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THE Islamic faith is rightly considered to be comprehensive in all respects. Universality being one of its chief requisites, it is compatible with all times and climes.

Not only does it lay down the fundamentals and importance of worship as well as guidelines on how to live a morally sound and productive life, but also enumerates a workable political order based on three main principles i.e. tauhid (unity of God), risalat (prophethood) and khilafat (vicegerency).

The very essence of an Islamic state is that sovereignty belongs to God: “Blessed is He in Whose hand is the Sovereignty, and He is Possessor of power over all things.” (67: 01) The sovereignty exercised by the rulers in an Islamic state is a sacred trust bestowed on them by God: “Then We appointed you viceroys in the land after them that We might see how you behave.” (10: 14) The basic principle of Islam is that all human beings must, both individually and collectively, submit to the will of Allah: “He has commanded that you worship none but Him (i.e. His Monotheism); that is the (true) straight religion, but most men know not.” (12: 40)

Risalat or prophethood serves as the channel through which the law of God has been received and conveyed to mankind. Through risalat, we received two main sources of Islamic law and political set up i.e. the Holy Quran which is the word of God and the Sunnah of the Prophet which (i) serves to interpret the Quran and, (ii) in cases where the Quran itself is silent on an issue, a decision of the Prophet based on ratiocination serves as a guideline.

Thus the Quran and Sunnah, the two primary sources of Islamic law and principles, constitute one complete whole and are fundamentally interdependent. God defines the relationship between the two in the following words: “…Indeed, there has come to you from Allah, a Light (the Prophet) and a clear Book (AL-Quran)” (5: 15)

The third principle is khilafat. As mentioned earlier, sovereignty belongs to Allah alone, therefore, he who exercises authority on His behalf in this world is His vicegerent and has no authority to exercise any powers apart from the ones duly delegated to him. “Obey Allah and obey the prophet, but if you turn away, he (Messenger Muhammad) is only responsible for the duty placed on him (i.e. to convey Allah’s Message) and you for that placed on you. If you obey him, you shall be on the right guidance…” (24: 54)

The office of the caliph is granted to all those who are capable of fulfilling the responsibilities of this office with due diligence, honesty and dedication. Every person who is a part of the Muslim Ummah can exercise the authority of a caliph, therefore, vicegerency is not limited to a certain family, clan or class but extends to every pious Muslim. The Holy Prophet once said, “No one is superior to another except in point of faith and piety. All men are descended from Adam and Adam was made of clay.”

As all the affairs of an Islamic state must be transacted by counsel, the ruler of the state is also appointed through consultation: “And those who respond to their Lord and keep up prayer, and whose affairs are (decided) by counsel among themselves….” (42: 38) The most important example is the appointment of Caliph Abu Bakr, the first of the Pious Caliphs, by conducting ijma or mutual consultation. Once appointed, the ruler has to manage all affairs by consulting those around him. And those who give advice are required to do so conscientiously and judiciously, or refrain from giving the same. The public is also under an obligation to give sincere and beneficial advice to the ruler. Further, the view of the majority carries great weight in Islam and the ruler is bound to follow it.

It is important to note that obedience to a ruler is contingent on his imposition and enforcement of Islamic principles. Where the ruler deviates from the right path, he is no longer entitled to obedience of the people. In other words, if the government fulfils the requirements imposed by the Quran and the Sunnah, its claim to the allegiance of the people becomes absolute.

The Prophet said: “A Muslim has to listen to and obey (the order of his ruler), whether he likes it or not, as long as his orders do not involve disobedience (to Allah). But if an act of disobedience (to Allah) is imposed, one should not listen to it or obey it.” From the above-mentioned principles it follows that the people are duty bound to supervise the activities of the government, to give their consent to right actions, and to withdraw it whenever the government deviates from the right path. It also becomes evident that the accountability of the ruler of an Islamic state is twofold: (1) he is answerable to God, as power bestowed on him by God is a sacred trust; and (2) to the people who are his subjects.

The rules and precedents set by the Prophet, in accordance with the teachings of the Quran, regarding accountability of the government, were also observed and further elaborated by his successors. People would openly question the Pious Caliphs about the various actions and measures taken by them. The Caliphs, considering themselves answerable to the people, would then explain their conduct in question. There are even instances where upon valid objection by the people the Caliphs withdrew their orders and instructions. Unlike the western legal systems, in Islam authorities are not immune to the law. Even the head of an Islamic state may be challenged, in both official and private capacity, in the court.

Where the ruler is the custodian of public property and interests, the judge is the custodian of the law and responsible for implementing the same. The office of judge is independent of all executive control and he can exercise his authority without any form of interference from influential quarters. He decides all disputes in the light of the Quran and the Sunnah: “So judge between them by that which Allah has revealed….” (5: 49)

One of the questions often raised with regard to Islamic political order is whether it falls within the ambit of democracy or in other words, is the Islamic political system a democratic system? Democracy, a secular concept, categorically declares that sovereignty should rest with the people, whereas in an Islamic state sovereignty rests with God Almighty. Also, in a democratic set up, legislation is conducted by the people themselves while in an Islamic state laws given by God through the Holy Prophet i.e. shariah is to be administered by the ruler.

Yet, at the same time, the ruler is accountable to the people and the opinion of the public plays a prominent role not only in the appointment of the ruler but also with regard to his exercise of authority. The institutions of ijma and ijtihad also make room for law making within the guidelines and ethics of shariah. So considering, it would not be erroneous to define Islamic political set up as a democratic system.

