
A Study of Islam WJEC Year 2 A level Knowledge Organiser: Theme 2A: Significant historical developments in religious thought 
- State and secularisation

Key concepts

• The concept of a state governed according to Islamic principles is an ideal 
for some Muslims but a concern for others. Some see the political and social 
influence of religious institutions as a challenge to secularisation. Some see 
Madinah with its Constitution as a model. Others demand shari’a. This has 
been seen as a challenge to modern, secular states.

• Forms of government amongst majority Muslim countries range from 
democracy to ‘theocracy’, that is a religious government. The concept of 
shura, consultation, may be applied to democracy but different Muslims in 
different parts of the world disagree on the extent to which humankind can 
decide the law as opposed to implementation of revealed law. 

Key quotes
‘Medina is a sanctuary. Its trees should not be cut and no heresy should be made 
up nor any sin committed.’ (Hadith of Prophet Muhammad)
‘Religious government is an absurd notion, and if a government is formed under 
Islamic banner, it will only serve the interests of a special group of the people, not 
an entire Islamic society. Thus, if Muslims form a government, it will be a secular, 
not a religious one.’ (Akbar Ganji)
‘In the mosque, when the call for prayer is sounded and worshippers are 
gathered together, the democracy of Islam is embodied five times a day when 
the peasant and king kneel side by side.’ (Sarojini Naidu)
‘It is Allah and not man who rules. Allah is the source of all authority, including 
legitimate political authority. Virtue, not freedom, is the highest value. Therefore, 
Allah’s law should govern the society; not mans.’ (Sayyid Qutb)
‘The struggle of democratic secularism, religious tolerance, individual freedom 
and feminism against authoritarian patriarchal religion, culture and morality is 
going on all over the world - including the Islamic world, where dissidents are 
regularly jailed, killed, exiled or merely intimidated and silenced.’ (Ellen Willis)

Issues for analysis and evaluation
Key questions, arguments, and debates

1. The extent to which shari’a is an adequate guide for all aspects of a society. 
Is God’s law ideal for everything? But what if God’s law is unclear in modern 
circumstances? The dream of shari’a, free from human corruption, inspires 
some. The fear of abuse for women and minorities concerns others. 

2. The compatibility of Islam with democracy. 
What if humans vote for something against the commands of the Qur’an? 
On the other hand, Muhammad and Caliphs used consultation (shura) so 
why not follow democracy? Turkey or Indonesia (democracies) might be 
compared with Saudi Arabia and Iran.

• Muhammad often consulted his companions and took care to lead with 
compassion: he did not impose unpopular laws or rules. His successors, the 
Caliphs, consulted Muslims formally by setting up a consultative council 
(shura). Whilst not democratic in the modern sense, this might be used to 
justify democratic decision making.

• Democracy is limited in Iran to those representatives and policies said to be 
in accordance with orthodox Islam, as interpreted by the supreme leader. 
This system is called ‘theocracy’. However, in Turkey for much of modern 
History, free democratic elections have been held. 
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• Muhammad was a political, social, economic and religious leader of 
Madinah – he set policies in all these areas, and since his sunna is considered 
a perfect example for Muslims to follow, they have guidance in all these 
areas. 

• He introduced the charter or Constitution of Madinah, guaranteeing peace 
and mutual protection for all its people, regardless of tribe or religion. This 
could be taken to justify a secular state. However, it could also be interpreted 
to mean that religious leadership should be brought into all areas of life.

• Muslim traditions including interpretations of dress – such as the veil for 
women (hijab), food slaughtered in a halal way, prayer five times a day 
and so on have become issues at times in western countries, encouraging 
debate about whether Muslims should do more to assimilate western 
culture or look to create states and communities where all such aspects of 
life can be governed according to various interpretations of shari’a.


