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SOVEREIGNTY IN ISLAMIST POLITICAL THOUGHT: CONTINUITY AND CHANGE
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Sovereignty is a contested issue in Islamist political thought. Although Islamists
practically accepted liberal democracy in various forms across the world, they are yet to solve
the normative paradox: how to reconcile Islam’s divine sovereignty to nation-state’s popular
sovereignty. Normatively, Islamists advocating the divine sovereignty reject any human-
constructed system that intervenes in the divine order and distorts God’s divine design. Some
Islamists, however, attempt to move away from this interpretation of absolute sovereignty of
God and consequently reinterpret Islamic thoughts and practices in a manner that is compatible
with the ethos of liberal democracy. This study examines this shifting concept of sovereignty in
Sunni Islamist political thought, particularly the transformation from the divine sovereignty to
the sovereignty of ummah. Analyzing the theoretical underpinnings of divine sovereignty
propagated by Abul A’la Mawdudi and Sayyid Qutb, on the one hand and Islamist sovereignty
propagated by Rachid Ghannouchi, on the other the thesis discusses the continuity in modern
Islamist thoughts on sovereignty and emergent changes. It demonstrates how Mawdudi and Qutb
utilizing the Quranic concept tawhid, the oneness of God, argue that not only the religious
authority but all temporal-political authorities are exclusively bestowed to God. The thesis
further argues that Ghannouchi’s argument for the sovereignty of ummah (community/people) is
based on metaphysical understanding of Islam and siyasa shariiyya tradition of Islamic

governance. Ghannouchi insists that people own political-temporal authority while keeping



God’s ultimate sovereignty sacred. The thesis, situating the transforming thoughts of Islamist
sovereignty vis-a-vis the popular sovereignty, contends that this shift can have a significant

normative contribution to the understanding of Islamist thought on democracy.

KEYWORDS: Divine sovereignty, popular sovereignty, Islamist political thought, democracy,

ummah
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION

The Islamist Paradox

In the present thesis | will examine the shifting concept of sovereignty in Islamist political
thought corresponding with the transformation from the divine sovereignty to the sovereignty of
ummah. | will attempt to look at the shift by answering the following questions:

1) What is the nature of the contemporary Islamist notion of sovereignty?

2) Has this notion of sovereignty moved away from the articulations of divine sovereignty?

If so, has it moved towards the liberal conception of sovereignty, accepting the
sovereignty of people or moved in the opposite direction towards insisting the
immutability of God’s sovereignty? Or it has engendered a new line of thought on
sovereignty?

3) What promises, and possibilities, does this shift offer to the democratic development in

the Muslim majority countries?

I will analyze the theoretical nuances of divine sovereignty as interpreted by two key figures
in modern Sunni? Islamist thought: Abul A’la Mawdudi, the founder of Jamaat-e-Islami in South
Asia, and his ideological successor Sayyid Qutb, the dominant Muslim Brotherhood ideologue. |
will then investigate the shifting concept of sovereignty - the articulations of the sovereignty of
ummah (community/nation), with a critical analysis of the ideas of Rachid Ghannouchi, the co-
founder and current president of the Ennahda party of Tunisia.

The thesis aims at contributing to the unresolved contestations on sovereignty in Islamist
political thought. It is often called the “Islamist paradox” (Akbarzadeh, 2012). The paradox is

that although most Islamist parties in South and Southeast Asia have practically accepted liberal



democracy? in the modern states, normatively they are yet to reconcile God’s sovereignty to the
nation-state’s popular sovereignty.® It is considered a significant normative barrier to the
development of Islamists’ democratic theory.

The suppositions of divine sovereignty offer Islamist the leverage to defy the human
reasoning-popular sovereignty-based democracy. The assumption is that the fundamental
attributes of liberal democracy in modern states those are the upshot of human-rational
imagination, undermines God’s absolute sovereignty. These Islamists indicate people’s
sovereignty contradictory to the divine sovereignty. They reject any human-constructed system
that intervenes in the divine order and distorts God’s divine design. Their vision of Islamic
society is radically opposed to the ethos of liberal democracy that derives its legitimacy from the
people’s consent, resisting God’s absolute authority (Esposito & Voll, 2001, pp. 22-23).
Akbarzadeh argues that Islamists claim to possess the ultimate truth as they believe that their
version of the interpretation of Islam is pure, untainted. He asserts that this interpretation leads
Islamists to be dismissive to all other interpretations. They behave as if “only they can read
God’s mind” (Akbarzadeh, 2012, p. 3). They see criticism of Islamism as the criticism of God -
the distortion of the oneness of Him. Based on this interpretation they maintain that God’s
absolute sovereignty is uncompromisable in Islam. Some Islamists, on the other hand, attempt to
deviate from this exclusive version of God’s sovereignty and reinterpret Islam in a way that is
compatible with the ethos of liberal democracy. They argue that with God gifted agency, a
human being can exercise the political authority that creates a pathway to contend for the
sovereignty of ummah in Islam. This fascinating development in Islamist political thought

although is an undeniable reality, remains relatively unexplored.



The extant literature corresponding to sovereignty in Islamist political thought either
discusses it as a part of other debates of political Islam such as secularism, nationalism, Islamic
state etc., or examines certain Islamist’s interpretations of sovereignty. None of the existing
researches on sovereignty looks at the shifting nature of sovereignty in Islamist political thought
from the previous divine sovereignty theory to the contemporary theory of sovereignty of
ummabh. The present thesis intends to examine that by investigating the shifting nature of
Mawdudi and Qutb’s divine sovereignty to Ghannouchi’s sovereignty of ummah. To better
understand the shifting thoughts on Islamists sovereignty and locate sovereignty in modern
Islamist debates, a brief account of contemporary Islamist debates merits discussion.

Major Debates in Islamist Political Thought

The fall of the Ottoman Empire and the emergence of nation-states in Muslim majority
countries created various doctrinal and pragmatic challenges to the Muslims in the 20" century.
The challenge of reconciling God’s sovereignty, shari’a, ummah, Caliphate, on the one hand,
with secularism, popular sovereignty, nationalism, and other ideas, on the other provoked intense
controversies. With these doctrinal and practical challenges spaces for new political thought also
emerged in the political landscape of Muslim majority countries. In this context, two contending
schools emerged in early 20'" century Islamist political thought. The first school carries the
inheritance of Muhammad Rashid Rida (1865-1935), a former salafiyya* scholar and an activist
of a conservative-literalist movement, while the second school follows the legacy of Ali “‘Abd al-
Raziq (1888-1966), who accommodated diverse thoughts and ideas.

Although Rida was a part of the salafiyya movement and was enormously influenced by
Mohammad Abdhu, he gradually became conservative and literalist in his orientation. He argued

that the acceptance of the Western nation-state and ethnicity-based nationalism collapsed Islam’s



normative societal base and practices (Enayat, 1982). He upheld for reinstatement of the
Caliphate.® He contends that in Caliphate God’s sovereignty must be declared and it should be
governed by God’s laws. In an Islamic state, for him, the authority of ulama® should be central to
interpret revealed texts so that those could be used in the governance of the state through the
mechanism of shura (consultation). His Islamic state therefore makes “a direct assault on two
vital issues of a modern state: the principle of popular sovereignty, and the possibility of man-
made laws” (Enayat, 1982, p. 77). The revival of Islamist politics in the early 20" century was
deeply influenced by Rida’s conception of Islamic state, Islamic nationalism, and divine
sovereignty. The most influential scholars and ideologues of this movement are Hasan al-Banna,
Abul A’la Mawdudi, and Syed Qutb, who | categorize as advocates of divine sovereignty.
Among them, Banna was more of an activist who founded the Muslim Brotherhood while
Mawdudi and Qutb were both Islamist theorists and activists.

In response to the Western modernity, these scholars, engage in several normative and
practical contestations. The significant debates concerned the question of sovereignty,
secularism, the nature of the state, and the place of shari’a in a modern state. They do not deny
the inevitable reality of nation-states, but instead intend to Islamize the principles of a secular
state. Islamists accept parliamentary democracy and participate in elections. They paradoxically
declare God’s sovereignty while rejecting popular sovereignty; they argue for the intermingle
religion with politics while refusing secularism; and they advocate for Islamic nationalism while
discarding ethnic nationalism. They, rather than democratizing Islamic governing principles,
Islamize democracy (Bahlul, 2012 ). All of them believed that politics and religion are
inseparable a postulate they draw from the Quranic conception-oneness of God (tawhid). From

this concept they also derive the notion of uncompromising divine sovereignty. Contrary to the



dominant Western political theories, they argue that sovereignty belongs to God alone. Any
thought beyond that in Qutb’s word is Jahiliya (ignorance to God).

They proposed an Islamic state where the state should be governed based on revealed
texts, consultations (shura), consensus (ijma), and to a limited extent, reasoning (ijtihad). Banna,
wanted a state where, as the famous Muslim Brotherhood motto says, “The Qur’an is our
constitution, the Prophet is our leader” (Kramer, 2010, p. 99). However, his concentration was on
moral and ethical being in an Islamic community. Whereas Banna, following a bottom-up
approach, argues that successful social Islamization would transform the state into an Islamic
state, Mawdudi and Qutb believed in a top-down approach insisted that the state power should be
captured to transform the society into the Islamic direction. Mawdudi claims that an Islamic state
is a state of Islamic laws, the sources of which include: the Quran, the practices of Mohammad,
the conventions of four rightly guided Caliphs, and the rulings of great jurists (Mawdudi, 1967,
pp. 195-210). Although Qutb, do not clearly articulate his concept of an Islamic state, agree with
Mawdudi’s theory and strengthened it (Qutb, n.d., pp. 87-92; Toth, 2013, pp. 194-206). All of
these thinkers unambiguously declare that shari’a should be a codified law in an Islamic state,
and the traditional authoritative position of ulama in interpreting texts should be curtailed. They
also rejected the concept of Western secularism. For Banna, secularism, which he equated with
“licentiousness, foreign domination, Christian mission, materialism, communism, is forbidden”
(Kramer, 2010, p. 84) while for Mawdudi, “secularism is a moral and ethical evil that is contrary
to the teaching of Islam” (Nasr, 1996, p. 49). Qutb similarly notes, because secularism denies
God’s absolute sovereignty and permits a human being the authority to make laws, it should be

unguestionably abandoned (Toth, 2013).



The second school of thought mentioned above, led by Razek, contests Rida’s argument for
the reinstitution of caliphate on two grounds. Razek (2013) argues, firstly, that neither in Quran
nor in Hadith, there is anything called caliphate, and secondly, historically, Caliphates were
sustained and given legitimacy through coercive means. The subjects did not always voluntarily
accept the caliph’s rule in Islamic traditions of governance. Razek argues that they were forced
to comply with caliphs’ state of governance in many means. Caliphates were never valued for
their inherent merit. Razek further maintains that in Islam no specified model of Islamic
governance exists, leading him to argue further that any form of governance that does not
contradict to the essential modalities of Islam is acceptable. He also wrote that Islam and politics
are not inseparable and there is a space in Islam to accommodate the tenets of the popular
sovereignty (Razek, 2013, pp. 38-40). Razek’s thought opened a new possibility of
experimenting with different models of governance in Islam. Nevertheless, this did not get a
positive reception in Islamist thought as Razek had to face many hostilities including being
dismissed from his position as a scholar and jurist at Al-azhar university in Egypt. Razek’s
thesis, although remained marginal, started to be revived at the end of the 20" century,
particularly with the writings of Rachid Ghannouchi.

Ghannouchi departs from his predecessors like Banna, Mawdudi and Qutb in many ways.
He argues for the sovereignty of ummah, with the emphasis that religion and politics are two
separate entities in Islam. In opposition to an Islamic state thesis, he argues for a democratic civil
state (Ghannouchi, 2018, pp. 20-25). The objective of the civil state is to ensure human welfare,
social justice, an exercise of free will and the establishment of human rights. The government
would be formed based on consensus via free and fair election. Gender equality would be

guaranteed, and freedom of belief and conscience would be safeguarded. In the state Ghannouchi



envisions, Shari’a would not be encoded as the positive law of the state, but instead would work

as a moral guide of governance. Moreover, unlike his predecessors, he does not reject western

secularism in its entirety.

Islamist

Islamists advocating the
Issues of advocating the divine sovereignty sovereignty of
contestation ummah
Overlapping | Hasan al- Abul ala Rachid
principles Banna Mawdudi Syed Qutb Ghannouchi
Qutb
believe in the | subscribes for accepts
d|V|ne_ the _ Mawdudl dlvme_ argues for the
. sovereignty, sovereignty of | theorizes the | sovereignty .
Sovereignty . sovereignty of
the God. Banna, | divine and more
. . . . ummah
sovereignty of | however, did | sovereignty | vigorously
God not theorize it argues for
it
stressed on
an Islamic social theorized theorized araues for a civil
Nature of state to Islamization | and acted and acted ste?te7 defyin
state establish that would for for the conce tgf an
based on ultimately establishing | establishing neep
., ) . . . Islamic state
shari’a law culminate into | an Islamic an Islamic .
: entirely
an Islamic state state
state
any form of
secularism is rejects rejects rejects accepts
Secularism | outrightly seJc ularism seJc ularism seJc ularism American model
rejected of secularism®
shari’a as a . shari’aasa |shari’aasa
shari’aas a coded law coded law .
coded law shari’aas a
coded law and | and an and an X
., and an . . . moral guide, not
Shari’a . an Islamic Islamic state | Islamic o
Islamic state a codified
state must must state must o
must execute positive law
execute those | execute execute
those
those those

Table 1: Islamists’ shifting positions on sovereignty, nature of the state, shari’a, and secularism




Ghannouchi harshly criticizes the French version of secularism and its adaptation in post-
colonial Tunisian state, but Ghannouchi accepts the American model of secularism where state
remains neutral towards the religious affairs and guarantees the peaceful practices of all
religions. For him, although religion remains formally separated from the state, it would stay in
the public sphere and politics would be informed by the religious ethos (Ghannouchi, 2013).
Stepan (2012) defines this Tunisian case of secularism as “Twin Tolerations” where on the one
hand the state tolerates the citizens free expression of religious views and values and accepts
their participation in politics, while on the other hand, religious citizens grant “democratically
elected officials the freedom to legislate and govern without having to confront denials of their
authority based on religious claims—such as the claim that ‘Only God, not man, can make
laws’”(Stepan, 2012, p. 89). Among these major contestations in contemporary Islamism, the
debates on sovereignty became intense. Therefore, the contemporary contestations on Islamist
sovereignty merit further illustration.
Debates on Islamist Sovereignty

The debates and contestations on sovereignty in Islam are not an entirely new
phenomenon. Mohammad Asad (1961, pp. 37-42), a contemporary of Mawdudi and Qutb,
argues for divine sovereignty. He directly rejects any possibility of the sovereignty of people. For
him, “people once accept Islam as a divine ordinance, there can be no question of their being
endowed with sovereignty in their own right” (Asad, 1961, p. 38). Asad, like Mawdudi and
Quitb, argues that “the real source of all sovereignty is the will of God as expressed in the
ordinances of shari’a” (Asad, 1961, p. 39). He also abandons the fundamental ground explored
by the advocates of popular sovereignty in Islam that the Islamic tradition is abound with the

practices of temporal governance. For him, those practices are aberration from general Islamic



tradition of governance. In Asad’s words: “whenever we speak of the ‘will of the people’ in the
context of Islamic political thought, we should be careful...we should not substitute for the un-
Islamic autocracy of our past centuries the equally un-Islamic concept of unrestricted sovereignty
on the part of the community as a whole” (Asad, 1961, p. 38). In contrast, Ahmad (1958)
demonstrates that classical Islamic thinkers like Al-Farabi, Ar-Rabi and Ibn Khaldun, described
the presence of an Islamic society where a superior man would govern it. Ahmed contends that
these Islamic scholars advocated for a kind of Hobbesian supreme ruler and argued for a
sovereignty that is close to theoretical underpinnings of the popular sovereignty. For Ahmed,
they imagined sovereignty the following way:

“Ruler should be absolutely independent of all limitations or restraints from any other

human being; he is not dependent on any one in any way and is not directed, controlled or

ruled over by any other man; he achieves all knowledge and perfection by himself; and

he is free to take any action to achieve goodness without any check, limit or hindrance

from any other man and there is none to reject his actions” (Ahmad, 1958, p. 144).

Ahmed, however, argues that this take on sovereignty is contrary to Islamic conception of
sovereignty where real sovereignty belongs to Allah. People, however, can exercise only the
right of subservient legislation in the new contexts; they cannot change the fundamental law.
Furthermore, the emergence of Pakistan and its constitutional contestations triggered an intense
debate on sovereignty in academia. Mawdudi and other scholars championed that the state must
declare the divine sovereignty in the constitution while modernists, like Quraishi and Rahman,
proposed the opposite. Ahmad (1965) describes that divine sovereignty perceived by Islamists
with a notion that God’s will that exposed through revealed laws must be executed to establish
an Islamic state. Some of the divine sovereignty advocates, on the other hand, saw it from a

metaphysical viewpoint. In this exposition, for Ahmad, God is the sovereign of the entire

universe as a general moral precept. In this sense, sovereignty belongs to God in both Muslim



and non-Muslim states in general, but people could manage the temporal affairs (Ahmad, 1965).
Famous Urdu poet and scholar Mohammad Igbal (1965) accepts the divine sovereignty arguing
that there is no way to deny God’s sovereignty in Islam, but that does not defy human’s rational
interpretations of temporal affairs, he argues. Igbal’s conception of divine sovereignty, like
Mawdudi’s®, is derived from the doctrine of tawhid that imparts God’s oneness of spiritual
significance that, for Igbal is the key determining factor of Islamic sovereignty and polity. In his
words: “Islam, as a polity, is only a practical means of making this principle a living factor in the
intellectual and emotional life of mankind” (Igbal, 1965, p. 147). Igbal, however, argues that
divine sovereignty does not curb the human freedom in navigating worldly affairs. For him,
God’s sovereignty, in fact, safeguards from the state from the errors of human rational
judgements.

In contrast, modernist scholar Qureshi (1976) rejects both the literate and metaphysical
understanding of divine sovereignty arguing that divine sovereignty is contradictory to the ethos
of a modern state. Qureshi’s point is that through five times prayer, the individual submits to
God and declares His ultimate sovereignty. He argues that God’s ultimate sovereignty is not
jeopardized by the acceptance of people’s sovereignty on political matters. With a God-given
free-rational agency, the way people manage political affairs is not a challenge to God’s ultimate
sovereignty, but that could be seen as a praxis of God’s sovereignty. Qureshi comments:

“It is in the very nature of the freedom given by his Creator to man that he should be free

to act in accordance with his beliefs and convictions. If the people of Pakistan-God

forbid-stray from the path of the Truth, the sovereignty of God will not cease, but the
authority of the people will direct that life in the country in entirely different channels. In

a worldly sense, therefore, the people of Pakistan possess at present the final authority
even to decide whether they shall be Muslims” (Qureshi, 1976, p. 111).

10



Similarly, Rahman (1970) argues that the inclusion of God’s sovereignty in the
constitution of Pakistan engendered considerable ambiguity. People who rallied for it, had barely
any idea on the governance of a modern state. Rahman claims that maintaining of divine
sovereignty is practically impossible and it is contradictory to the fundamental ethos of the
constitution of a modern state like Pakistan. He writes:

“when the Constitution of Pakistan talks about the Sovereignty of God, it commits sheer

confusion under the impact of the revivalists and the rightists in general who had little

idea of the modern concept of political sovereignty. When it enunciates the principles of

‘Islamic social justice’ and ‘freedom, equality and tolerance in accordance with the

teaching of Islam,” such statements are Janus- faced” (Rahman, 1970, p. 282).

Apart from these debates, the new wave of discussion on Islamist sovereignty emerged in
the early 1980s. This wave is either the byproduct of the new debate on
compatibility/incompatibility between Islam and liberal democracy or the critical engagement
with secularism/modernity. While scholars argue that Islam and democracy are perfectly
compatible, they mention that Islamist notion of divine sovereignty poses a doctrinal challenge to
the democratization of Muslim majority countries (Soroush, 2000; Esposito and Voll, 1996;
Hashmi, 2009; Khan, 2006; Fadl, 2004). However, none of these scholarships discusses Islamist
sovereignty as the central point of significance. As the part of modernity/secularism debate,
Euben (1999) discusses Qutb’s insistence on divine sovereignty to reject western modernity
while Agrama (2012), refers to the underlying tension between the shari’a law and state
sovereignty. Neither Euben nor Agrama, however, engages with the theoretical debates of
Islamist sovereignty.

Islamist sovereignty debate has gradually started to get more theoretical-scholarly

attention. Khatb’s (2002, 2006) seminal investigation of Qutb’s concept of Hakimiyya where he

sheds light on the etymological and definitional facets of sovereignty in Islam with an account of

11



Qutb’s making of divine sovereignty in reaction to the popular sovereignty. Similarly, Pasha
(2013, 2018) demonstrates how Qutb’s understanding of theological sovereignty informs his
conception of sovereignty in a political sense, and its implication to the contemporary
international relations debates. Moreover, Zaman’s (2015) contribution to the discussion is
noteworthy as he discusses the origin and influence of Mawdudi and Qutb’s divine sovereignty
arguing that these Islamist sovereignties should be determined as modern as opposed to their
conventional parochial understanding. The most comprehensive and nuanced examination of
Islamist sovereignty come from the series of essays written by Andrew March (2013, 2015a,
2010). He analyzes the genealogy of sovereignty in Islamic thought, Islamist ideologues’
interpretations of sovereignty, with an emphasize on Ghannouchi’s ideas on the topic. He locates
those to the conceptualizations of their counterparts in the Western liberal tradition. However,
none of the extant literature in the field examines the transforming interpretations of Islamist
thought on sovereignty. The present thesis wishes to contribute to this lacuna of literature and
attempts to examine the alternative narratives emerged. It does that by investigating the
theoretical underpinnings of three Islamist scholars-Mawdudi, Qutb, and Ghannouchi.

Why Mawdudi, Qutb, and Ghannouchi?

The choice of these scholars is driven by both theoretical and practical concerns. The
divine sovereignty approach is theorized and popularized, at least after the mid-20™ century
political context, by the writings of Mawdudi and Qutb. They are not only widely read and
discussed, but also have influenced Islamist ideologues and political parties with capacity to
mobilize citizens in various Muslim majority countries. Mawdudi’s contribution lies in initiating
a process of change marked by Islamic ideas that immediately proliferated across the world.

Hassan (2003) offers a detailed account of how his ideas and activism spread not only in South

12



Asian countries, but in Southeast Asia, particularly in Malaysia and Indonesia while Osman’s
(2003) research demonstrates Mawdudi’s influence in Arabic speaking countries. Osman argues
that Mawdudi’s thoughts overlapping with the ideas of Hasan al-Banna were instrumental in
establishing Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. Consequently, Brotherhood activists and the
organizations emerged with Brotherhood-inspired ideologies in the Middle East and Africa
gradually embraced Mawdudian thoughts and activism. Among them, Osman states, Qutb was
influenced the most by Mawdudi’s ideas and activisms. Both Mawdudi and Qutb’s ideas, he
further claims, established the foundation of Islamist revivalist thoughts and movements in the
20" century*® (Osman, 2003).

Conversely, Ghannouchi’s writings are considered as pathbreaking in revisiting the
Islamists conceptions and have immensely influenced modern Islamist thought on sovereignty.
He not only argues for the sovereignty of the ummah, but also quite convincingly insists for a
civil state with Islamic democracy and a separation of religion from politics, among other things.
As a prolific writer both in Arabic and English, he has drawn attention of both policy makers and
researchers across the world. His line of thought is regarded as the most influencial and
innovative in contemporary Islamist political thought (March, 2015; March, 2013; Jawad, 2013;
Hamid & McCants, 2017; Tamimi, 2001, 2007). Moreover, the peaceful democratic transition in
Tunisia during the regime of Ennahda, where Ghannouchi has an instrumental role, is considered
the most successful case in the post- Arab spring Middle Eastern politics (Hamid and McCants,
2017; Hamid, 2016). Ghannouchi’s Ennahda party, accordingly, emerged as the vanguard among
the contemporary Islamist parties with its attempt to accept liberal democracy with an “Islamic

reference” (Wolf, 2017).
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The Lens

| investigate the selected ideologues’ thought on sovereignty by the lens of Comparative
Political Theory (CPT). CPT assumes an understanding of political theory that is defined by
particular questions instead of certain answers, and methodological rigor (Euben, 1999). It
envisions “a political inquiry which, in a sustained fashion, reflects upon the status and meaning
of political life no longer in a restricted geographical setting but in the global” (Dallmayr, 1997,
p. 421). It goes beyond the comparative politics subfield’s rigorous empirical-descriptive
research methodologies and attempts to break the established hierarchy in the study of political
thought where Western thoughts are placed over the “non-western” thoughts (Dallmayr, 1997).
The objective of the present research similarly is not to analyze Islamists’ concept of sovereignty
on the scale of the Western liberal thoughts, prioritizing the latter over the former, but rather to
assess the shift of thought in the Islamist tradition on its own merits. It does not see the Islamist
thoughts from the frame of binarization, namely, secular-religious, and liberal-conservative etc.
Freeden and Vincent (2013) are correct when they mention that in the exploration of CPT, the
dichotomies and binarizations of comparisons such as colonial/subaltern, religious/secular,
oriental/occidental and the like should not be entertained. These binary classifications place ideas
hierarchically that is counter-productive in generating inclusive theories.

The present research is largely informed by the methodological approach (CPT) of
Euben’s significant work Enemy in the Mirror. Euben contests the understanding of the Western
political thought on rationalism arguing that rationalism could be understood in diverse manners
and contexts. For her, Qutb’s ideas are rational in his own way while those are determined as
“fundamentalist” in the Western narratives of rational standard. Euben contends that “‘better’

understandings of Islamic fundamentalism are ones that begin by attending to the inherent power
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of the ideas themselves and hence, the relevance of political actor’s normative commitments to
explanation” (Euben, 1999, p. 25). Such an understanding could be accomplished by, as she
comments, “dialogic method of interpretation,” what she determines as “an approach to studying
political phenomena that engages the participants’ ideas on their own terms, or at least on as
close to their own terms as is possible for an interpreter whose position is exterior to the
worldview of the subject” (Euben, 1999, pp. 12-13). Euben offers a fruitful parallel between
Qutb’s critique of post-Enlightenment rationalism and critiques of contemporary Western
political thought such as Hannah Arendt, Charles Taylor and Alasdair Maclntyre, arguing that
such cross-cultural comparisons “are transformative for they provide a perspective from which to
see parallels and comparisons that narrower conceptions of political theory occlude” (Euben,
1999, p. 123).

Similar to Euben’s thesis | examine Mawdudi, Qutb and Ghannouchi’s thoughts on
sovereignty on their own terms. | take some features such as location of the sovereign, the
relation of rulers and ruled, the sources of rulers’ legitimacy of popular sovereignty from the
ideas of Jean Bodin, Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean Jacques Rousseau, and attempt to
situate them in the thoughts of the selected Islamists ideologues. I, however, by no means
hierarchically place the facets of popular sovereignty over the intricacies of Islamists’
sovereignty. My attempt rather is to understand the Islamists’ sovereignty in light of the inherent
power of Islamists’ ideas in the context of their backgrounds and traditions.

Chapter Outline

With introductory chapter offering a background of the contemporary Islamist debate and

locating the paradox of sovereignty within that, | divided the thesis into three major chapters and

a concluding chapter. In chapter one, I locate sovereignty in the history of the Western and
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Islamist political thought. I illustrate how the concept of popular sovereignty evolved through
several transformations in the context of European history of Christian Reformation, the
separation of Church and state, and the rise of nation states. | further show how the ultimate
sovereignty in this tradition shifted from God to the king, and then from king to people. On the
other hand, I demonstrate that such shift of sovereignty from God to people did not happen in
Islamic tradition. Instead, historically, the debate in Islamic tradition remained limited to the
contentions whether religion and politics in Islam could be separated. In this chapter, | identify
facets of popular sovereignty pertinent to the topic of the current thesis, from the writings of four
major theorists: Jean Bodin, Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, including
the location of sovereignty, the sources of ruling legitimacy, and the basis of relations between
rulers and ruled. The discussion of Bodin, Hobbes, Locke and Roussseau does not intends to
summarize their extensive works or critique their positions on these issues, but only frame a
background for locating the nature of Islamist sovereignty vis-a-vis the theoretical intricacies of
popular sovereignty.

In chapter two, | focus on the divine sovereignty theory articulated by Mawdudi and
Quitb. I divided it into three sections. In the first section, | discuss the prevailing interpretations
and contestations on the concept Khalifa, the viceregency in Islamist political thought. Among
them, | find that a certain interpretation of the concept - the viceregency of ummah, got
prioritized in the modern Islamists discourse although in different manners and contexts. |
demonstrate how Mawdudi, Qutb and Ghannouchi interpret the viceregency of ummah, and hint
its linkage to their thought on sovereignty. In the second section, | discuss the divine sovereignty
thesis of both Mawdudi and Qutb. I show how tawhid - the unity of God, the theological

sovereignty informs the political sovereignty of both the ideologues. I also discuss how rulers
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and ruled relations, individual agency, and the issue of shari’a are articulated in the theorizations
of Mawdudi and Qutb. I look at how divine sovereignty is considered as the antithesis to the
post-enlightenment inspired rational thought that is particularly found in Qutb’s theory of divine
sovereignty.

In chapter three, | analyze Ghannouchi’s thought on sovereignty. | divide the chapter into
three sections. In the first section, | outline Ghannouchi’s historical legacy on the debates of
religion and politics separability and the viceregency in Islam. | show how Ghannouchi’s
positions in these cases inform his take on sovereignty. In the second section, | demonstrate how
drawing from the historical development of Islam, Ghannouchi unambiguously declares the
sovereignty of ummah. I identify his differences with the proponents of divine sovereignty in the
Islamic tradition on the one hand, and of popular sovereignty in the Western tradition, on the
other. In this section, | also show the similarities of Ghannouchi’s thought with the contentions
of both divine and popular sovereignty. | particularly concentrate on his thought on the location
of sovereignty, the social contract creating the relationship between the rulers and ruled, the
mechanism of shura, and the place of shari’a in his articulation of sovereignty. In this chapter,
however, | also indicate the practical challenges to Ghannouchi’s conceptualization of
sovereignty.

In conclusion, I summarize the major arguments of the advocates of both divine
sovereignty and the sovereignty of ummah explicated throughout the thesis. I articulate what
normative contribution the shifting notion of sovereignty has on the larger debates of Islamist
political thought. I also ask if this normative transformation of Islamist sovereignty brings any

democratic promise in Muslim majority countries. | argue that the shift has a significant
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normative contribution to the democratic understanding in Muslim majority countries that

emerges within Islamist political thought.
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CHAPTER II: LOCATING SOVEREIGNTY IN THE WESTERN AND ISLAMIST

POLITICAL THOUGHT

Introduction

The present chapter focuses on the historical trajectories of the rise of popular
sovereignty in the Western and Islamist political thought. It is divided into three sections. The
first section illustrates the definitional complexities and categories of sovereignty. It affirms that
sovereignty is defined as the ultimate domestic or internal authority of a ruling political body in
this thesis. The second section locates the historical rise of popular sovereignty in the Western
political thought and Islamist political tradition’s debate if politics is separable from Islam. It
shows how popular sovereignty evolved through several transformations in the context of
European history of Christian Reformation, the separation of Church and state, and the rise of
nation states. The ultimate sovereignty in this tradition shifted from God to the king, and then
from king to people. On the other hand, it argues that in Islamist political thought, theoretically
the historical debates on sovereignty remained limited to the contestations on the separability and
inseparability of religion and politics. The section contends that although the history of Islamist
politics has addressed the practical intricacies of religion’s separation from politics, it was not
popularized because the rulers used to harness their legitimacy to rule from the inseparability of
Islam and politics. It further adds that this separability and inseparability debates significantly
inform the modern Islamist political thought on sovereignty.

The final section elucidates the theoretical debates on the emergence of popular
sovereignty in the writings of four major theorists: Jean Bodin, Thomas Hobbes, John Locke,

and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Instead of exploring the whole range of arguments on popular
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sovereignty, it highlights only a few selective aspects pertinent to the topic of the current thesis.
It examines the diverse interpretations of sovereignty, the sources of the sovereign’s legitimacy,
and basis of relations between the rulers and the ruled explored in the writings of the selected
theorists on sovereignty.

What is Sovereignty?

The term sovereignty denotes a complex idea that defies a concise definition. The
standard dictionary definition reads: “Supremacy in respect to power, domination or rank;
supreme domination, authority or rule.”*! There are diverse debates on which supreme authority
is to be determined as the ultimate sovereign. This definitional and theoretical debates on
sovereignty are not contemporary. The elements of the theory of sovereignty are found in the
literature of the classical Greek political philosophies and the classic body of the Roman Law.
However, it was not theorized until the 16th century. The process of the theorization of
sovereignty started with the writings of Thomas Aquinas who under the spell of Aristotle’s
works, underscored that the supreme power arose from a purely human foundation. Aquinas
believed that the authority of the Pope came from God while the authority of the Emperor
derived from the consent of the people, and the governance of the Empire was a synchronized
function of both authorities (Merriam, 1968).

However, the first systematic discussions on the nature of sovereignty can be found in the
works of Jean Bodin. His experience in France which was transforming from the last stage of
feudalism, through the disruption of civil war, into a centralized state, led him to argue for a state
which places its interest above all considerations (Merriam, 1968). Bodin defines sovereignty as
“the absolute and perpetual power over citizens and subjects in a Commonwealth” (Bodin, 1955,

p. 25). For him, it is first and foremost absolute, in that it is completely free from the restraints of
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law and is not subject to any conditions or confinements. Bodin’s contemporary Grotius defines
sovereignty as “that power whose acts are not subject to the control of another so that they made
void by the act of any other human will” (Merriam, 1968, p. 21). The Englishman, Thomas
Hobbes constructed a more comprehensive argument for absolute sovereignty. To Hobbes, the
sovereign is “‘the mortal God who may use the strength and means of them all as he shall think
expedient, for their peace and common defense” (Hobbes, 1952, p. 132). John Locke argues for a
sovereign political community established by a fundamental law which runs the supreme
government. For him, a sovereign political entity authorized by the general people of the
community who surrender their natural rights is necessary for the common good (Merriam,
1968). Rousseau, on the other hand, defines sovereignty as the general will of people where
sovereignty is inalienable and indivisible-legislative authority that cannot be transferred to any
person or body less than the whole and one part of the assembly cannot be charged with some
matters of legislation and other parts with others (Rousseau, 1997, pp. 57-58).

In the contemporary debates of political science and international relations, sovereignty is
classified into diverse categories, i.e., legal and political sovereignty, domestic and international
sovereignty. Stephen D. Krasner (1999) categorizes four different meanings/forms of
sovereignty, such as domestic, interdependence, international, and Westphalian sovereignty.
Domestic sovereignty means that the domestic authority, structures and the adequate level of
control they have within a state’s territory (Krasner, 2004). Interdependence sovereignty, on the
other hand, is a state’s ability to control movements across borders. International legal
sovereignty is the process of states’ mutually recognizing each other as independent states
(Krasner, 1999). Finally, Westphalian sovereignty entails “the exclusion of external actors from

domestic authority configurations” (Krasner, 1999, p. 9). Krasner argues that intervention to
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other states is considered as the violation of the norm associated with both Westphalian
sovereignty and international legal sovereignty. Robert H. Jackson (1990), finds two notions of
sovereignty: positive and negative. He defines negative sovereignty as the autonomy from
external intrusion (non-intervention). It is a legal condition that states attribute to each other. In
contrast, positive sovereignty defines the competences “which enable governments to be their
own masters” (Jackson, 1990, p. 29). A sovereign state in positive sense is a state that is capable
of providing political demands to the people they represent (Jackson, 1990).

The focus of the present study is domestic or internal sovereignty. By internal
sovereignty, | mean a political body that possesses “ultimate, final authority to rule, whose
decisions are binding upon all citizens, groups and institutions in society” (Heywood, 2004, p.
92). It is a conception of sovereignty defined in the context of the territorial integrity and
inviolability of each political community in modern nation states. Within internal sovereignty,
political and legal sovereignty can be distinguished. Political sovereignty “refers to the existence
of supreme political power, possessed of the ability to command obedience because it
monopolizes coercive force” (Heywood, 2004, p. 91). On the other hand, legal, de jure
sovereignty, centers on the belief that ultimate authority lies in the laws of the state-the supreme
power is determined based on the legal authority (Heywood, 2004). Some scholars argued that
“while it belongs to the field of politics, sovereignty is properly, and can only be, a legal
conception” (Middleton, 1969, p. 136); others such as Leibholz claimed that sovereignty is a
political concept, not legal (Skinner, 2010).

In the current thesis, this distinction between the legal and political will not be
underscored, as both dimensions are intertwined in the topic of the research. The political and

legal forms of sovereignty are associated with the transformation of sovereignty from the divine
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to the worldly in the Western tradition and the multiple views on sovereignty in Islamic tradition.
In Islamic tradition, the ultimate God’s authority is manifested through God’s laws embodied in
revealed texts (shari’a). Both are so subtly intertwined that the distinction between two
authorities is unintelligible. The different historical and political trajectories, and distinctive
natures of religious experiences of Western and Islamic traditions have shaped the debates on
sovereignty into two separate directions. While in the Western tradition the people’s ultimate
sovereignty emerged with an acceptance that religion and politics are two separate entities, in
Islamist tradition the debate is constricted by the question whether the separation is permissible.
However, the separability/inseparability of politics from religion involves historically significant
debates that inform the contemporary contestations on sovereignty in modern Islamist political
thought. In the next section | will offer an account of historical transformations of sovereignty
from God to the king, and then from king to people in the Western political thought. I will also
elucidate persistent but diverse debates on possibility and impossibility of separating politics
from religion in Islamist political thought.
Sovereignty in Historical Context in Christian and Islamic Traditions

The theoretical underpinnings of sovereignty in Western and Islamist tradition differ to
each other because of their distinctive historical experiences. The thought of sovereignty in both
traditions has been informed with the different political status of Christianity and Islam. In
Christianity, religion became separated from politics that informed the transformation of
sovereignty from God to the King, and then, the King to people. In the early years of
Christianity, the ultimate sovereignty bestowed to God; worldly rulers were not entitled to hold
supreme and unconditional power over people. God’s supreme sovereignty in the late Middle

Ages of the European political history, however, eventually got challenged and rulers started to
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claim ruling authority both from the sources of God and people. The Protestant Reformation that
led to the ultimate separation of religion from politics in Christianity significantly contributed to
the rise of popular sovereignty in the Western political thought. In opposed to the Western
tradition, Islamist political history did not experience such a transformation of sovereignty from
the God to people. The popular argument in this regard is primarily derived from the theological
ground. It contends that Islam as a religion does not allow a space to argue for a political entity
separated from religion. It is also argued that Islam as a faith is exceptional to other faiths. There
was no central authority in Islam from which it had to be separated in compared to the historical
separation of politics from the repressive authority of Church. However, this inseparability thesis
of Islam was challenged with an argument that Islam’s engagements with politics were diverse
and there were practices of governance where religion had been separated from politics in
Islamic traditions. These historical debates of both Western and Islamist traditions merit a
detailed discussion to understand sovereignty in modern Islamist and Western political thought.
In Western thought, politics is considered a temporal subject that is separated from religion
whereas in Islamist tradition, there are diverse positions on the issue.'? It is because from the
beginning of Islamist polity during the time of Prophet Mohammad (PBUH), the political status
of Islam and Christianity was different. The early Christian church was a politically insignificant
body that eschewed any worldly political affiliation while the Muslim community was political
from the beginning (Brown, 2000). Whereas the Prophet Mohammad “presided over both a new
religious community and a rapidly expanding new polity”, Jesus was a dissident against a
reigning political order, the Roman Empire. (Brown, 2000, p. 46) Furthermore, it is also argued
that governance in Islam had been directed in accordance with the codified shari’a, based on the

interpretations of the Quran and Hadith (the practices of Mohammad) while there had not been
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such religion based codified laws in Christianity. From Mohammad’s founding of Medina state
(622-632) to the early caliphate of his four righteously guided companions®® (632-661), then the
Umayyad caliphate, followed by the Abbasid caliphate, and later the dynasties and empires4, at
least for Sunnis, shari’a was the basis of legitimacy for the political order (Hamid, 2016).

In Christian tradition, the fall of the Roman empire and the rise of the centralized-
Christian church contributed to the emergence of a religiously dominated political order in the
West. Christianity’s marriage with Roman empire replaced the ethical base of politics to
Christian ethics. Prior to that, political ethics was dominated by Greek ethical and moral thinking
that was entirely this worldly, unrelated to the world of God (Copson 2017). In Roman Empire,
the Christian ethics subsequently permeated into other features of the empire; church became an
integral part of governance. What is good and bad started to be defined in Christian moral and
ethical standard where divinity played a vital role. Augustine argues that sovereignty is destined
to the God only. His famous book The City of God unveils this phenomenon by investigating the
features of two cities: the city of God, and the earthly city. Accor<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>