
 
 

Religion and Policy Journal (1) (2) 2023 : 61-65 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.15575/rpj.v1i1.628 

http://journal.uinsgd.ac.id/index.php/RPJ 

e-ISSN: 3031-1004 

 

* Copyright (c) 2023 Kurniawan Arif Maspul 
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International License. 

  

Faith, Politics, and Democracy: Unraveling Historical and Contemporary 
Dynamics in Religious Influences on Electoral Processes 

 
Kurniawan Arif Maspul 

Al Madinah International University, Saudi Arabia 
Email: kurniawanarifmaspul@my.uopeople.edu 

 
Received: 1 September, 2023.  Accepted: 10 October, 2023.  Published: 31 December, 2023 

ABSTRACT 

Research Problem: This qualitative research addresses the intricate relationship between religion, 
politics, and societal dynamics, focusing on historical contexts in the early 7th century Islamic Caliphate 
and contemporary Saudi Arabia. It aims to understand how religion influences political decisions and 
societal structures, both historically and in the present day. 

Research purposes: The primary purpose of this study is to analyze the spread of Islam's impact on 
governance and societal norms, particularly examining the dominance of Islamic governance in the early 
7th century Caliphate and its evolution over time. Additionally, it seeks to empirically demonstrate the 
role of religious authorities in shaping governmental policies in contemporary Saudi Arabia. 

Research methods: Methodologically, this research employs qualitative analysis techniques, utilizes 
unique datasets, and adopts a comparative approach. It delves into historical records and contemporary 
observations to uncover nuanced interactions between religious institutions and political choices. 

Results and Discussion: The study reveals the historical dominance of Islamic governance and its 
subsequent evolution due to various societal and political movements. It also provides empirical evidence 
of the significant role religious authorities play in shaping governmental policies in contemporary Saudi 
Arabia, particularly in social and legal frameworks. The research discusses the influence of religious 
leaders on their followers and explores the role of clerics in shaping public opinion and political 
participation. 

Research Implications and Contributions: This study has several implications and contributions. 
Firstly, it enriches our understanding of the intricate dynamics between Islam and politics, offering 
valuable insights into the historical depth and contemporary significance of this interconnected 
relationship. Secondly, it contributes to comparative political research by reflecting on the enduring 
legacy of Huntington's clash of civilizations thesis, highlighting the ongoing relevance of religious 
influences in Middle Eastern political systems. Finally, it sheds light on the role of religious authorities 
in shaping governmental policies and societal norms, emphasizing the importance of considering 
religious dynamics in political analyses and decision-making processes. 
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INTRODUCTION  
Within the realm of political studies, the interplay between religion and democratic governance 

has become a focal point of scholarly inquiry (Ansell & Geyer, 2017). As societies grow increasingly 
diverse, the nuanced relationship between these two influential forces gains significance, particularly in 
the context of election campaigns (Bonikowski & Gidron, 2016). While existing literature has made 
notable strides in examining various aspects of religion and politics, there remains a discernible gap when 
it comes to understanding the qualitative intricacies of their interaction during crucial electoral moments 
(Bashir & Khalid, 2020; Lee, 2018; Lövheim et al., 2018). While previous studies have shed light on the 
general dynamics between religion and politics, few have delved into the qualitative dimensions of their 
intersection during election campaigns. The existing literature primarily focuses on quantitative analyses 
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and tends to overlook the intricate narratives, emotions, and contextual factors that shape the influence 
of religious beliefs on voter behavior during elections. This research endeavors to bridge this gap by 
adopting a qualitative lens, thereby offering a deeper understanding of the multifaceted ways in which 
religion impacts the electoral process. 

To explore the qualitative aspects of the profound influence of religious factors on the electoral 
process, this study employs a robust research methodology (Galvin, 2016). with detailed documentary 
studies from leading researchers to gain a variety of points of view. Additionally, a thorough content 
analysis of campaign materials and a systematic thematic coding of public discourse will be undertaken. 
This comprehensive approach aims to unravel the complexities surrounding the role of religion in 
shaping political narratives and influencing voter behavior, contributing to a more holistic understanding 
of the subject matter. 

By adopting a qualitative lens, this research aims to contribute a richer and more nuanced 
understanding of how religious beliefs impact election dynamics. The study's novelty lies in its focused 
exploration of the qualitative intricacies often overlooked in conventional studies. The insights gained 
from this research are anticipated to offer valuable perspectives on the implications for the democratic 
governance of nations, providing policymakers, scholars, and the public with a more comprehensive 
view of the intricate relationship between religion and democratic processes, particularly within the 
critical context of election campaigns. 

 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
Navigating the Historical and Contemporary Dynamics of Islam: A Comparative Analysis 

The dawn of the 7th century witnessed the emergence of the Islamic Caliphate, marking a 
transformative period in history. Led by Prophet Muhammad and his successors, the caliphate extended 
its influence across the Arabian Peninsula and beyond. Islam, initially a minority religion in Mecca, rapidly 
evolved into a dominant force, with significant conquests including the capture of Mecca and Jerusalem 
(Egger, 2017). The early Islamic Caliphate established a unique blend of religious governance and 
political authority, setting precedents for subsequent Islamic empires and shaping the socio-political 
fabric of the region. Central to the governance of the early Islamic Caliphate was the integration of 
Islamic principles into the political sphere (Mandaville, 2020). The caliphs served not only as political 
leaders but also as religious authorities, interpreting and implementing Islamic law (Sharia) in matters of 
governance (Dogan, 2019). This fusion of religion and politics facilitated the establishment of a cohesive 
society governed by Islamic principles, fostering stability and social cohesion within the expanding 
caliphate. 

Fast forward to contemporary times, and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia stands as a modern-day 
manifestation of Islamic governance. With its roots deeply entrenched in Islam, Saudi Arabia serves as 
the custodian of Islam's holiest sites and upholds Sunni Islam as its official religion (Dorsey, 2016). The 
House of Saud, ruling over the kingdom, governs in accordance with Islamic law, maintaining a delicate 
balance between religious orthodoxy and modernization efforts. The contemporary landscape of Saudi 
Arabia is marked by complex dynamics, where traditional Islamic principles intersect with modern 
challenges and aspirations (Dorsey, 2016). While the kingdom upholds conservative interpretations of 
Islam, efforts towards economic diversification and social reforms signal a willingness to adapt to 
changing societal demands. Moreover, the role of religious authorities, particularly the ulama (Islamic 
scholars), remains influential in shaping public discourse and policymaking. 

In navigating the intricate relationship between religion and politics, both historical and 
contemporary contexts offer valuable insights. The historical legacy of the early Islamic Caliphate 
underscores the enduring influence of Islam on governance and societal organization (Dorsey, 2016). 
Meanwhile, contemporary Saudi Arabia serves as a living example of the ongoing negotiation between 
religious traditions and modernization imperatives in the Islamic world. As we reflect on these historical 
and contemporary narratives, it becomes evident that Islam's impact transcends temporal boundaries, 
shaping both the past and present of the societies it touches. The complex interplay between religion 
and politics in Islamic societies underscores the need for nuanced understanding and contextual analysis. 
By engaging with these complexities, we can gain deeper insights into the rich tapestry of Islam's 
historical depth and contemporary relevance. 
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Exploring the Influence of Religion on Voting Behavior in a Contemporary Muslim Society 

This study delves into the impact of religion on voting decisions in a contemporary Muslim 
society, aiming to understand whether religious authorities wield direct influence over voters' choices, 
akin to Hitler's beliefs about Catholics abstaining from supporting the NSDAP due to opposition from 
the Church (Spenkuch & Tillmann, 2018). The research provides empirical evidence supporting the 
notion that religious institutions, specifically Islamic clerics, play a significant role in shaping voting 
behavior among Muslim populations. To test the hypothesis that religious elites influence their followers' 
political decisions, the study utilizes a unique dataset identifying influential clerics, referred to as "political 
imams," who publicly endorse specific political candidates or parties (Forozesh, 2019; Spenkuch & 
Tillmann, 2018). Through a rigorous analysis, employing a difference-in-differences approach, the study 
compares voting patterns in areas with and without known political imams. The results indicate a 
substantial correlation between the endorsements of political imams and voting behavior among their 
followers, suggesting a direct influence of religious authorities on political preferences. 

Furthermore, the research explores shifts in the stance of Islamic religious leadership towards 
political regimes. After initially resisting certain political movements, such as those advocating for 
Islamist policies, the Islamic clerical establishment may align itself with specific political factions (Hoyle, 
2016). This change in alignment is reflected in the voting patterns of their followers, demonstrating the 
sway of religious authorities over political loyalties (Hoyle, 2016). Using proxy variables for key political 
issues, such as support for Islamist policies or alignment with particular political factions, the study 
reveals shifts in voting patterns among Muslim populations following endorsements from influential 
clerics. It indicates that Muslims, previously less inclined to support certain political movements, may 
become more supportive after endorsements from religious leaders. 

Overall, the findings suggest that the direct influence of Islamic religious institutions, channeled 
through influential clerics, significantly shapes voting decisions among Muslim populations. By 
examining the interplay between religion and politics in contemporary Muslim societies, this research 
enriches our understanding of the intricate dynamics between Islam and political behavior, highlighting 
the enduring influence of religious authorities on voting choices. 

 
Faith, Politics, and Democracy: Navigating the Complexities of Religious Influence on 
Electoral Processes 

In the 7th century, the Islamic caliphate emerged as the dominant power in the Arab region, with 
the rapid spread of Islam and the establishment of an Islamic-based government that regulated people's 
lives. This caliphate is based on the principles of the Islamic religion, with sharia law being the main basis 
for the formation of state policies and governance (Hoyle, 2016). Sharia law, which includes rules about 
daily life, economics, politics, and criminal law, forms the social and political structure of the caliphate. 
The importance of the relationship between religion and politics in the Islamic caliphate is reflected in 
the concept of the Caliphate, which unites political and religious authority in one entity (Hoyle, 2016). 
The Islamic Caliphate in the early 7th century also showed that Islam not only functions as a source of 
spiritual teachings, but also as a guide in government affairs. The political leader, or caliph, not only acts 
as ruler of the material world, but also as the spiritual leader of the Muslim community. They are 
responsible for running the government in accordance with Islamic principles and enforcing sharia law 
as the law of the land. 

Contemporary Saudi Arabia maintains the traditions of the Islamic caliphate in an effort to 
integrate religious principles with its government policies (Hoyle, 2016). As a country founded on the 
principles of Sunni Islam, Saudi Arabia strengthens the relationship between religion and politics. Sharia 
law is an integral part of the country's legal system, and religious authorities, especially clerics and 
religious figures, have significant influence in the policy-making process (Driessen, 2018). Enforcement 
of religious norms, such as the prohibition of alcohol, regulation of worship, and control of public 
morality, is a priority in the formation of social and legal policies (Carmella, 2018). In the context of 
contemporary Saudi Arabia, the role of religious authorities in shaping social and legal policies is crucial. 
Ulama and religious figures have a central role in providing fatwas (Islamic legal opinions) and providing 
moral direction to society. In relation to politics, religious authorities often provide support or criticism 
of government policies, playing a significant role in shaping public opinion and political decisions. 
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The historical and contemporary context of the early 7th century Islamic caliphate and 
contemporary Saudi Arabia highlights the importance of the relationship between religion and politics 
in shaping state policy and governance (Athanasoulia, 2020). These two areas show that religion not only 
functions as a source of spiritual teachings, but also plays a key role in government affairs and social 
policy. The role of religious authorities in shaping social and legal policies is a reflection of the strong 
influence of religious values in the lives of Muslim communities. This historical and contemporary 
context also shows the existence of complex dynamics between religion and politics (Athanasoulia, 
2020). Although the Islamic religion has a strong influence in the formation of state policy and 
governance, there are various interpretations of how Islamic principles should be applied in political life. 
In the early Islamic caliphate, there was competition between various political and theological groups 
over the interpretation of sharia law and political leadership. Likewise, in the context of contemporary 
Saudi Arabia, there is ongoing discussion and debate about the extent to which sharia law should be 
implemented and the extent to which religious authorities should have influence in public policy. 

The influence of religion in the election process is also an important subject in both contexts. 
Voters are often influenced by religious considerations in choosing candidates or political parties, with 
factors such as religion, morality and religious values being the main considerations (Leege & Kellstedt, 
2016). In the early Islamic caliphates, caliphs were elected based on religious legitimacy and adherence 
to Islamic principles, while in the context of contemporary Saudi Arabia, voters often choose candidates 
deemed to best support or represent their religious values (March, 2019). It is important to remember 
that the relationship between religion and politics is not static, but always changes over time and the 
socio-political context develops. In today's increasingly complex and diversified societies, the role of 
religion in politics is often the subject of debate and controversy. Therefore, it is important to continue 
to monitor and analyze the dynamics of the relationship between religion and politics in various contexts, 
to understand how the influence of religion can influence the electoral process and state governance in 
more depth. 

 
 

CONCLUSION  
Religion plays a significant role in shaping state policy and governance. Both reflect the 

importance of the relationship between religion and politics, where religion not only acts as a source of 
spiritual teachings but also serves as a guide in government affairs. In both contexts, sharia law is the 
main basis for policy formation, while religious authorities have a strong influence in the decision-making 
process. However, the role of religion in politics also gives rise to various complex dynamics and 
challenges. There are varying interpretations of how religious principles should be applied in political 
life, which can result in intense competition and debate. Apart from that, the influence of religion in the 
general election process is also an important subject, where voters are often influenced by religious 
considerations in choosing candidates or political parties. In facing the ever-changing dynamics in the 
relationship between religion and politics, it is important to understand that this relationship is not static 
but always evolves with time and changing socio-political contexts. Therefore, ongoing analysis and 
careful monitoring of the dynamics of the relationship between religion and politics in various contexts 
are needed to understand how the influence of religion can influence the electoral process and state 
governance in more depth. 
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