedom of expression, 

freedom of association, and a free media” has systematically increased after the 

conservative AKP government rose to power which clearly suggests that pro-Islamic 

parties are capable of bringing about structural changes that can enhance democratic 

norms in the country. When comparing the mean scores of governmental voice and 

accountability, we observe that the AKP period has managed to nearly double the levels 

of VA from a raw sore of 0.47 to 0.85.  

 

 

Figure 6.14: Government Effectiveness in Turkey, 1996-2008 
Source: World Bank Governance Indicators database (2009).                                                     



 
 

211 
 

 

 

Figure 6.15: Mean Comparison of Government Effectiveness with respect to AKP  
                                Source: World Bank Governance Indicators database (2009). 

 

 By the same token, “the quality of the civil service and the degree of its 

independence from political pressures” has substantially improved since the AKP came 

to power in 2001 (Figure 6.14). At the same time, quality of governmental policy 

formulation and implementation has vastly increased while the credibility of the 

government's commitment to such policies has reached a record high never seen before. 

On average, the mean scores of governmental effectives rose by 0.2 points or by 22% 

with the AKP government compared to previous regimes.  

 In sum, the AKP managed to demonstrate itself as a pragmatic ad competent 

administration to post highest levels of governmental effectiveness as measured by the 

World Bank governance indicators. In terms of the quality of public services, the quality 
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of the civil service and the degree of its independence from political pressures, the quality 

of policy formulation and implementation, and most importantly, the credibility of the 

government's commitment to such policies has been at a record high during the AKP 

government. But most importantly, these developments also provide a strong foundation 

for the argument of Islam’s compatibility and its capacity to coexist with democratic 

norms within the framework of the Islamic-oriented party’s accomplishment in 

promoting such sweeping freedom reforms – a process which might have prompted Nasr 

(2005) to argue that “Turkey presents perhaps the most developed instance of Muslim 

Democracy” (26).  

 

 

 

Connecting the Dots: Conclusion 

  

 Freedomhouse defines Turkey is an “electoral democracy” by giving it a label of 

“Partly Free” (Freedomhouse 2009). Even though it is constrained by major obstacles to 

obtain a full “Free” label, largely due to military’s mingling in politics and the coup-

sponsored constitution of 1982, Turkey is a model state with vibrant political 

participation, frequent and fair elections, and a strong civil society which clearly stands 

out in the Muslim world. Turkey today represents the state with strong secular institutions 

and highly functional Islamic institutions that continue to exist side by side. In this 

respect, Turkey remains an important test case and a candidate to be a model democracy 

for the entire Islamic world. 
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 The Turkish government has a considerable history to offer a legal base that 

supports Islamic political, financial and educational institutions. Thus, the 

institutionalization of Islam had started to take shape at the birth of the Turkish Republic. 

Over the years, Turkey has gone through many phases, including aggressive secularism, 

Islamic revival, military coups, semi-civil war and democratization processes. Even 

though the role of Islam was significantly diminished by aggressive secularism, the 

evolution of Islamic institutions did not halt but continued to mature and adapt to new 

socio-political realities of modern Turkey.  

 The following illustration, Figure 6.16, captures the reality of the relationship 

between Islamic institutions and governmental response in its attempt to channel rapidly 

unfolding Islamic revival in the country. Because of support for Islamic 

institutionalization, there is a wide range of Islamic entities present in politics, finance 

and social life. Given this fact, I argue that Turkey enjoys the “Virtuous Circle of 

Engagement” between government and functioning Islamic institutions.  
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Figure 6.16: “Virtuous Circle of Engagement” in Turkey 

 

 On one side, there is a booming Islamic financial sector offering interest-free 

banking products for observant citizens coupled with wide access to Islamic education 

via highly functional Islamic educational institutions. On the other hand, there are vibrant 

political parities of various colors (including Islamic parties) competing for public votes. 

They are all integrated into a socio-political fabric of Turkish society promoting 

a“Virtuous Circle of Engagement.”  
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 It is important to acknowledge, however, that Turkey has a long list of 

unaccomplished democratic reforms which are holding the country a step or two short of 

attaining a strong consolidated democracy. A major roadblock for further 

democratization is indeed the military, which has long enjoyed the privilege of 

manipulating the domestic politics. Both the supporters of the conservative AKP and its 

political opposition of secular liberals regard the recent – historically unseen – 

“Ergenekon” criminal investigations launched against military officials who are accused 

of “planning a coup against the democratically elected government.” This is a sign of 

increasing democracy in a country where the military had previously staged four 

successful coups and openly threatened the candidacy of Abdullah Gul (an AKP 

candidate) for the presidency in 2007.92  

 As one the leading experts on Turkish politics, Berna Turam (2007) refers to 

newly emerging forms of Islamic thinking, such as in the AKP, and concludes that there 

is a growing trend among various Islamic movements which suggests the following 

notion:  

Turkey is witnessing a transformation from radicalism to 
moderation. There is an explicit shift from Islamic politics to 
secular-friendly forms of Islam, and from parochial ties to the 
Muslim community to national and international commitments 
(Turam 2007). 

  

 What defines Turkey’s unique political landscape today is its “politics of 

engagement” where there is a two-communication dialogue between Islam (Islamic 

                                                
92 Abdullah Gul was eventually elected in August 2007 after AKP’s stunning victory of 47% in 
general election.  
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institutions) and state politics. More specifically, a platform for political engagement 

between Islam (Islamic institutions) and secularism (non-Islamic institutions) exist, even 

though their historical interaction has not gone smoothly. While they are both separate in 

terms of their views (of what and how Turkey’s political future should be), they have 

managed to stay in touch by keeping in tune with each other.  These interactions seem to 

have established a mechanism for Islam’s interactive role which has fostered a 

sustainable cooperation in which both (religious and secular) competing paradigms 

express themselves (and channel their political preferences in the form of organized 

institutions) in the mainstream political arena.   

 As a final remark, analyzing the dynamics of the Turkish political history, I argue 

that it would be a fair statement to say that Turkey has covered a long distance on its road 

towards democratization by realizing a record number of democratic reforms during the 

Islamic AKP government compared to any previously elected secular regimes. This 

suggests that an Islamic political party has demonstrated a stunning performance to move 

the country towards becoming a stronger, more stable and most importantly durable 

democracy in the Middle East.  This reality provides a strong case argument for 

coexistence between Islam and democracy.  
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CHAPTER 7                                                                                                          
CONCLUSION 

 

 This dissertation investigated how Islam and democratic civil and political 

freedoms can coexist and perhaps even reinforce each other. I relied on a mixture of 

methods analyzing forty-nine (N=49) Muslim-majority countries coupled with two 

detailed case studies.  In doing so, I accomplished two goals: 1) I developed a new 

empirical measure of Islam, namely the “Islamic Institutionalization Index” (III) that 

accounts for the variance in Islamic factor cross-nationally, 2) I compared and evaluated 

the extent to which Islamic institutions (III) help explain the coexistence between Islam 

and democracy in the Muslim world. In short, I assessed the role and variation of Islam 

and its extent of coexistence with democracy in forty-nine Muslim states via Islamic 

institutions. To further illustrate the patterns of coexistence, I have analyzed two case 

studies to better comprehend the puzzling interplay of variables in Kazakhstan and 

Turkey. 

 Based on the findings and methodology of this study, I am able to conclude the 

following.   

 First, I have demonstrated that the previous two quantitative measures of Islam (1 

– dichotomous, 2 – survey data measures) which scholars have frequently used thus far 

are not accurate, and in fact may be misleading. The conventional approach fails to fully 

capture the role of Islam as present in Muslim societies. The previous two measures have 

failed to account for the substantive presence of Islam and its variation across the Islamic 

world.  
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 Given the overly increasing role of Islam in politics, the need for a more accurate, 

systematic and cross-nationally comparable measure has never been as imperative as it is 

today in social science research. As an alternative to a dichotomous measure, which is 

measured by encyclopedic demographics reference (percentage of Muslim population), 

and to a survey-data measure, which is based on a limited data of individual opinions and 

orientations, I have developed and presented a new quantitative measure of Islam which 

is measured on the basis of institutional presence of Islamic educational, financial and 

political institutions. I call it – the “Islamic Institutionalization Index (III).” I argue that 

the III avoids the shortcomings of previous measures and in fact has clear advantages on 

the basis of: a) having institutional presence derived from political, educational and 

financial dynamics, b) being an ordinal property, c) capturing the substantive role of 

Islam in practice (not based on subjective or demographics data), d) being a continuous 

measure which allows scholars to attach (and calibrate) a categorical qualitative 

meanings (e.g., emerging, functional, highly functional), and e) capturing the variation of 

Islam which is diversely practiced form society to society from political, educational and 

financial aspects of a given polity.   

 While the III gauges the comprehensive level of Islam in a given society, its sub-

category measures (Islamic educational, political and financial institutional indices) also 

provide scholars  new venues to capture a separate role and impact of Islamic 

educational, Islamic political and Islamic financial institutional dynamics in each state. 

Armed with these new quantitative measures of Islam, a global community of social 
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scientists can effectively apply it in their empirical studies either in the form of outcome 

(dependent variable) or causal conditions (independent variable).  

Second, by using a quantitative-variable-orientated statistical mean comparison 

method, I found convincing evidence that higher levels of Islamic institutions can coexist 

with higher levels of civil liberties and political rights. In this respect, I have illustrated a 

strong and compelling statistical association that exists between functional and highly 

functional Islamic institutions and higher levels of freedoms in the context of forty nine 

Muslim-majority states. The findings suggest that Islamic political, educational and 

financial institutions do not appear to challenge or hamper democratic freedoms. It would 

appear that countries with higher levels of Islamic institutions seem to enjoy higher levels 

of civil liberties and political rights, while democratic institutions correlate with deeper 

and thicker Islamic political, educational, and financial institutions.   

 Third, in order to discern what types of Islamic institutions, or what combinations 

thereof, explain the patterns of association between Islam and democracy, I employed a 

Fuzzy-Set Qualitative Comparative Analysis (FS-QCA). I found that Islamic-majority 

states with high levels of Islamic political and financial institutions with virtually no 

governmental political repression are more likely to have higher civil liberties and 

political rights.  Particularly striking was the leading significance of Islamic political 

institutions (IPI) which clearly stands out among all three institutions. This indicates that 

Islamic political movements and parties are compatible with democratic procedures and 

institutions. In this respect, it appears that when an Islamic revival, which is rapidly 

unfolding in the Muslim world, is suppressed politically it also hurts the democratization 
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process. In other words, when Islam is not accommodated and channeled through a legal 

institutional framework, the road towards democratization appears to be largely hindered.  

Given today’s realities of highly corrupt and politically repressive regimes,  many 

Muslim-majority states continue to be discredited by the public,  while the most 

appealing aspect of current Islamic movements (to the public) is their pledge to bring  

“change” in the form of much needed “political justice” and thereby put an “end to 

incumbent authoritarianism.” If the Islamic movements cannot deliver this promised 

justice, the chances are high that they could be discredited as their predecessors. Yet if 

they can deliver political justice, it is more than likely that some form of Islamic-based 

governments could spread across the Muslim world. In this respect, the future success of 

Islamic political institutions will depend on their ability and commitment to develop new 

democratic, transparent and effective socio-political-economic institutions to deliver what 

they are promising can earn public approval and support. As illustrated in Chapter 6, this 

seems to be evident in the case of the Republic of Turkey in which a pro-Islamic 

government of the AKP (led by Erdogan) has managed to attract a large public support as 

a result of its programmatic policies and pro-democratic reforms that has yielded not only 

much desired economic growth (higher standards of living) but also civil and political 

liberties that were long overdue in the country.  

 Fourth, I find that 42% of the Muslim world has extremely low levels of Islamic 

institutionalization while 44% are at emerging levels. Only 14% of the Islamic world 

appears to have either functional or highly functional Islamic institutions. This indicates 

that the level of Islamic institutionalization is very low in the Muslim world. Thus, it is 
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premature for scholars of politics to jump to conclusions when debating “Islam and 

Democracy” (or any other question of interest that involves “Islam” as an outcome or an 

explanatory condition) without observing substantive institutional presence and impact of 

Islam given the low levels of Islamic institutionalization. Scholars should be cautious not 

to overestimate the influence of Islam and be cognizant of the current trends and levels of 

Islamic institutionalization. In the case of Kazakhstan, as analyzed above, I demonstrate 

that there are low to emerging levels of Islamic institutions that can represent Islamic 

influence on a socio-political platform.  From this standpoint, a co-existential relationship 

between Islam and democracy cannot be established. Yet, the containment of Islamic 

revival (especially Islamic Political institutions) appears to pose serious hurdles to the 

development of civil liberties and political rights which seem to push the advocates of 

Islam outside the mainstream political arena (underground) contributing to the formation 

of a vicious circle of fear in the country.  

 Fifth, I argue that a theoretical framework of the “Vicious Circle of Fear” seems 

to best explain the long endurance of autocratic regimes in the Muslim world. In the 

detailed case study of Kazakhstan, the process of the “vicious circle of fear” 

demonstrated that Kazakhstan allows Islamic educational and financial 

institutionalization while continues to block Islamic political institutions. I argue that it is 

the self-fulfilling circle that best explain the stagnation of Islamic political institutions in 

a sense that Kazakh governments is continuously and systematically applying pressure to 

limit the political representation of Islamic movements while this pressure is bouncing 

back in the form of the newly adopted more radical measures. In return, the radicalized-
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underground movements are striking back and are attracting even more intense response 

from the incumbent governments. Consequently, a continuous vicious circle of self-

fulfilling fear has emerged. The major explanatory factor of governments’ harsh response 

rests on the self-protection of the “status quo” of incumbent authoritarian regimes which 

intensely oppose any political opposition that can potentially win the support of the 

public which could in turn challenge the incumbent governments.  

 There is an opposite mechanism to the “Vicious Circle of Fear,” as examined in 

the case of Turkey, which I call it a “Virtuous Circle of Engagement” that characterize 

contemporary Turkish politics in which there is a mutual “politics of engagement” 

between Islamic institutions and non-religious (secular) socio-political forces. There is a 

sustainable cooperation in which two (both) competing paradigms can express 

themselves by channeling their political preferences in mainstream political arena.  As 

illustrated in the Turkish case and supported by FS-QCA findings (Chapter 4), a 

consensual politics or the “politics of engagement” supports the observation that Islamic 

political institutions should be integrated into a mainstream political system. A mutual 

coexistence between democracy and Islam can be reached, as observed, when states 

allow Islam’s voice in politics. In other words, the factor of Islamic political institutions, 

when actively represented in the mainstream political system with no governmental 

oppression, appears to be an almost-necessary condition for mutual coexistence between 

civil liberties and political rights.  

 Lastly, caution should be exercised, however, in considering the direct causal 

relationship between Islamic institutionalization and democratization. I investigated the 
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coexistence, not the causal relationship between Islam and democracy. Yet, in future 

research, I plan to increase the number of observations (N) (to cover the 1991-2008 

period) and employ a PCSE (Panel-Corrected Standard Errors) time-series regression 

model as well as a Fuzzy-Set QCA to assess the causal patterns of the III on democratic 

change. More work needs to be done to tease out the exact correlation or causation 

between density of Islamic institutions and democratic civil and political liberties. 

 In sum, my dissertation makes two main contributions to current academic debate 

on democracy in the Islamic world. The first contribution is methodological. While a new 

quantitative measure of the Islamic Institutionalization Index enables scholars to gauge 

the role of Islam in general, the three sub-category measures of the III -- Islamic 

educational, financial and political institutions -- provide additional assessing tools for 

social scientists to operationalize Islam’s influence in political, economic and social 

spheres. 

 The second main contribution of the dissertation is that it extends the debate on 

compatibility and coexistence “Islam and Democracy” in the light of Islamic institutions, 

explaining the long endurance of autocratic regimes in the Muslim world via two new 

theoretical paradigms: (1) the “Vicious Circle of Fear” and (2) the “Virtual Circle of 

Political Engagement.”  

 As a result of this dissertation project, some important underlying implications 

can be derived from the empirical analyses of generalized study of the forty-nine Muslim 

states and two case studies.   
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 Unquestionably, the factor of Islam has become an inseparable component (e.g., 

variable, causal condition) in empirical studies of Muslim politics.  If Islam is to shape 

contemporary Muslim politics, then the voice and manifestation of Islam will be in the 

form of organized structures that can successfully mobilize its mission, transform 

interests and ideals in mainstream politics. In this respect, in order to better understand 

the empirical effects of Islam on Muslim politics, studying Islamic educational, financial 

and political institutions will shed more light in scrutinizing of the dynamics of how the 

factor of Islam influences political processes, particularly the democratization process, in 

the Islamic world.   

 It is important to emphasize that the current role of Islam is evolving and 

developments can change quickly. What I have provided is a snapshot of how things 

work today. But this dissertation has not tried to establish how exactly political Islam 

may causally contribute to democratization. We can speculate, but cannot fully predict 

the grand finale of Islam’s ultimate coexistence with democracy. What we can predict, 

however, is the fact that Islam will continue to shape the democratization process in 

Muslim politics for years to come.  
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