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,
Moslem Thinkers and the Power In
Medieval Islam

Introduction :

The Profphet Mohammed founded a world-state as well as a faith;
as Islam spread from its first centres, Muslim political thinkers had to
apply the divinely revealed law the prophet and new circumstances,
they had to relate new realities of powe and authority to the ideal
constitution which he laid down and which his immediate successors

had elaborated.

Political thought in medieval Islam, offers a classic example of the
power of Islam to develp a system and a theory of its own and to relate
to them systems, theories and ideas which are brought to Muslims
from without. Political thought at first centers round the caliphate and
is, in fact, a theory of the caliphate, its origin and purpose. Naturally
this theory of the Khilafe, develped by the jurists, and in relation to it

£.Y



we describe and evaluate theories of Muslim writers on history, does
not concern us directly but only in so far as the writers of the so-called

“Mirrors for Princes” offer advice to rule on the basis of a political

theory.
Mohammed, and his message :
Before Mohammed (Back Ground) :

Before Mohammed presched Islam-submission to the will of Allah
“-the Arabs were organized in tribes, which were divided into clans or
families. The desert with its cases does not permit a social and
political organization larger than the family, the clan or at most the
tribe. To achieve a larger and higher unity, a force is needed which is
capable of binding together men of differing customs and traditions.
The massage of the prophet, gathered in the Qur’an, provided this
cohesion and, with the more material inducements of booty and holded
property as the result of the holly war (jihad) on behalf of Allah,
succeeded in winning the allegiance to Islam of independent, proud,
born wariors. Muhammed’s success was such that under his successors
the community of believers was extended far beyond the Arabian
peninsula and finally consolidated in the vast Islamic empire. in Asia,
Africa Spain and Sicily .

How was it that the message claimed by the messenger of Allah to
be God’s final revelation to mankind proved acceptable not only to

pagans, but also to christians, Jews and Zoroastrians-all three

£.8
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possessors of a book of revelation, Ahl Al-Kitab- and the Budd hists?

How could Islamic civilization bind together so many divergent ethnic
groups, some of which were so superior in their way of life to their
conquerors? in Judaism, thinkers before Maimonides distinguished in
the Torah of Moises betwecen precepts of reason and precepts of
revelation . Through experience human reason would eventually have
arrived at certain precepts since society cannot exist without

prohibitation of murder, therft and adultery.

Mohammed in Medina and the Islamci Empire

In a very real sense, the constitution of Mohammead in Medina is
the model for the constitution of the Islamic empire, since it already
contains two important elements, jihad and dhimma, though both
concepts have undergone transformation and expansion Jihad came to
comprise all non-Muslims with the exception of the ahl-al-kitab who
were protected, Mihimmis, Originally Jihad was confined to a
declared enemy, and dhimma, in the combination dhim-mat-Allah
meant mutual protection of all members of the umma of Medina. The
core of this umma was, of course, formed by the “believers”. As
Wellhausen puts it: “faith is the link, the fathful are the
standard-bearers of unity” and “political unity aimed at becoming a
unjty of faith”. “That means that Muhammed’s original mission as

apurely religious call inevitably attained its consummation in a




political organization, which naturally tended to consolidate itself by

excluding all non-Muslims. Hence Muhammad’s war against the Jews
who refused to give up their faith, the free practice of which was
orginally .guaranteed them, and the reduction of the status of Jews.
Christains. and Zoroastrians to- that of dhimis, of protected,
second-class citizens of the Islarnic state. As that stage they were no-
longer entitled or obliged to take part in jihad and share in its spoils.
Their contribution to treasury of the ummal alIslam of Medina as
equals was by payment of a poll-tax (jizya), demanded of inferior
citizens by law. This change expresses perhaps most strikingly the
unity of the policitcél e;nd -the religioﬁs as the characteristic and
peculiar feature of Islam and of the Islamic state, ~é,ymbolizédvin the
institution of the caliphate as the essence as well as the outwarci from}
of the umma. The office is more important than its holder, Vtherefore
the institution survived the extinction 6f the'ABbasid ‘caliphate. But
since it is described in concrete terms of “t‘he funétioﬁs of its

representative we turn now to their definition and exposition .

Muslim Thinkers, Towards A political theory :

A theory of government was evolved under pressure of rival claims
to power. The treatises of the Abbasid period must thus be read in the-
light of this constitutional struggle; they reflect the existing political ‘

situation in the Islamic empire notwithstanding their theoretical

“
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superstructure in defence of the valid teaching of Qur’an, Sunna and
Hadith. This is true of the Hanafi abu Yusuf Ya’qub’s (731-98)
introduction to his kitab al-kharaj which he wrote at the behesf of the
caliph Harun al-rahid, and also of two later authors cor{temporary with
each other:. the Shafi’ig Al-Mawardi (991-1031) and abu Mansur abd
al-Qahir b. Tahir al-Baghdadi (d. 1037); also of their fellow-shafi is
Al-Ghazali (d. ITI) and Badr al-Din Ib Jama’a (1241-1333); and of the
Hanbali Ib Taymiya (d. 1328). The ideal Muslim state as imama was
as strongly upheld by the only Muslim thinker who develped an
independent political theory, Ibn Khaldun ( 1332-1406), when he
contrasted it with the mulk as a manmade, exclusively thisworldly,
temporal state. Leaning on his predecessors, he nevertheless
formulated the difference in origin, development and purpose of the
respective states within a philosophy of histroy built around the
power-state and power-politics. He did this in amanner both concise
and as far as the power-state is concerned - novel, reaching beyond his
own age and Muslim civilization. He approached jpast and
contemporary history as an empiricist and was interested in the law
governing history and politics, unlike the Muslim jurists, especiﬂly

Al-Mawardi, on whose exposition of the khilafa he drow extensively.




Muslim Thinkers :

1. Al-Mawardi
We begin with Al-Mawardi’s Ordiances of Gbyemment (altahkam

al-sultaniya)

Al-Mawardi’s treatise was intended as the theoretical basis for the
delimitation of the spheres of authority between the caliph,,in charge
of religious affairs, and. the amir, in effective control. of civil

administration on the basis of a negotiated agreement.

- Al-Mawardi - as we mentioned earlier in arabic - insists on the
necessity of the imamate and, by way of preamble, states with the
authority of the Qur’an: “the imamate is established to replace
prophecy in the defence of the faith and the administration of the

world.

Al-Mawardi, insists on the election of the caliph by qualified
electors. This is directed against the shi’a which practised the method
of designation. It ignores Umayyad and Abbasid practice as well. The
elector must possess ‘adala and be conversant with the conditions laid

down as necessary for the caliph. (Al-Ahkam Al-Sultaniyya pp, 6-7).

Al-Mawardi’s claim that such an act of designatic;n is in the public
interest simply superimposes on the caliph’s regard for dynastic power

and influence the general welfare of the umma.

Finally, Al-Mawardi reviews the conditions for the effective

maintenance of the office of imam and discusses what constitutes a
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valid ‘ground forr its feature. This is physical or mer;tal unfitness, and
here he takes the opportunity to stress once more that the caliph must
be able to interpOret the faith correctly and that he must have freedom
of moveément and tbe unencumbered by restraint or violence. There
can be little doubt that the contemporary situation is largely
responsible for this detailed and precise exposition.
* 2-Al-Chazali

Ai-Gﬁazli tréags ;ilm in the same way. Al-Ghazali finds an
ingenious and spirited defence for the caliph who lacks the power of
ijtihadm the prime constituent element of ‘ilm which, he avers, does
not mean theological authority. There was no command of the
lawgivei' to this effect, nor is this quality required in the public interest
(mas’aha). In mattes of effective power the caliph leans on the
strongest, the seljugs; in matters of statecraft on the wisdom of his
vizier.

Al-Ghazali would rather have taglid (reliance on (previous)
authority) than have the state upset and disturbed by the deposition of
a caliph who is incapable of ijtihad and the appointment of acandidate

who would fulfil this requirement.

Al-Ghazali. With great courage, he introduces a new way of
designating a new caliph by recognizing in law an existing practice,
the designation by the sultan who is in effective power and is the

actual ruler. With complete frankness, he draws the logical conclusion
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ffom the existence of a weak, powerless caliph-and ;1 strong sultan in
effective control of govefnémnt and administration. It is clear from a
remark at the end of the second of the three parts into which he divides
his discourse on the imama in the K. al-mustazhiri. that he was fully
aware of the complete absence of the conditions necessary for.a fully
functioning caliph and that the imama in his day was really a sham.
This is acknowledged in his Thya, when the says that the Abbasid
caliph is the lawful occupant of the office of imam by contract and as
such bears the responsnblhty which goes with it. But the function of
govememnt is carried out by sultans who owe. hlm alleglance
government is in the hand of those who are backed by mxhtary force.
The caliph is, in his definition, he to whom the wielder of foréé givé:s'
his allegiance. As. long as the authority of | the caliph is thus
recognized, government is lawful. The alternative, if such a
government built on brute military force were declared illegal, would
be chaos and lawlessness. Public welfare and its institutions like the
judiciary, finance (with responsibility for collection of the taxes
imposed by the Shari’a) and police would be utterly disregarded.
There can be no quostion even of deposing a tyrannous sultan. For it
would be extremely difficult to unseat him while .he has the army
behind him; diserder and confusion would be the only result. Order
and the welfare of the state must be safeguarded. Al-Ghazali simply
repeats here what he had already said of the inadvisability of deposing

a caliph lacking the qualification of ijtihad, transferring it to the sultan
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who must consequently be left in authority and rendered obedience.
A-Ghazali does not actually quote Qur’an in support of his contention,
but contents himself with applying early Hadiths, claiming
oobdedience to the caliph, to the temporal rulers who have usurped
power and are in effective control of the government. His - definition
of the sultan is equally revealing. The sultan is the man in control of
affairs who owns allegiance to the imam and grants him his
prerogatives, that is, he mentions the caliph’s name in the address
(khutba) during the public Friday prayer and mints, coins bearing the
name of the reigning caliph (sikka). His orders and judgements are

valid wherever he holds away.
3.1bn Jama’a

Another Shafi’i, Badr al-Din Ibn Jama;'a (1241-1333) takes a
further develops, in his treatise devoted to constitutional theory and
administrative law, the views previously expressed by Al-Ghazali. it is
based Von Qur’an, Sunna, the examples (athar) of the companions of
the Pfophet, and the utterances (aqwal) of the ulama of the lands (of
Islam). Of its seventeen chapters the first five concern us in particular;
they deal with the necessity of the imama, the conditions and duties of
the fmam, and the regulations governing his office and those of his
principal ministers. It in here that a furtﬁer source for his exposition is
discernible, his persohal experience as qadi, coupled with a clear

insight into the mechanism of the political life ofhis time.
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Ibn Jama’a writing a treatise on constitutional law, naturally
mentions election as one method of installing a caliph. But following
Al-Ghazali he declares force to be a lawful second method. Like
Al-Ghazali he stipulates ten qualifications in the candidate fro the
imama compared with Al-Mawardi’s seven. The three additional
qualifications are that the candidate must be a male, a Muslim and

Free.

By letting the “king-maker” make himself “king”, Ib Jama’a has
thus come to the end of the road on which Al-Ghazali had already far

advanced.

It is noteworthy that Ibn Jama’a stresses the religious and legal side
of the imam’s office and duties. He insists on the recognition of his
exalted rank and demands reverence and respect for him, no doubt as a

counter to the caliph’s loss of effective political power.

The overruling consideration is the welfare of the Muslim nation
and the good order of religion. Of the ten duties of the imam towards
his subjects special mention must be made of his resf)onsibility for the:
preservation of religion as expressed in its principles and articles of
faith. He must guard Islam against heresy and defend it against attack,
in close co-operation with the ‘ulama. He must observe the ritual of
Islam and see that prayer, fast and pilgrimage are generally performed.
He must concern himself with the religious law (shar) and its

application and administration by expert, trustworthy and loyal
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‘ulama. At least once a year he must engage in holy war (jihad). He
must apply the law impartially to all Muslims, high and low, rich and

poor.

4- IBN TAYMIYA

If Tbn Jama’a felt the need to condone and legalize usurpation of
the supreme excutive authority of the Sari’a, he hoped to
accommodate the military power of the sultan under the law and
thereby vindicate its authority. His contemporary Ibri Taymiya tried to
escape from the vicious circle in which Ibn Jama’a and his
predecessors were caught, by concentrating on the Sharia and its
application to the life of the community with the religious fervour and
reforming zeal characteristic of Hanbalism at that time. In attitude,
approach and treatment he stands in marker contrast to the other
jurists. The title of his treatise must be understood as his programme :
Siyasa shar’iya, administration according to and by means of the
Shari’a; it implies that he is concerned in the first place with the rule
of the divinely revealed law. The Shari’a is the supreme authority, the
exclusive and complete guide of the umma of Islam, of the ahl
al-sunna wa-1-jama’a. ‘While acknowledging the necessity of
“political” authority he recognizes the de facto power of the ruler of
the day and the necessity of obedience to authority in the interests of
the Shari’a and for the benefit of the community. He ignores the
problem of the khilafa altogether, denies its necessity (though for other

reasons than the Kharijites) and is very critical of tis theoretical
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foundation. He does not insist on the ideal qualifications of the imam,
in fact he never discusses them. He dispenses with the election and
even the designation of the caliph: God designaates the sovereign
through the infallible voice of the community, the i jma? It is clear
from this attitude that the centre of gravity has shifted from the khilafa
and the khalifa to the community, whose life must be regulated by the
divine law.

It canﬁot be ruled out that, in common with the jurists whom we
have already considered, Ibn Taymiya was mterested in strengthening
the influence and power of the ulama He says not only that the two
classes in authority are the omirs and the ulama, but maintains also
that the “doctors of the law” becrﬁae the heirs and guardians of the
Prophet’s legacy after the Golden Age of Islam under the four
“right-guided” first caliphs. No doubt he would have vli‘ked them to be
the effective leaders of the umma, whose life ought to be ruled by the
Shari’a. If they were to exercise authority, they would certainly be in
a position to carry out those reforms in public and private life which Ib
Taymiya advocated and considered necessary in the !interest of a pure

Islam and of the good order and welfare of those who practised it.
‘Conclusion :

" This is an outhline of the principal contents of the theories of some
leading theologians and Jurists in the muslim state of the middle ages

based on the divinely revealed law.
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The decline of the Abbasid capliphate and the struggle between the
Caliph and the Sultan (or amir) for effective exercise of authority and

power needs further consideration.

Hence the preocupation of the Jurists with the Imama, its origin,
scope, and responsibilities, and with problems of election designation
and investiture, conditioned by the struggle between the Iman and
effective ruler. They had to keep faith with the ideal Umma headed by
an Imam with sole supreme authority, and to preserve the inheritance
of Muhammad and his Umat Al-Islam. How they' discharged their

responsibility we have seen in the present study.
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