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Abstract

The issue of imamate and leadership has consistently received considerable attention in Sunni Qur’anic exegesis. By examining a range
of Sunni commentaries, the present study analyzes the role of divine command in conferring legitimacy upon Islamic leadership and
investigates the views of prominent exegetes such as lbn Kathir, al-Alusi, Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, and al-Qurtubi. The findings indicate that
although some exegetes emphasize consensus (ijma‘) and consultation (shtird) in the selection of the leader of the Muslim community,
many others simultaneously associate the legitimacy of political authority with the divine will and command. The results further
demonstrate that Sunni exegetes have developed divergent interpretations of divine command in relation to the imamate and the leadership
of Muslims. Employing a descriptive-analytical approach, this study shows that divine command continues to constitute a fundamental
principle in the legitimation of Islamic leadership within Sunni exegesis and that this concept has directly influenced interpretations of
Islamic systems of governance across different historical periods.
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Extended Abstract

The question of imamate and leadership occupies a central position in Islamic political and theological thought
because it concerns not only the administration of the Muslim community but also the foundations upon which
political authority acquires religious legitimacy. Within Sunni Qur’anic exegesis, the concept of divine
command has frequently been invoked in interpreting verses related to authority, obedience, guardianship,
succession, and the organization of collective Muslim life. Although Sunni exegetes generally distinguish the
prophetic office from the post-prophetic institution of political leadership, many nevertheless understand
legitimate rule as being normatively constrained by divine revelation, the Qur’an, the Sunnah, and the
principles of Islamic law. This has produced a wide range of interpretive positions concerning whether
leadership is established directly by divine designation, indirectly through revealed principles, or through
communal mechanisms such as consultation, consensus, and allegiance. Exegetical discussions of verses
concerning wilayah, obedience to “those vested with authority,” and the duties of rulers reveal that political
legitimacy is rarely treated as purely secular or autonomous from divine normativity. Major Sunni
commentators such as Ibn Kathir, al-Alusi, Fakhr al-Razi, and al-Qurtubi approach these verses from different
theological and juristic perspectives, yet their interpretations broadly reflect the assumption that political
leadership must remain within the normative framework established by revelation (13, 25-27). The distinction
between divine legitimacy and the practical mechanism through which a leader assumes office is therefore
fundamental: while the actual selection of a ruler may occur through shira, consensus, designation by a
predecessor, or allegiance, the moral and religious validity of leadership is still measured against divine
commandments. This framework also explains why classical theological schools differed over whether the
obligation to establish an imam is known through revelation or reason, and whether the institution of leadership
itself belongs to the principles of religion or to its juridical branches (2, 28).

A particularly important dimension of the debate concerns the theological status, purpose, and necessity of the
imamate. Mu ‘tazilite theologians, despite their rationalist orientation, regarded leadership as indispensable for
implementing legal and social obligations, although they differed concerning the basis of that obligation and
the authority responsible for appointing the imam. The Basran Mu ‘tazilites and figures associated with the
Jubba’i tradition understood the establishment of leadership as a communal obligation grounded in divine law,
whereas other rationalist currents placed greater emphasis on reason as the basis for recognizing the necessity
of political authority. In this perspective, the imamate is required because certain religious duties—including
the implementation of legal penalties, protection of social order, preservation of justice, and enforcement of
public obligations—cannot be properly realized without a legitimate governing authority (2, 3). Historical and
doctrinal analyses of Mu‘tazilite thought also show that acceptance of selection and communal choice as
mechanisms for determining the ruler reflected an effort to reconcile political history with theological theory,
especially in relation to the early caliphate (4). In contrast, other Islamic theological traditions developed more
explicitly sacral understandings of the imamate. Shi‘i thought, in particular, treated the imamate as a divinely
established office whose holder possesses specific spiritual and epistemological qualifications, thereby
locating the question of leadership within theology rather than merely jurisprudence (7, 10). The resulting
disagreement is therefore not simply over who should govern, but over the ontology of leadership itself:
whether the imam is primarily a political administrator chosen to secure public order or a divinely authorized
guide whose authority possesses a religious and metaphysical foundation. This distinction profoundly
influences the interpretation of divine command, because the more sacred the conception of the imamate
becomes, the more directly its legitimacy is connected with divine designation rather than communal
recognition.
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The principle of knowing and obeying the rightful imam constitutes another major dimension of the discourse.
Islamic theological and hadith traditions contain reports linking ignorance of the imam with a “death of
ignorance,” and these reports have been interpreted as evidence for the religious importance of recognizing
legitimate authority. In Shi‘i and Zaydi traditions, such narrations have often been understood as implying that
knowledge of the imam is not merely biographical awareness but recognition of his religious authority,
spiritual status, right to obedience, and role in preserving divine guidance (6, 7). Zaydi scholars similarly
interpreted knowledge of the imam as a practical and theological obligation, particularly where a qualified
imam emerges and calls the community to allegiance and righteous governance (8, 11). The relationship
between knowledge and obedience is especially significant because recognition of legitimate authority is
understood to entail practical adherence rather than merely intellectual acknowledgment. In Imamiyyah
thought, this is expressed through the doctrine of obligatory obedience (iftirad al-ta ‘ah), according to which
obedience to the divinely authorized imam forms an extension of obedience to God and the Prophet (15).
Commentarial traditions explain this obedience as grounded in knowledge, submission to rightful
guardianship, and recognition of the imam’s superior religious authority (16). Sunni political theology, by
contrast, tends to emphasize obedience to political authority for the sake of social order while simultaneously
recognizing that rulers remain bound by divine law. Some Sunni jurists and theologians extended this
obligation even to unjust rulers, arguing that rebellion may cause greater disorder and social harm, while other
traditions placed stronger restrictions on obedience where rulers violate fundamental religious norms (13, 14).
These differences reveal that the meaning of divine command in political leadership is inseparable from the
larger question of how Islamic schools conceptualize the relationship among authority, law, obedience, justice,
and communal stability.

The issue of obedience becomes particularly complex in relation to unjust rulers. Sunni theological and juristic
traditions have often defended obedience to an established ruler, including a ruler who attained power through
force, when rebellion would threaten public order and produce greater social corruption. Such arguments are
frequently rooted in the preservation of unity and the avoidance of civil strife, and classical Sunni discussions
of political authority emphasize the necessity of hearing and obeying those who hold effective rule, so long as
the broader religious order is not fundamentally destroyed (13, 14). By contrast, Imamiyyah jurisprudence
generally approaches cooperation with unjust authority with greater suspicion and treats support for oppressive
rule as prohibited in principle, except where overriding interests, necessity, or secondary legal considerations
justify limited cooperation (17, 18). Qur’anic prohibitions against inclining toward oppressors have
consequently been interpreted as extending beyond direct participation in injustice to forms of political,
economic, or symbolic support that reinforce oppressive authority (19). Zaydi approaches have historically
placed even stronger emphasis on the moral qualifications of the imam, maintaining that injustice and serious
moral corruption may disqualify a ruler from legitimate leadership and, under certain conditions, justify
resistance (8). The comparison among these traditions clarifies that “divine command” does not generate a
uniform theory of political obedience; rather, it functions as a higher normative criterion interpreted differently
according to each school’s conception of legitimate authority. For some, the divine command primarily
requires maintaining political order and preventing chaos; for others, it requires fidelity to a divinely designated
or morally qualified leader; and for still others, it establishes ethical and legal limitations beyond which
political obedience can no longer be justified. Thus, the jurisprudence of obedience constitutes one of the
clearest areas in which divergent understandings of divine legitimacy become visible in Islamic political
thought.

The epistemological foundation of religious leadership is further reinforced by the relationship between the
Qur’an, the Sunnah, and the authority of religious interpreters. Imamiyyah hadith literature repeatedly
emphasizes that the teachings attributed to the Imams must remain consistent with the Qur’an and the Prophetic
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Sunnah, and that religious claims contrary to these foundational sources cannot be accepted as authoritative
(15). Reports attributed to the Imams present their teachings not as independent legislation detached from
revelation, but as explanation, transmission, and authoritative interpretation of the divine message. Similar
traditions state that authentic religious knowledge ultimately derives from the Qur’an and the Sunnah and that
transmitted reports must be evaluated by their conformity with these sources (6, 22). This principle is directly
relevant to the theological problem of divine command and leadership because it situates legitimate authority
within a chain of normative dependence: the ruler, imam, jurist, or interpreter does not possess unrestricted
authority but is legitimate insofar as his commands remain consistent with divine revelation. Even in traditions
that grant extensive authority to the imam, this authority is represented as continuous with, rather than
contradictory to, the legislative mission of the Prophet. Reports concerning the Imams’ adherence to Prophetic
legislation similarly underscore that they do not independently declare lawful what the Prophet prohibited or
prohibit what he declared lawful, except where temporary circumstances such as dissimulation require context-
specific rulings (23, 24). Accordingly, the concept of divine command serves as both a source and a limitation
of political-religious authority. It authorizes leadership by connecting it to revelation, while simultaneously
restricting that authority by preventing rulers or religious leaders from placing themselves above divine law.
This dual function helps explain why Sunni exegetical traditions, despite their acceptance of various historical
methods of ruler selection, repeatedly return to the Qur’an and Sunnah as the ultimate standards by which the
legitimacy and conduct of leadership must be judged.

In conclusion, the analysis of divine command in relation to imamate and Muslim leadership demonstrates that
Islamic exegetical and theological traditions share a fundamental concern with grounding political authority in
a normative religious framework, even though they differ substantially in defining the mechanism, scope, and
conditions of legitimate leadership. Sunni interpretations generally allow a greater role for consultation,
consensus, allegiance, political necessity, and communal interest in the establishment of authority, while
continuing to maintain that rulers remain accountable to revelation and the principles of Islamic law. Shi‘i
approaches place stronger emphasis on divine designation, the religious status of the imam, and the
inseparability of legitimate authority from divinely conferred qualifications, whereas Zaydi thought combines
the importance of religious legitimacy with an especially strong emphasis on justice, competence, and active
moral leadership. These differences indicate that the central controversy is not whether divine guidance is
relevant to political leadership, but how that guidance is institutionally realized and historically recognized.
The concept of divine command therefore operates on several interconnected levels: it provides the normative
foundation of political legitimacy, defines the ethical obligations of rulers, establishes the conditions under
which obedience becomes religiously meaningful, and supplies standards for distinguishing legitimate
authority from oppressive rule. The diversity of interpretations also illustrates the flexibility of Islamic political
thought, in which revelation, reason, public interest, consultation, allegiance, justice, and religious knowledge
have been combined in different proportions across theological and exegetical traditions. Ultimately, the
enduring significance of divine command in discussions of imamate lies in its capacity to connect governance
with moral responsibility and to prevent political authority from being understood as merely an expression of
power. In this sense, the debates surrounding imamate and leadership remain important not only for
understanding classical Islamic theology and Qur’anic exegesis but also for examining broader questions
concerning legitimacy, authority, political obligation, justice, and the relationship between religion and
governance in Muslim societies.
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