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The interplay between religion and state power has shaped the course of human history,
and nowhere is this more evident than in the complex relationship between Islam and the
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formation of political entities. Understanding the “Islamic Leviathan,” a concept drawing
parallels to Hobbes's secular Leviathan, requires examining how religious authority has
been wielded to establish, maintain, and project state power, significantly impacting global
politics. This exploration will delve into the multifaceted ways Islamic principles have been
interpreted and utilized to build and legitimize state power, examining both the historical
context and contemporary implications.

The Historical Evolution of the Islamic Leviathan

The historical trajectory of the Islamic Leviathan is far from monolithic. Early Islamic
caliphates, while often powerful, differed significantly from later empires and modern
nation-states. The concept of *Sharia* (Islamic law), a critical element in understanding the
Islamic Leviathan, has been interpreted and implemented in diverse ways across time and
space. While some rulers sought to closely align state power with religious doctrine, others
adopted more pragmatic approaches, separating religious authority from secular
governance to a greater or lesser extent.

#4## The Caliphate and the Early Islamic State
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The early Islamic caliphates exemplified a unique form of theocratic rule, where religious
and political authority were deeply intertwined. The Caliph, considered the successor to the
Prophet Muhammad, wielded both spiritual and temporal power, establishing a system that
blended religious law with state administration. This model, however, evolved dramatically
over time. The Abbasid Caliphate, for example, witnessed a complex interplay between
religious scholars (Ulema) and secular rulers, leading to varying degrees of influence from
religious authorities on political decisions. This early period provides a foundation for
understanding the diverse ways Islam has shaped state power.

##+# The Ottoman Empire and its Legacy

The Ottoman Empire, a long-lasting and influential Islamic power, offers a compelling case
study in the evolution of the Islamic Leviathan. Its vast expanse and enduring influence
underscored the capability of religiously legitimized state power to achieve geopolitical
dominance. However, the Empire also reveals the internal tensions inherent in balancing
religious authority with the pragmatic needs of governing a multi-ethnic, multi-religious
empire. The Ottoman experience demonstrates how the interpretation of Islamic law and its
application to governance could vary depending on political exigencies and social contexts.
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Islamic Law and State Power: The Role of Sharia

*Sharia* law, often misunderstood in Western contexts, plays a pivotal role in the Islamic
Leviathan narrative. It's not a single, uniformly applied code but rather a diverse body of
legal interpretations and practices that varies across different schools of Islamic
jurisprudence (madhhabs). Some interpretations emphasize a strong connection between
religious law and state governance, leading to the implementation of *Sharia*-based legal
systems in various countries. Other interpretations prioritize the separation of religious and
secular domains. The relationship between *Sharia* and state power has been a major
factor in shaping the formation and character of many Muslim-majority states, influencing
everything from criminal justice to family law.

The Islamic Leviathan in the Modern World: Challenges
and Transformations

The 20th and 21st centuries have witnessed significant transformations in the relationship
between Islam and state power. The rise of nation-states, the impact of colonialism, and the
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emergence of various ideologies have challenged traditional models of the Islamic
Leviathan. The creation of secular states, even in Muslim-majority countries, has led to
ongoing debates about the role of religion in public life and the proper balance between
religious and secular authorities. The rise of Islamist movements, with their differing
interpretations of *Sharia* and visions for governance, further complicates the landscape.
These movements, advocating for varying degrees of religious influence on state power,
represent a critical factor in contemporary global politics. Understanding the motivations
and strategies of these movements is essential to comprehending the modern evolution of
the Islamic Leviathan.

The Islamic Leviathan and Global Politics

The dynamics of the Islamic Leviathan extend far beyond the boundaries of individual
states. The influence of Islamic thought and institutions on international relations is
substantial, impacting issues such as peacebuilding, conflict resolution, human rights, and
the interactions between Muslim-majority countries and the West. The way different states
engage with the Islamic faith, whether through policies promoting religious freedom or
those restricting religious expression, shapes their foreign policy and international



Islamic Leviathan Islam And The Making Of State Power Religion And Global Politics

relations. The rise of Islamist terrorism further complicates the dynamics, adding another
layer to the complex interplay between religion, state power, and global politics. This
interplay significantly impacts the global political landscape, making understanding the
Islamic Leviathan crucial for navigating the complexities of international relations.

Conclusion

The Islamic Leviathan is not a static entity but a dynamic and evolving phenomenon. Its
history is marked by diverse interpretations of Islamic principles and their application to
state power, resulting in a wide spectrum of political systems across the Muslim world.
Understanding this complex interplay between religion, state-building, and global politics
necessitates a nuanced approach that avoids generalizations and embraces the diversity of
experiences within the Islamic world. The continued evolution of the Islamic Leviathan will
undoubtedly remain a significant topic in global political analysis for years to come,
requiring ongoing scholarly attention and critical analysis.
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FAQ

Q1: What is the difference between the Islamic Leviathan and Hobbes's Leviathan?

Al: While both concepts deal with the relationship between power and authority, Hobbes's
Leviathan focuses on the secular state and the social contract, emphasizing the need for a
sovereign power to maintain order and prevent societal collapse. The Islamic Leviathan, on
the other hand, explores the interaction of religious and political authority, drawing on
Islamic principles and practices to examine how state power is established, legitimized, and
wielded within the context of Islamic societies. Both concepts offer frameworks for
understanding the role of power, but they operate within distinct theoretical and historical
contexts.

Q2: Is Sharia law inherently authoritarian?

A2: No, Sharia law is not inherently authoritarian. Its interpretation and implementation
vary widely depending on historical context, cultural factors, and specific schools of Islamic
jurisprudence. Some interpretations of *Sharia* can be compatible with democratic
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governance, emphasizing individual rights and freedoms, while other interpretations may
advocate for stricter forms of social control. The key is to recognize the diversity of
interpretations within *Sharia* and avoid simplistic generalizations.

Q3: How does the Islamic Leviathan impact international relations?

A3: The Islamic Leviathan's impact on international relations is significant and multifaceted.
It influences foreign policy decisions, shapes perceptions of Muslim-majority countries, and
impacts interactions between the West and the Muslim world. The role of religion in foreign
policy, the rise of Islamist movements, and issues such as human rights and terrorism are
all influenced by the complex interplay between Islam and state power in the international
arena.

Q4: What are the key challenges to studying the Islamic Leviathan?

A4: Key challenges include the vast diversity of Islamic societies and interpretations of
religious texts, the complexities of historical context, and the potential for biased or
simplistic analyses. Avoiding generalizations, employing nuanced approaches to
understanding diverse political systems, and considering multiple perspectives are crucial
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for effective research.

Q5: How does the concept of the Islamic Leviathan relate to contemporary political
Islam?

A5: The concept provides a framework for understanding how various contemporary
Islamist movements aim to establish or influence state power, drawing on diverse
interpretations of Islamic law and political thought. Some groups seek to establish explicitly
theocratic states governed by *Sharia*, while others advocate for a greater role of religion
in public life through less direct means.

Q6: Can the Islamic Leviathan be applied to non-Muslim societies?

A6: While the concept is rooted in the context of Islamic societies, its underlying themes -
the interplay of religion and state power - can be applied more broadly to understand how
religious beliefs and institutions have shaped political systems in various historical and
contemporary contexts. The core analytical framework can be adapted to analyze the
relationship between religion and state power in non-Muslim societies as well.
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Q7: What are some future research directions for studying the Islamic Leviathan?

A7: Future research could focus on the evolving relationship between *Sharia* and state
power in the face of globalization, the impact of technological advancements on religious
interpretations, and comparative studies examining diverse models of religious influence on
state power across different cultural and historical contexts. Further research examining
the impact of specific religious movements and their interplay with governance is also
essential.

Q8: What is the role of the Ulema (religious scholars) in the Islamic Leviathan?

A8: The Ulema’s role has varied significantly throughout history. In some instances, they
have exerted significant political influence, shaping the interpretation and application of
*Sharia* and advising rulers. In other instances, their influence has been more limited, with
secular authorities holding greater power. Their role remains a crucial aspect of
understanding the dynamics of the Islamic Leviathan, and its evolution demands further
study.

10
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Islamic Leviathan: Islam and the Making of State
Power, Religion, and Global Politics

The relationship between religion and governance has been a constant source of study for
scholars across various disciplines. This article delves into the multifaceted event of state
formation within an Islamic context, examining how religious beliefs have influenced
political arrangements and, conversely, how political realities have interpreted religious
conceptions. We will explore the concept of an "Islamic Leviathan," drawing on Hobbes's
seminal work, to comprehend the dominant role of religion in the establishment and support
of state power, both historically and in the contemporary global landscape.

The term "Leviathan," borrowed from Hobbes's depiction of a sovereign state necessary to
maintain order amidst human turmoil, is particularly relevant when considering the
influence of Islam on state-building. Unlike worldly nation-states, the development of many
Muslim-majority states has been intimately intertwined with religious power. The ancient
Caliphate, for instance, illustrates a distinct fusion of religious and political control, where
religious leaders held substantial secular functions. The Caliph's authority was considered

11
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both religious and political, legitimizing his rule through a mixture of religious and political
arguments.

However, the relationship hasn't been consistent throughout history. Different schools of
Islamic thought, such as the Hanafi, Maliki, Shafi'i, and Hanbali schools, have offered
varying perspectives on the ideal relationship between religion and the state. Some
emphasize the importance of a religiously-guided ruler, while others advocate for a stricter
separation of religious and political spheres. This spectrum of thought has profoundly
influenced the political landscapes of different Muslim-majority countries, leading to diverse
political arrangements and degrees of religious influence in governance.

The appearance of modern nation-states has further entangled this connection. The process
of nation-building in many post-colonial Muslim-majority countries has involved agreements
between religious and secular forces, often resulting in composite political systems that
attempt to integrate religious identity with modern beliefs of governance. This process has
been characterized by both successes and failures, resulting in a vast array of political
outcomes.

12
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The present global international landscape further adds aspects to the discussion. The
growth of Islamist political movements, often driven by views of Islam that highlight the
importance of religious law and governance, has significantly shaped the political dynamics
of several regions. These movements have challenged existing political orders and purposed
to create alternative forms of governance based on Islamic principles. Understanding the
impulses and doctrines of these movements is vital to assessing the ongoing progression of
the connection between Islam and state power.

In conclusion, the "Islamic Leviathan" is not a monolithic being but rather a multifaceted
and evolving event. The dynamic between Islam and state power has been shaped by a
array of historical factors, including religious jurisprudence, political doctrines, and global
power dynamics. Further research into this sphere could explore specific case studies of
state formation in different Muslim-majority countries, examining the function of different
schools of Islamic thought, the impact of colonialism, and the challenges of balancing
religious identity with modern governance arrangements. This knowledge is essential not
only for academic goals but also for knowledgeable engagement with contemporary global
authority.

13
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Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. What is the difference between an "Islamic State" and a Muslim-majority state?
An "Islamic State" claims to derive its legitimacy directly from Islamic law (Sharia), while a
Muslim-majority state may have a predominantly Muslim population but operates under a
secular or hybrid legal system.

2. How does the concept of the "Islamic Leviathan" differ from Hobbes's original
concept? While both involve a powerful state maintaining order, the "Islamic Leviathan"
adds the crucial element of religious legitimacy and the complex interplay between religious
and secular authority.

3. What are some of the challenges in balancing religious and secular elements in
governance in Muslim-majority countries? These challenges include reconciling diverse
interpretations of Islamic law, managing the relationship between religious institutions and
the state, and ensuring religious freedom while maintaining social order.

4. How does the global political landscape influence the relationship between Islam
and state power? Global power dynamics, international relations, and the actions of other

14
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states often impact the internal political processes and the stability of Muslim-majority
countries.
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