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Shafi‘1 Political Theorists on the Imamate

Mawardi, Juwayni, and Ghazali

This compilation presents translated excerpts from the works of three eminent Shafi1 jurists whose
intellectual legacies have profoundly shaped the legal and theological contours of the Shafi‘T school
and exerted considerable influence on broader Islamic thought, not least in political theory. The
selected scholars—al-Mawardi (d. 450/1058), al-Juwayni (d. 478/1085), and al-Ghazali (d.
505/1111)—offer pivotal insights into the concept of the imamate and the communal obligation to
uphold legitimate leadership. Their writings collectively underscore the centrality of political
authority in maintaining social cohesion and in actualizing the higher objectives of the shari‘a.

The excerpts from al-Mawardi are drawn from two of his most influential works: al-Ahkam al-
Sultaniyya, a seminal treatise on Islamic governance and legal theory, and Adab al-Din wa al-Dunya, a
text concerned with ethical and social conduct. As a pioneering figure in Islamic political theory and
public law, al-MawardT’s contributions have left an enduring imprint on classical Islamic scholarship.
His discussions articulate the theological and legal foundations of the imamate, emphasize the
practical necessity of established authority for the preservation of order, and enumerate the
responsibilities incumbent upon the Imam in overseeing public affairs. While all three scholars
address the responsibilities of the imamate, this study focuses specifically on al-Mawardi’s
enumeration of ten essential functions. To enhance accessibility and scholarly utility, explanatory
annotations accompany the translation, offering both contextual and interpretive insights.

The article continues with translated passages from Ghiyath al-Umam fi iltiyath al-Zulam, a
key work on constitutional theory by al-Juwayni, a contemporary of al-Mawardi. Al-Juwayni
composed this treatise with two principal aims: to examine scenarios involving the absence of a
recognized leader and the scarcity of qualified jurists. His analysis offers sophisticated treatment of
the structural and normative dimensions of the imamate, which comprise a substantial portion of
the work. A notable feature of his methodology is his differentiation between definitive (gat7) and
probable (zanni) rulings—an implicit critique of al-Mawardr's framework in al-Ahkam al-
Sultaniyya.' To support a more nuanced reading, reference has been made to al-Juwayni’s other
major works, including Nihayat al-Matlab (a comprehensive legal compendium) and al-Irshad (a
foundational theological treatise), with relevant commentarial notes included.”

The final excerpt is drawn from al-Ghazali's theological treatise, al-Iqtisad fi al-I'tigad.
Although al-Juwayni and al-Ghazali themselves maintain that the imamate properly falls under the
domain of substantive law (figh), it has nevertheless been treated extensively within the discipline
of theology (kalam). This interdisciplinary overlap reflects the imamate’s doctrinal weight and the

' ‘Abd al-Malik al-Juwayni, al-Ghiyathi, ed. ‘Abd al-‘Azim al-Dib, (Jeddah: Dar al-Minhaj 2011), 299—300 and the
editorial note in the introduction, 106-107.

*For more on al-Juwayni’s thought, see ‘Abd al-‘Azim al-Dib’s important introduction to his edition of al-Ghiyathi;
‘Abd al-‘Azim al-Dib, Figh Imam al-Haramayn: ‘Abd al-Malik ibn ‘Abdullah al-Juwayni: Khasa’isuh, Atharuh,
Manzilatuh (Jeddah: Dar al-Minhaj, 2013); Sohaira Siddiqui, Law and Politics under the Abbasids: An Intellectual
Portrait of al-Juwayni (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), especially the chapter on “Political
Thought,” 233—254.
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contentious debates it has generated throughout Islamic intellectual history, with divergent
positions on the subject often serving as markers of theological and sectarian identity.

While al-Iqtisad offers a systematic discussion of the imamate, a more polemical and
extensive treatment appears in Fada’ih al-Batiniyya, wherein al-Ghazali critiques the Isma‘ili
doctrine of divinely-appointed Imams. He contrasts it with the Sunni principle of communal
designation and defends the legitimacy of the Abbasid Caliph al-Mustazhir (d. 512/118) over the
Fatimid ruler al-Mustansir Billah (d. 487/1094). Rejecting the notion of divinely mandated
leadership, al-Ghazali marshals theological and legal evidence to reinforce the communal
obligation to appoint an Imam—an argument also articulated in al-Igtisad. This translation relies
primarily on the Arabic edition and commentary by the contemporary Azharite scholar Mustafa
‘Imran (d. 1434/2013). Additional references have been drawn from other theological and juridical
works by al-Ghazali to contextualize his views.
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Al-Mawardi, al-Ahkam al-Sultaniyya
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Indeed, Allah—exalted be His power—obligated the Umma to appoint a leader to succeed the
Prophet <, safeguard the religion, and govern the community. This leadership ensures that
administration proceeds in accordance with the revealed way of life and that communal unity is
anchored in an authoritative position. The imamate thus serves as the foundational institution
upon which the pillars of the religion rest and through which the interests of the Umma are
effectively ordered. It is through the imamate that public affairs are stabilized, and specific offices
are administered with proper structure.? For this reason, it is necessary to begin with a discussion
of the imamate before addressing any other rulings related to political authority, and to first address
those matters that fall within its jurisdiction before turning to any other religious inquiry—so that
the rulings governing various political offices can be presented in a coherent and systematically
organized framework.*

B ol g lar Yl Sty 2V o ey By ) Wiy L) Zuliony ) Bl 5 5,1 85500 Hepmge LY
o s g L 5 L Jaal oy i\l s ?Q‘”‘Ui«)j*“* oy 2 g 5 il oVl g
\;Mj 4&@ =gy \y\.ﬁ gyjﬂ Y;Jj ¢f..¢\.>=:5\) QL:.S\ L}} (e :}.ﬁ_fzgj ¢Y.5Ub-"~5\ o ('-Gj“"’:‘ g‘:“js r—;Lmﬁj\

zsl.ﬁb- j&\.& By cgsbjy\ ojéiy\ JB .,\.5) (wFLsé-ﬁ

3L LGE 5 Ba g L i ae ¥ e el A Y

8 There are multiple taxonomies of authority (wilaya), classified according to various legal dimensions and scopes.
Authority may be differentiated based on: 1) the source from which the power is derived, 2) the object or domain
governed, 3) the degree of authority—whether major or minor, and 4) its breadth—whether general or specific.
Within the framework of the imamate, the deputies of the Imam differ in the extent of their jurisdiction, which
may be general (wilaya ‘@mma) or particular (wilaya khassa). Al-Mawardi classifies the administrative authority
of the Imam’s deputies into four categories: 1) those with general authority over all provinces; 2) those with general
authority limited to specific provinces; 3) those with particular authority across all provinces; and 4) those whose
particular authority is restricted to specific provinces. See Abu al-Hasan ‘Ali ibn Muhammad al-Mawardi, al-
Ahkam al-Sultaniyya wa al-Wilayat al-Diniyya, ed. Ahmad al-Baghdadi (Kuwait: Dar Ibn Qutayba, 1989), 29. Jurists
have examined the overlap between general and particular forms of authority, whether directly linked to the office
of the imamate or other delegated roles. Specialists in legal maxims have developed principles for adjudicating
such cases, including the maxim, “The particular authority overrides the general authority.” See Jalal al-Din al-
Suyuty, al-Ashbah wa-al-Nag@’ir, 7th ed. (Cairo: Dar al-Salam, 2018), 339—42.

* Al-Mawardji, al-Ahkam al-Sultaniyya, 1-2
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The imamate is instituted as a succession to prophethood in preserving the religion and
administering worldly affairs.” Appointing someone to undertake this role within the Muslim
Umma is an obligation by consensus, notwithstanding the dissenting view of al-Asamm.’ Scholars
have differed over the basis of this obligation: is it established by reason or by revelation? One group
argues that it is necessitated by reason, due to the natural inclination of rational individuals to
submit to a leader who restrains them from mutual injustice and adjudicates their disputes and
conflicts. Without rulers, people would be left in disorder and neglect, resembling scattered and
unruly mobs. As the pre-Islamic poet, al-Afwah al-Awdi said:

People do not prosper in chaos without a leader
And there is no leadership when the ignorant take charge.”
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> Many Sunni theologians regarded the imamate as a succession to prophethood. While neither prophethood nor
the imamate is regarded as a rational necessity, both are understood as decreed by divine wisdom, with the
imamate specifically prescribed by sacred law. Abu al-Hasan al-Ash‘ari (d. 324/936) asserted that the Imam serves
as the Prophet’s 4 deputy, responsible for implementing religious rulings, enforcing legal penalties, protecting
the community, defending the oppressed, and restraining tyrants—without introducing new legislation (shar) or
altering established law. As a member of the community, the Imam’s role is to uphold religious obligations
grounded in the Qur’an, the Sunna, consensus, and analogical reasoning. See Muhammad ibn al-Hasan ibn Furak,
Magalat al-Shaykh Abt al-Hasan al-Ash‘art Imam Ahl al-Sunna, ed. Ahmad al-Sayih (Cairo: Maktabat al-Thaqafa
al-Diniyya, 2005), 88—9. The theological debate on whether the imamate arises from rational necessity or divine
mandate reflects this view of the imamate as an extension of prophethood. Proponents of rational obligation argue
that both prophethood and the imamate are rationally necessary, while supporters of divine prescription maintain
that Allah’s sending of prophets is neither obligatory nor necessary. This debate also informs legal discussions,
such as the minority opinion allowing for the simultaneous appointment of two imams, which draws an analogy
to the possibility of Allah sending two prophets concurrently. See Abu al-Hasan al-Mawardi, Adab al-Din wa al-
Dunya (Beirut: Dar al-Minhaj, 2013), 221.

% Abd al-Rahman ibn Kaysan (d. 279/892), known as al-Asamm (lit. the deaf one), is noted as the only Mu‘tazilite
to have reportedly denied the necessity of the imamate. However, later Mu‘tazilite scholars have contended that
al-Asamm’s position does not, in fact, contradict the broader consensus on the matter. They argue that this view
rests on the assumption that leadership is a customary necessity for maintaining societal order and administering
justice. It is therefore unlikely that al-Asamm believed communal affairs could be properly managed in the
absence of a leader. On this reading, he effectively affirmed the obligation of leadership in all circumstances, albeit
on non-rational grounds. For a detailed discussion of al-Asamm’s view and Mu‘tazilite perspectives on the
imamate, see Yousef Wahb, “Shafi1 Jurists and Legal Theorists on the Imamate,” Ummatics, June 27, 2023,
https://ummatics.org/papers/shafi‘i-jurists-and-legal-theorists-on-the-imamate/.

" Al-Mawardi, al-Ahkam al-Sultaniyya, 3
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Another group maintains that the obligation of the imamate is established exclusively by revelation,
not by reason. Their argument is that the Imam undertakes duties prescribed by the shari‘a—duties
which, from the standpoint of pure reason, might not necessarily be mandated, as it is conceivable
that no divine command regarding them is issued. Accordingly, reason does not require the
imamate. What reason does require, they argue, is that every rational person restrain themselves
from injustice and social discord, uphold justice in mutual dealings and cooperation, and act in
accordance with their own rational discernment, rather than relying on the judgement of another.
Revelation, however, introduced the principle of delegating authority to a leader. As Allah, the
Exalted, says: “O you who believe, obey Allah and obey the Messenger and those in authority among
»8

you.” So He made obligatory upon us obedience to those in authority among us, and they are the
imams who have assumed authority over us.

Hisham ibn ‘Urwa narrated from Abu $alih, from Abu Hurayra, that the Messenger of Allah
4 said:” “You will be ruled after me by governors—some righteous and others corrupt. Listen to
them and obey them in all that accords with the truth. If they act justly, it will be to your benefit and

»10

theirs. If they act unjustly, the burden will be upon them while the reward remains yours.
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8 Quran, al-Nisd’, 4:62.

% Sunan al-Daraqutni, 1759, and al-Tabarani in al-Awsat, 6310, both include the phrase “and pray behind them” after the
command to obey them in truth—an addition absent from al-MawardT’s citation of the hadith. Some commentators
have therefore interpreted the subsequent clause (“If they do wrong...”) to the end of the hadith as referring specifically
to the leadership of prayer. In any case, this narration is considered very weak according to al-Ama’at, al-Albani and
others. However, sound narrations conveying a similar meaning appear in Muslim, 1847 and 1854.

*© Al-Mawardi, al-Ahkam al-Sultaniyya, 3—4
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The duties incumbent upon the Imam in matters of public concern are ten in number:

1. Preservation of the religion in accordance with its established principles and the consensus
of the early generations of the Muslim Umma. Should a heretic arise or an individual deviate
due to dubious reasoning, the Imam must present conclusive evidence, clarify the correct
path, and apply the appropriate legal rights and penalties, thereby safeguarding the
integrity of the religion and shielding the community from doctrinal error.

2. Enforcement of legal judgments and resolution of disputes among litigants, so that justice
may be fully realized—ensuring that no oppressor exceeds his bounds and no victim is
left without redress.

3. Defense of the territory and protection of the community’s sanctity, so that people may
engage in their livelihoods and move about freely in travel, secure from threats to their
lives or property.

4. Implementation of hadd penalties, so that the sanctities of Allah remain inviolate and the
rights of His servants are protected from transgression and harm.”

5. Fortification of the frontiers with sufficient defensive equipment and repelling force, so that

the enemy does not seize upon a moment of vulnerability to violate sacred boundaries or
to shed the blood of a Muslim or a legally protected non-Muslim (mu ‘ahid).”

" Hadd punishments are the fixed penalties prescribed in the Quran and hadith for specific offenses deemed
violations of the rights of Allah, such as theft, illicit sexual relations, false accusations of fornication, and
consumption of intoxicants. These punishments are distinguished from ¢azir, which are discretionary penalties
determined by judicial authorities for offenses not subject to fixed sanctions.

> A mu‘ahid is any non-Muslim who received protection from the Muslim state by virtue of a peace agreement.
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6. Engagement in jihad against those who oppose Islam after having received its call, until they
either embrace Islam or enter into a protected covenant (dhimma)—in order to uphold the
right of Allah in manifesting His religion over all others.”

7. Collection of spoils (fay’) and alms in accordance with the prescriptions of the revealed law,
whether by explicit texts or juristic reasoning, without coercion or injustice.”

8. Allocation of stipends and entitlements from the public treasury (bayt al-mal) without
extravagance or miserliness, and disbursing them at their appointed time—neither
prematurely nor with undue delay.

9. Selection of trustworthy officials and appointment of sincere advisors to oversee the duties
delegated to them and the funds entrusted to them—so that administrative affairs are
managed with competence, and public wealth is preserved through reliable custodianship.

10. Direct supervision of affairs and continual review of conditions, so that the Imam may
effectively govern the community and protect the religion. He must not rely solely on
delegation—whether due to indulgence in pleasure or preoccupation with worship—for
even the trustworthy may betray and the sincere may be mistaken. As Allah, Exalted is He,
says: “O Dawud, indeed We have made you a successor upon the earth, so judge between
the people in truth and do not follow desire, for it will lead you astray from the path of
Allah.” Allah did not consider delegation sufficient without direct involvement, nor did He
excuse the mere following of desire; rather, He described it as misguidance. While this
responsibility is incumbent upon the Imam by virtue of his religious duty and the office of
the caliphate, it is also a matter of sound political governance incumbent upon anyone
entrusted with authority. As the Prophet #: said:* “Each of you is a shepherd, and each of

you is responsible for his flock.””

' The term dhimmis refers to non-Muslim subjects living under Muslim rule who are granted legal protection in
exchange for the payment of jizya.

' Fay’ refers to property or wealth acquired by Muslims without armed combat, typically through the enemy’s
surrender or other peaceful means, and is distinct from ghanima (war booty obtained through battle).

5 Qur’an, Sad, 38:26.
% Bukhari, 5200; Muslim, 1829.

7 Al-Mawardi, al-Ahkam al-Sultaniyya, 22-3.
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Al-Mawardi, Adab al-Din wa al-Dunya
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These are the effects of political authority on worldly affairs and the order it brings to them.”
Governance protects both religion and worldly life: it shields them from distortion, repels the
intrusion of misguided desires, guards against alteration, and restrains those who deviate—whether
by apostasy, rebellious defiance, or acts of corruption. If such threats are not decisively checked by
strong authority and sufficient oversight, the distortion of religious principles by those of passion
and the misrepresentation of doctrine by those of [deviant] opinion would quickly follow. No
religion whose political authority has collapsed has been spared the alteration of its rulings and the
effacement of its defining features. In such cases, every leader introduces a new heresy, and every
era of weakness leaves behind the traces of its decline.

Likewise, when political authority is not anchored in a religion that unites hearts—such that its
adherents regard obedience as an obligation and mutual support as a binding duty—that authority
cannot endure, nor will its reign be marked by felicity. It becomes a reign of coercion and a source of
abiding corruption. For these two reasons,” it is necessary to appoint an imam who serves as the
sovereign of the time and the leader of the community—so that religion is protected by his rule, and
governance proceeds according to the norms and rulings of the religion. As ‘Abdullah ibn al-Mu‘tazz

»20

said: “Kingship endures through religion, and religion is strengthened by kingship.

*Al-Mawardi makes these remarks after presenting several reports emphasizing the necessity and significance of
stable governance and the appointment of an imam.

* That religion requires political authority for its protection, and political authority requires religion for its
legitimacy and efficacy.

> Al-Mawardi, Adab al-Din wa al-Dunya, 220.
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Al-Juwayni, al-Ghiyathi
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The imamate is a comprehensive leadership and general authority that pertains to both the elite
and the common people, and extends to the essential concerns of religion and worldly life.” Its

* A standard definition of the imamate describes it as “a general leadership over both religious and worldly affairs,
in succession to the Prophet.” The qualifier “general” serves to exclude more limited administrative or executive
roles whose authority is restricted by territorial or jurisdictional bounds. The reference to succession distinguishes
the imamate from prophethood itself, which—despite being referenced—is not included within its scope. It is
important to note that this notion of succession does not entail a direct delegation of authority by the Prophet <&,
but is understood more broadly, whether mediated or otherwise. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi (d. 605/1210) introduces a
further important qualification: “a general leadership in religious and worldly affairs assigned to a single individual
among the people.” This clause emphasizes the singularity of the Imam: the simultaneous appointment of
multiple imams is deemed invalid. It also addresses scenarios in which a ruler is deposed, affirming that authority
must be reestablished in an individual rather than in a collective body such as a group of community leaders or
the populace at large. While proponents of the former definition do not necessarily disagree with al-Razr’s
additional qualification in substance, they object to its inclusion in the technical structure of the definition. From
their perspective, al-Razr’s stipulation constitutes a condition for the validity of the imamate, rather than an
essential element, and thus should not appear in the definition itself. Mas‘id ibn ‘Umar al-Taftazani, Sharh al-
Magqasid, ed. ‘Abd al-Rahman ‘Umayra, 5 vols. (Beirut: ‘Alam al-Kutub, 1998), 5:234. On the requirement of singular
and centralized authority, scholars consistently rejected the view that the objectives of the imamate could be
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responsibilities include preserving the integrity of the community, ensuring the welfare of the
populace, upholding the religious call (da‘wa) through both persuasion and authorized force,
averting fear and injustice, securing justice for the oppressed against their oppressors, reclaiming
rights from those who withhold them, and delivering them to those entitled.”

The appointment of an imam, when possible, is an obligation.” ‘Abd al-Rahman ibn Kaysan,
however, held that it is not obligatory, and that it is permissible for people to remain in scattered
factions, tossed between agreement and disagreement, without a unifying authority or any cohesive
principle binding their divergent views.* This man is an advocate for division and the opposition of
rights with wrongs. He shows no regard for the bounds of fairness and does not hesitate to pursue
the path of injustice. He is mentioned only in contexts that signify a breach of consensus (jma‘) and
a deviation from the path of rightful adherence. His view stands in contradiction to the established
consensus of all scholars across the lands where the sun rises and sets, and against the agreement
of all schools of thought.

Indeed, the Companions of the Messenger of Allah < regarded the prompt appointment of
an imam as a necessary obligation. Preoccupied with this task, they delayed the preparation and

)

burial of the Messenger of Allah £, fearing that a sudden trial might descend upon them [if

leadership were left unsettled].”

No one possessing even a trace of sound reason would doubt that defending the religious
domain and safeguarding the collective integrity of the community is a duty prescribed by the
shari‘a. Were people left in a state of lawlessness—with no leader to unite them upon the truth,
no authority to restrain them, and no force to deter them from following the footsteps of Satan—

fulfilled by multiple dispersed rulers. Their objection was based on the concern that such plurality would generate
rivalry and lead to disunity and conflict. Al-Taftazani, Sharh al-Magqasid, 5: 237-8.

** This introductory paragraph is paraphrased similarly in many subsequent ShafiT works.

* The possibility qualification indicates that the obligation to appoint an imam does not preclude the possibility
of periods during which legitimate rule is absent, due to circumstances that render such appointment unfeasible.
Addressing this contingency is one of the two principal objectives al-Juwayni sets out to explore in al-Ghiyathi.

* Most Mu'‘tazilites affirmed the obligation of appointing an imam but disagreed over the basis of this obligation.
The Basran school generally held that the obligation is rooted in revelation, as reason alone does not necessitate
it. By contrast, the Baghdad school—along with figures such as al-Jahiz (d. 255/868) and Abu al-Husayn al-Basri
(d. 436/1044), even while affiliated with the Basran tradition—maintained that reason independently recognizes
the necessity of the imamate. For further discussion of Mu‘tazilite views on this topic, see Ibn Abi al-Hadid’s (d.
656/1258) commentary on ‘All ibn Abi Talib’s & response to the Kharijite slogan, “No judgment but God’s.” See
Ibn Ab1 al-Hadid, Sharh Nahj al-Balagha, ed. Muhammad Ibrahim, 11 vols. (Baghdad: Dar al-Kitab al-‘Arabi, 2007),
1:417-18. Patricia Crone identifies five Mu‘tazilite strands that either rejected or significantly qualified the
obligation of the imamate: (1) Mu‘tazilite ascetics, who preferred no ruler to a corrupt one; (2) al-Asamm, who
argued that consensus is impossible given the community’s size; (3) Hisham al-Fuwati (d. before 230/845), who
required a unanimous and righteous community for legitimate leadership; (4) ‘Abbad ibn Sulayman (d. 250/864),
who denied the possibility of any future imamate; and (5) al-Nazzam (d. 221/836), who held that if a society
without an imam is conceivable, the imamate cannot be obligatory. Patricia Crone, “Ninth-Century Muslim
Anarchists,” Past and Present, no. 167 (2015): 12—15.

* The initial disagreement among the companions over who should assume the caliphate after the Prophet’s &
death does not negate their consensus on the obligation to appoint a caliph. Ibn Hajar al-Haytami, al-Sawa‘iq al-
Muhrigafi al-Radd ‘ala Ahl al-Bida‘wa al-Zandaqa, ed. Mustafa al-‘Adaw1 (al-Mansoura: Maktabat Fayyad, 2008), 55.
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the diversity of opinions and the divergence of passions would unravel the social order. The pillars
of the community would collapse; the rabble and the ignorant would rise up; conflicting factions
would multiply; opposing wills would splinter the public good; the ignoble would gain mastery
over the noble; assemblies would be dissolved; the rupture would exceed the capacity of any to
repair it; disputes would spread unchecked; the malicious would prevail over the devout; and
communities would disintegrate.

There is no need to elaborate further once the truth has been made evident. Indeed, what
Allah restrains through political authority is greater than what He curbs through the Quran alone.”
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* Al-Juwayni, al-Ghiyathi, 217-219. This statement is frequently cited in discussions of governance, politics, and
related legal matters. It has been variously attributed to the Prophet 4, to certain companions, and to the successors
(tabiun), or reported more generally as a maxim of wisdom. However, no continuous chain of transmission links it
directly to the Prophet 4, and it is more accurately classified as a mawqif report—attributed to one or more of the
companions. For example, Abu Ja‘far al-Nahas and al-Khatib al-Baghdadi attribute it to ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab . Abu
Ja‘far al-Nahhas, Umdat al-Kuttab, ed. Bassam al-Jabi (Dar Ibn Hazm, 2004), 117; Abu Bakr Ahmad al-Khatib al-
Baghdadi, Tarikh Baghdad, ed. Bashshar Ma‘ruf, 17 vols., (Beirut: Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 2002), 5:173.

The most commonly cited attribution of this statement in early Islamic tradition is to ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan «,
as reported by numerous sources, including Malik ibn Anas. Ibn Rushd relates, “Malik said: The righteous servant,
‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan &, stated: ‘What restraints the people most is the authority of the Imam, more than the
Qur'an'—meaning that it is the Imam’s power to enforce the law that deters transgression.” Ibn Rushd affirms
Malik’s interpretation, commenting: “the meaning is that those who refrain from violating Allah’s prohibitions
due to fear of political authority are more numerous than those who refrain out of obedience to divine commands.
In the Imam lies the rectification of both religious and worldly matters. There is no disagreement among scholars
regarding the obligation of the imamate and the necessity of obedience to the Imam.” Ibn Rushd, al-Bayan wal-
Tahsil, ed. Muhammad Hayjji, 20 vols., (Beirut: Dar al-Gharb al-Islami, 1986), 18:494—5.

Ibn al-‘Arabi (d. 543/1148) referenced the same maxim in Ahkam al-Qur’an within his discussion of human
tendencies toward rivalry, competition, and conflict. He notes that Allah has ordained the establishment of political
leadership to ensure social cohesion and public security. Every time a caliph is replaced or a king dies, another ruler
is appointed in their place, thus ensuring continuity of governance. In His wisdom, Allah restrains people through
this mechanism. According to Ibn al-‘Arabi, leadership is necessary because the injustice of a ruler for one year is less
harmful than leaving people in chaos for a single hour. Abu Bakr ibn al-‘Arabi, Ahkam al-Qur'an, ed. Muhammad
‘Ata, 4 vols. (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-Tlmiyya, 2003), 2:208. Elsewhere in the same work, Ibn al-‘Arabi clarifies that
some misinterpret this statement, wrongly assuming that it implies political authority is more effective than the
divine limits set by the Quran. He argues that such an understanding betrays ignorance of Allah’s wisdom and His
legislation. Allah has instituted boundaries for the realization of public welfare but wrongdoers fail to observe them
due to their lack of commitment to divine justice. If rulers governed with justice and sincere intention, society would
be reformed, and the majority would live in harmony. Ibn al-‘Arabi, Ahkam al-Qur'an, 3:474.
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Among the most refined and eloquent formulations that effectively convey the overarching
objectives of the sacred law is the recognition that its substance is, at its core, a call to noble
character—at times by way of recommendation and encouragement, and at other times by way of
obligation and command. It likewise involves a deterrence from indecencies and from that which
contradicts virtuous conduct, through prohibition and restriction, as well as through disapproval
that expresses aversion and imposes restraint. The law also includes permissions that serve to
prevent indecency—such as the permissibility of marriage, which averts fornication—or that
facilitate acts of obedience and reinforce the means of strength and capacity.

Since human nature is predisposed to the love of immediate gratification, to clinging tightly to
what one possesses, and to seeking worldly gains through all available means and intermediaries—
while showing little regard for dangers and perils, and recklessly pursuing the accumulation of wealth
without restraint or self-possession—this breeds rivalry and jostling, quarrel and contention, and
headlong plunges into grave calamities. In response, the sacred law established a clear criterion
between the lawful and the unlawful, and instituted fairness and reciprocal justice among all classes
of people. It also tied the pursuit of nearness to God and acts of obedience to the promise of reward,
while linking the commission of sins to the threat of punishment.

Furthermore, most people are not restrained from their desires merely by promises and
warnings, encouragements and moral refinement. Therefore, Allah appointed rulers and those in
authority as enforcers—so that they may ensure rights are delivered to their rightful claimants,
privileges reach those entitled to them, aggressors are restrained, the moderate are supported, the
structures of guidance are reinforced, and the roots of misguidance and corruption are eradicated.
In this way, the affairs of the world are properly ordered, and from that order, religion—toward
which all aims ultimately converge—can be sustained.”
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7 Al-Juwayni, al-Ghiyathi, 326-327.
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Allah did not send a prophet to any previous nations without supporting and strengthening him by
an authority endowed with resources and succour. Among the messengers 1 were those who were
given both prophethood, strength, and power, such as Dawid, Masa, and Sulayman .. When Allah
sealed His message to the world with the Master of the children of Adam (the Prophet Muhammad
2+), He supported him with the radiant proof and the clear path, reinforced him with the sword,
guaranteed his manifest victory, and appointed him as the leader of both religious and worldly
affairs, the refuge of creation in this life and the next. Then, when Allah completed the religion and
sealed revelation, He took His Messenger #—the master of prophets—unto himself.”* Thereafter,
Abu Bakr al-Siddiq #& succeeded him: to call people to Allah’s path, to establish the worldly interests
that support guidance, and to pursue the reform of humanity in the manner of the Prophet 4. [...]
In sum, the overarching objective is the fulfillment of the foundations of Islam—whether through
voluntary acceptance or through compelled compliance under legitimate authority. Religion is the
ultimate aim; but because its continuation depends on the order of worldly life, this dimension of
political leadership becomes essential and worthy of attention.*

* Ibn al-‘Arabi notes that when Allah sends a prophet who lacks temporal authority, divine intervention ensures
that the prevailing political power of the time is subordinated to the prophet’s mission. This is exemplified in the
case of the Prophet Danyal .. Conversely, when a prophet is granted worldly power at the outset of his mission,
Allah facilitates his rise over the people, dismantling existing forms of rule and consolidating both religious and
political authority—as seen in the case of Musa . Regarding the Prophet Muhammad 2, Ibn al-‘Arabi explains
that Allah prepared the circumstances to honor him and elevate his community. This included the settling of
Isma’l # in a barren and uninhabited sanctuary, where his descendants would flourish. Populations from
surrounding regions were drawn to this site by divine decree, thereby weakening their own sovereignties to make
room for the emergence of Islamic leadership. The pre-Islamic condition of humanity—characterized by rivalry,
conflict, and violence—was transformed by the establishment of prophethood and divinely sanctioned
leadership, which provided both religious and worldly restraint. Ibn al-‘Arabi, Ahkam al-Qur'an, 2:208—9.

* The first rightly guided caliph was Abu Bakr 4. Some scholars have inferred his legitimate succession to the
Prophet < from verses of the Qur'an. For instance, “O you who have believed, whoever among you turns back
from his religion—Allah will bring forth a people whom He will love and who will love Him” [Qur’an, 5:54] has
been interpreted as alluding to Abu Bakr &, who decisively led the campaign against the apostasy movements
following the Prophet’s death. Similarly, the verse “Say to those who remained behind of the Bedouins, ‘You will
be called to [fight] a people of great military might; you may fight them, or they will submit” [Qur'an 48:16] has
been interpreted as referring to the tribe of Bant Hanifa. Since Abu Bakr & led the military campaign against
Banii Hanifa due to their organized apostasy, some scholars have cited this verse as implicit textual support for
his rightful caliphate. This latter interpretation is attributed to Ibn Qutayba (d. 267/889), al-Ash‘ar1, and Ibn Abi
Hatim (d. 327/938). See ‘Abd al-Hayy al-Kittani, al-Taratib al-Idariyya, ed. ‘Abdullah al-Khalidj, 2 vols. (Beirut: Dar
al-Arqam, n.d.), 1:79-80. Al-Shafi1is also reported to have affirmed legitimacy of Abu Bakr’s caliphate, stating: “The
people unanimously agreed upon the caliphate of Abu Bakr. This was because, after the Prophet %, the people
were in urgent need, and they found no one under the heavens better than Abu Bakr, so they entrusted him with
leadership.” See Abu al-Qasim Hibatullah al-Lalika’1, Sharh Usul I'tigad Ahl al-Sunna wal-Jama‘a, ed. Ahmad al-
Ghamdyi, g vols. (Saudi Arabia: Dar Tibah, 2003), 8:1476 (report no. 2673).

% Al-Juwayni, al-Ghiyathi, 327—328.
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One should not suppose that the obligation [to appoint an Imam] is derived from reason alone.* We
have already established that obligation is determined by revelation, unless one interprets “obligatory”
as referring merely to an action whose performance yields benefit and whose omission entails some

degree of harm. In that case, one may not deny the obligatoriness of appointing an imam, given the
worldly benefits and the harms it prevents. Nevertheless, we offer a conclusive legal proof derived

8 Al-Juwayni stated in al-Irshad, “Discussing this issue [of the imamate] does not pertain to the fundamental
principles of belief. The danger for one who slips in it is greater than that for one who is simply ignorant of its
foundation. It comprises two tendencies that are deemed impermissible by those skilled in dialectical reasoning.
The first is the inclination of each group towards partisanship and exceeding the bounds of truth. The second
concerns speculative matters that admit no definitive judgments.” ‘Abd al-Malik al-Juwayni, al-Irshad ila Qawati‘
al-Adilla, eds. Muhammad Misa and “Ali ‘Abd al-Hamid (Cairo: Maktabat al-Khanji, 1950), 410.
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from revelation to establish its obligatory nature. We do not rely solely on the consensus of the Muslim
community; rather we draw attention to the foundation of this consensus.*” We say: the proper
ordering of religious affairs is unquestionably among the intended aims of the Lawgiver . This is a
definitive premise about which no disagreement is conceivable. To this we add a second premise:
religious order cannot be established except through a leader (imam) who is obeyed. From these two
premises, the conclusion necessarily follows: appointing an imam is obligatory.*

Should it be said that the second premise is not conceded—namely, that religious order
cannot be achieved except through an imam who is obeyed—so provide a proof for it, we respond:
the proof for it is that religious order is not attained except through worldly order, and worldly order
is not attained except through an imam who is obeyed. These are two premises: which one is in
dispute? If it is said, “Why do you claim that religious order depends on worldly order? On the
contrary, it is only attained through the ruin of worldly life, for religion and the world are opposites,
and devoting oneself to the cultivation of one is the ruin of the other,” we reply: this is the statement
of one who does not understand what we mean by “the world” in this context. The term is
polysemous (mushtarak), and may denote either excessive indulgence in luxury, comfort, and
superfluity beyond necessity, or everything one requires before death. One of these is indeed
opposed to religion, while the other is a condition for it. Thus errs the one who fails to distinguish
between the meanings of polysemous terms.

We say that the ordering of religion through knowledge and worship cannot be attained
except with soundness of body, preservation of life, and the safeguarding of the necessary needs of
clothing, shelter, and sustenance. Security is the final condition [needed to ward off harm]—for
indeed (la-‘amri), “Whoever wakes up secure in his dwelling, sound in body, and possessing his daily
sustenance, it is as if the entire world has been gathered for him.”** Yet a person does not enjoy
security over his life, body, wealth, home, and sustenance in all situations, only in some. Thus,
religion cannot be properly ordered without achieving security in these essential matters.*

% The obligation to appoint an imam is founded on the authority of consensus, which might generate definitive
knowledge. The legal justification for the imamate cannot be established without upholding the authority of
consensus. See al-Juwayni, al-Irshad, 417. Given that the majority of legal theorists require a consensus on any
point of law to have a clear textual basis (mustanad), it is plausible to question why the textual foundation for this
consensus has not been widely transmitted (via tawatur), especially considering the significance of the imamate,
which would make such a report worthy of mass-transmission. Some scholars countered this by suggesting that it
was the consensus itself that was transmitted. Since the requirement is for the mustanad to exist, the transmission
of the consensus suffices. Moreover, it is possible that the textual basis for this consensus belongs to the category
of matters that cannot be transmitted, such as circumstantial evidence that can only be known through direct
observation by those who lived in the time of the Prophet &. Al-Sharif al-Jurjani, Sharh al-Mawagif, ed. Mahmud
al-Dimyat], 8 vols., (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-‘Ilmiyya, 1998), 8:377; Ibrahim al-Laqani, ‘Umdat al-Murid Sharh
Jawharat al-Tawhid (Amman: Dar al-Nuar al-Mubin, 2016), 4:2088. This elucidates why al-Ghazali provides an
argument here solely for the rational foundation of the consensus, which underlies its textual basis.

3 Al-Ghazali provides similar arguments for both premises in Fada’ih al-Batiniyya. Abu Hamid al-Ghazali, Fada’ih
al-Batiniyya, ed. ‘Abd al-Rahman Badaw1 (Kuwait: Mu’ssasat Dar al-Kutub al-Thaqafiyya, 1964), 170-172.

$ Sunan Ibn Maja, no. 4143; al-Tirmidhi, no. 2347.

% In this sense, the establishment of the imamate is a prerequisite for the fulfillment of various religious
obligations, such as, as noted earlier, the enforcement of penalties, the defense of territorial frontiers, and the
mobilization of military forces for jihad, along with numerous other responsibilities necessary for preserving
public order and protecting the sanctity of Islam. These objectives cannot be achieved without an imam.
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Otherwise, one whose time is entirely consumed in guarding himself from the swords of tyrants and
struggling to secure his subsistence, when will he have time for knowledge and worship, the two
means to the felicity of the Hereafter? It therefore becomes clear that the ordering of worldly life—
by which I mean the [fulfillment of] necessary needs—is a condition for the ordering of religion.*
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As for the second premise—that worldly life and security over lives and property cannot be properly
ordered except through a ruler who is obeyed—this is borne out by what we witness in times of
strife following the deaths of rulers and imams. If such a state were to persist without being
remedied by appointing another obeyed authority, chaos would endure, the sword would prevail,
famine would spread, livestock would perish, industries would come to a halt, and every act of
domination would lead to plunder. No one would have the opportunity for worship or knowledge,
ifindeed they remained alive, while most would perish beneath the shadows of swords. It is for this
reason that it has been said: “Religion and political authority are twins,” and likewise: “Religion is a
foundation, and the ruler is its guardian. That which has no foundation is demolished, and that
which has no guardian is lost.”

In sum, no rational person would doubt that humankind, given the diversity of their social ranks
and the dispersion of their inclinations and divergence of views, if left to their own opinions without
an authoritative will to unify their fragmentation, would ultimately perish. This is a malady for which
there is no remedy except through a dominant and obeyed ruler who can consolidate divergent views.
It thus becomes clear that rulership is indispensable for the ordering of worldly life; that the ordering

According to the legal maxim, whatever is necessary to fulfill an obligation becomes obligatory, provided it lies
within one’s capacity. An objection may arise, however, that if the enforcement of legal penalties is conditioned
on the presence of an imam, it cannot be considered an absolute obligation, and thus does not necessitate
appointing one. Al-Taftazani addresses this by distinguishing between a restriction placed on the obligation
(wujub) itself and one placed on the object of the obligation (wajib). In this case, the obligation itself remains
absolute and unconditioned; what it is conditioned is the object of that obligation, just as the obligation of prayer
is absolute, but its performance is conditioned on purification. Al-Taftazani, Sharh al-Maqasid, 236—237.

3% Abu Hamid al-Ghazali, al-Igtisad fi al-Itigad: Wa ma‘ahu Kitab al-Sadad fi al-Irshad ila al-Iqtisad fi al-I'tiqad, ed.
Mustafa ‘Imran (Cairo: Dar al-Basa’ir, 2009), 504—505.
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of worldly life is indispensable for the ordering of religion; and that the ordering of religion is
indispensable for attaining the felicity (sa‘ada) of the Hereafter, which is without doubt the ultimate
aim of the prophets.”” It follows, therefore, that the obligation to appoint an imam is among the
necessities of the revealed law, leaving no room for its neglect. Let this be clearly understood.*®

% It may nonetheless be argued that appointing an imam entails certain harms, which would appear to conflict
with the prophetic hadith and the legal maxim, “There is no harm and no reciprocating harm.” These harms can
manifest in various forms. First, assigning authority to one individual over his peers may itself be a source of injury
or offense. Second, it is likely—indeed historically attested—that some will resent or oppose the imam, thereby
inciting discord and conflict within the community. Third, since the imam is not infallible, he may lapse into sin
or even disbelief. If he is not deposed, his conduct may lead to harm; but if he is deposed, the process of removal
often entails violent upheaval. In response to such concerns, scholars have argued that the harm incurred by
failing to appoint an imam is significantly greater than the potential harms entailed in appointing one. When
harms are in conflict, it is legally incumbent to avert the greater of the two. See al-Jurjani, Sharh al-Mawagqif, 8:378.

¥ Al-Ghazal, al-Igtisad fi al-Itigad, 505-506. Opponents of appointing an imam raised several objections. First,
they argued that individuals, driven by self-interest and religious motivation, are capable of managing their own
affairs without centralized governance, evidenced, in their view, by the apparent order among Arab tribes and
bedouins living outside the authority of rulers. Second, they claimed that the benefit of an imam depends on
access to him, which is not feasible for the entire community, especially in urgent matters. Third, they noted that
the requisite conditions for valid imamate are rarely met, such that appointing an unqualified imam leaves the
obligation unmet, while no appointment at all constitutes neglect. Muslim scholars, echoing the reasoning of al-
Ghazali, addressed these claims. They maintained that while self-governance is theoretically possible, experience
shows that the absence of leadership leads to chaos and conflict, particularly after the death of rulers. As for the
bedouin example, it fails to account for the prevalence of disorder and religious neglect in such settings. Regarding
access, the imam’s role lies in implementing justice and policy, not in personal availability; intermediaries fulfill
that function. Finally, if valid conditions for imamate are genuinely absent, the obligation is suspended rather
than violated. See al-Jurjani, Sharh al-Mawagif, 8:378-379. For early views that questioned or denied the necessity
of the imamate, see Crone, “Ninth-Century Muslim Anarchists.”
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