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_______________________________________________________________  FORUM / DISCUSSION 

Religion or Tradition: The Lack of Modernisation 

in the Arab World 

by Jan-Erik Lane 

The recent spectacular upheavals in the Arab countries express the zest for modernisation 

in the Arab civilisation. It is an old quest that started when decline became undeniable in 

the 19th century. The call for modernisation has been temporarily retarded by authoritar-

ian trends and Political Islam. In The Koran, there is nothing that inherently negates the 

demand for democracy and affluence, generated by the market economy. 

Die jüngsten, aufsehenerregenden Umwälzungen in den arabischen Ländern drücken den 

Wunsch dieser Völker nach Modernisierung aus. Es ist dies eine alte Forderung, die seit 

dem Niedergang im 19. Jahrhundert zu vernehmen ist. Die Modernisierung der arabi-

schen Welt wurde lediglich zeitweise durch autoritäre Entwicklungen und den politischen 

Islam verzögert. Der Koran schließt Forderungen nach Demokratie und marktwirtschaft-

lich erschaffenem Wohlstand nicht aus. 

I. Introduction 

The democratic revolution in several Arab countries that was initiated in late 

2010 may be interpreted as a rational reaction to the process of decline that the 

countries face in the period of globalization. It has been especially severe for the 

Arab countries that lack the economic rent lifting the Gulf States out of poverty. 

Actually, the debate about a profound modernization deficit in the Arab world 

may be traced back to the 19th century, when many Arab scholars, writers and 

politicians stated that the Arab world must accept modernity and its institutions 

in order to keep up with other civilizations, especially the Europeans.1 

At the same time, however, another current in Arab culture – Salafism – started 

to launch the fundamentalist theory that only islamisation could break the trend 

of decline, economically as well as politically. The idea of an Islamic society – 

an Islamic state as well as an Islamic economy – was developed in the 20th cen-

tury by groups in Pakistan (Maududi) and Egypt (Qutb, Faraj), outlining a com-

 
1  Lane, J.-E./Redissi, H.: Religion and Politics: Islam and Muslim Civilisation, Aldershot, 2007. 
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pletely different future for Islamic countries than the path of modernisation to-

wards a modern or post-modern society, based upon political democracy and the 

market economy. 

Analysing the lack of modernisation in the Arab world, one may debate how to 

account for the comparatively low scores of several of these states on a number 

of indices on aspects of modernisation. First, the Arab countries will be evalu-

ated in terms of standard indicators upon outcomes, such as democracy, rule of 

law and economic affluence as well as economic growth. Second, the explana-

tory argument of the modernisation deficit in Arabia will suggest that tradition 

trumps religion, when accounting for backwardness in large parts of the Arab 

world. The Moslem civilisation comprises some 1 billion people today, where 

the non-Arabs are more numerous than the Arabs. Below, only Arab countries 

will be identified in the Figures. 

II.  Indices on the Lack of Modernisation in the Arab World 

One may employ some of the standard indices on social, political and economic 

development in order to tap the present situation in the Arab countries. First, we 

turn to the complex index on democracy, constructed by Freedom House and 

employed for measurement purposes over a few decades. In 1973, Freedom 

House launched its annual global survey of political rights and civil liberties, 

Freedom in the World. The Freedom House indicator on democracy is a complex 

one, consisting of numerous indices on the political system, such as human 

rights, political competition and judicial autonomy.  

Figure 1 (on the following page), displaying the countries of the world according 

to levels of political democracy and the percentage of Muslims in the population, 

shows how many of the states in the Arab League perform in the early 21st cen-

tury. 

The overall scores, ranging from 10 to 0, summing up a variety of aspects of 

democracy, are low for the Arab countries. One may point out that Egypt dis-

plays a somewhat better score than Tunisia, but both countries are solidly placed 

in the set of dictatorships, lower than for instance Bahrain, Lebanon, Kuwait and 

the Comoros. 

Second, one may employ the data from the Governance project by the World 

Bank. Out of the six composite indices that the project constructed and employed 

in a global mapping of some 200 countries around 2000, two are particularly 

relevant for democracy assessment. On the one hand, there is the integrity of the 
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more important than religion for the average Arab outcomes in the performance 

assessment above, traditional features will be underlined at the expense of Islam 

below. Let us start with politics. 

1. No Political Rationalisation: Tradition and Charisma 

Speaking generally, there exist only three kinds of political authority, as Weber 

elaborated in the Herrschaftssoziologie, namely: legal-rational, charismatic and 

traditional authority. Weber regarded the bureaucracy as the hallmark upon the 

modern state with its legal-rational authority,4 but an alternative interpretation 

would link the legal-rational type of political authority with constitutionalism 

and rule of law.  

The Arab countries are governed by either traditional authority or charismatic 

authority, almost with no exception.5 Why is that so? When traditional rule is 

crushed by means of charisma or a military coup, then it is replaced in Arabia by 

charismatic authoritarianism, tending often to create a new dynasty. Never is the 

constitutional document respected. Instead constitutions are made and unmade, 

changed or suspended. At the end of the day, authoritarianism remains in place, 

also in countries where traditional authority survives, as in real monarchies 

within the region.6 

2. Law and the legal order 

The lack of constitutionalism in the sense of government under the laws, re-

straining the exercise of power, is acerbated by the strong position of revealed 

law – Sharia – in the legal systems of Arab countries. Some of these countries 

have developed rational systems of law – civil law or common law – but Islamic 

law has made strong inroads lately. 

One often raised objection against Islamic Law is that it is very old-fashioned, 

laid down in the 9th and 10th centuries in the form of four schools of jurispru-

dence – the so-called figh. Although it is always stated that the gate of interpreta-

tion has been closed for ever, Islamic law has developed in various ways, using 

different kinds of methods, even tricks, to update the legal order so that law can 

adapt to the changes in society. 

 
4  Weber, M.: Economy and Society, Berkeley, 1978, 212–301. 

5  Elbadawi, I./Makdisi, S. (eds.): Democracy in the Arab World: Explaining the Deficit, London, 2010. 

6  Billingsley, A.: Political Succession in the Arab World, London 2009; Lacey, R.: Inside the Kingdom: 
Kings, Clerics, Modernists, Terrorists, and the Struggle for Saudi Arabia, London, 2010. 
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Yet, this way of adapting law to the social evolution comes with a price, namely 

a fundamental arbitrariness typical of Qadi-justiz, as Weber called Islamic Law.7 

There is simply too much discretion when the Islamic court applies old rules, 

making it difficult to predict the outcome for ordinary people. The result is a 

fundamental feeling of uncertainty concerning legal matters, whether public or 

private law ones. 

3. Family system 

One may make a sharp distinction between two types of family systems: indi-

vidualistic and collectivistic ones, following the concepts introduced by Todd
8. 

In the ideal-type of an individualistic family system, the children leave the fam-

ily house at the age of 18 to 21, developing into legal subjects on their own, 

managing their own lives. The parents cannot count on being cared for at old 

age. It has been argued that such an individualistic family promotes democracy 

in general. However, the family system in the Arab countries tends to be of the 

collectivistic kind. It is a drag upon gender equality as well as civil society.9 The 

scores for gender empowerment are low in the Arab countries – see Figure 7. It 

is obvious from this figure that the overall predicament of Muslim women is 

certainly not an easy one. The economic institutions are also run with a collectiv-

ist bend. 

 
7  Weber, M., op. cit., 809–838. 

8  Todd, E.: L'enfance du monde. Structures familiales et développement, Paris, 1984. 

9  Cavatorta, F./Durac, V.: Civil Society and Democratization in the Arab World, London, 2010. 
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There are various versions of this dependency approach, or orientalism, as it is 

called with regard to the Arab countries. Whether Weber could be designated as 

an orientalist, considering his scepticism about Arab traditions and perhaps also 

with regard to the religion of Mohammed, has not been debated in the literature. 

Said
12 in his investigations into orientalism, culture and colonialism made no 

reference whatsoever to the writings of Weber on Islam and Arabia, scattered 

through his major books, despite the negative view of Weber on some aspects of 

Arab politics and law. 

6. Religion: Fitna 

Adducing that Islam has contributed to Arab backwardness would be entirely 

unwarranted, because religious practice is not strongly related to religion as a set 

of doctrines. After all, religion is what men and women make of it. What counts 

are the interpretations of the so-called Holy Book as well as the formation of 

social practice under the influence of tradition, for instance in the figh (jurispru-

dence). As with other world religions, there have been different interpretations of 

The Koran along the history of Islam, resulting in much controversy13 as well as 

divisions. 

The interpretation of the Koran launched by the fundamentalists is based upon an 

approach to Arab decline that seeks the solution in going backwards, the Arabia 

of the four Righteous Caliphs (Salafism). 20th century radical fundamentalism in 

Pakistan and Egypt has added the ominous notion of jihad – the hidden duty 

(Faraj).14 Political Islam entails total islamisation of state and society, according 

to the ideas of Maududi and Qutb
15. It will not bring modernization – democracy 

and affluence – to the Arab world, not even peace and social stability.16 

IV. Conclusion 

Stable democracy in the Arab world seems only possible when two conditions 

are met. Firstly, there must be a substantial number of democrats, i.e. people who 

truly adhere to the democratic regime. Second, constitutionalist rules must meet 

 
12  Said, E.: Orientalism. London, 2003; id.: Culture and Imperialism, London, 2007. 

13  Kepel, G.: Fitna. Guerre au coeur de l'islam, Paris, 2004; Mervin, S.: Histoire de l'Islam. Fondements et 
doctrines, Paris, 2010. 

14  Murawiec, L.: The Mind of Jihad, Cambridge, 2008. 

15  Roy, O.: Holy Ignorance: When Religion and Culture Part Ways, London, 2010. 

16  Feldman, N.: After Jihad: America and the Struggle for Islamic Democracy, New York, 2003. 
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with respect and enforcement, not only as a matter of tactics but also as a con-

cern for legitimacy. The first condition refers to the preferences of the players 

and groups being active today in Arab politics. The second condition is an insti-

tutionalist one, focusing upon the rules of the political game that are laid down 

not merely in constitutional formalia but also in constitutional realia. 

Authoritarianism in the Arab world is motivated by the fear of religious funda-

mentalism. The one supports the other, but the outcome is the same, namely no 

modernization. Arab countries can only undo the horns of this dilemma when 

considerable groups of people start adhering to democratic rule, unhindered by 

religion.17 For the first time after independence, large masses of people in Arab 

countries display democratic preferences,18 calling for the institutions of the rule 

of law regime as well as economic reforms that make it possible for small people 

to prosper. The future of the Jasmine Revolution will depend upon whether the 

zest for democracy and affluence can be translated into a set of firm institutions 

for a rule of law regime and a decentralized market economy. 

 
17  Rutherford, B.K.: Egypt after Mubarak: Liberalism, Islam, and Democracy in the Arab World, Prince-

ton, 2008. 

18  Baaklini, A.I./Denoeux, G./Springborg, R.: Legislative Politics in the Arab World. The Resurgence of 
Democratic Institutions, Boulder, CO, 1999. 
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