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Various theories have been presented concerning the relationship between religion and
power. Mohammad Shahrour, a Syrian intellectual, in his book "Al-Din wa Al-Sulta:
Qira'a Mu'aasira lil-Hakemiya (Religion and Power: A Contemporary Reading of
Governance), citing Quranic verses, believes in the sufficiency of innate disposition
(fitrah) and rational cognition for the construction of a civilized human society.
Considering the concepts associated with the lexical items "Obedience," "Reluctance,"
"Prohibition," and the attribute of humanity as "Khalifa Allahi" (God's representative), he
rejects the linkage between religion and power. The central question of this study,
conducted utilizing a library-based methodology and an analytical approach, is the
examination of Shahrour’s Quranic arguments with the aim of evaluating the method of
inferences derived from the verses within his work. Research findings indicate that, while
Shahrour’s efforts in lexical analysis and providing the groundwork for inference cannot
be denied, his conclusions are minimal and flawed due to the omission of the religion
element and a lack of comprehensiveness; for innate disposition requires the guiding role
of religion, and contrary to Shahrour’s perspective, dominion is not the sole cornerstone
of governance, and rightful power possesses the component of authority. The position of
"Khalifat Allah" also entails requirements, including adherence to the centrality of the

caliphate, namely "Allah".
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

One of the theories on the concept of power or governance in Islam is the belief in the absence of
religion in the realm of politics, which is presented with various reasons. Among those who believe in
this theory is Muhammad Shahrour, a Syrian Sunni reformist thinker. In his book «Al Din wa al Sulta:

Qira’a Mu‘asira li 1 hakimiyya» (Religion and Power: A Contemporary Reading of Governance), he

discusses the the opposition between religion and power he examines the opposition between religion
and power to prevent any group from invoking religious legitimacy to assume the seat of government,
thereby subjugating the people and suppressing their freedom of thought and expression. He grounds
his argument in Qur’anic verses, asserting that innate human nature and rational cognition are sufficient
foundations for constructing a civilized human society. Considering the meanings of the terms
“Obedience,” “Reluctance,” “Prohibition,” and the concept of the “divinely appointed vicegerent
(khalifah Allahi) of humanity,” he rejects any linkage between religion and power. The present study
seeks to answer the following question: How does Shahrour derive his conclusions from Qur’anic
passages in order to substantiate the thesis presented in his aforementioned work?

Methodology

In the present paper, employing a descriptive analytical methodology, Shahrour’s exegetical stance
in the aforementioned book regarding the relationship between religion and power is first explicated and
then critically evaluated. To this end, we will first outline Shahrour’s approach to understanding and
interpreting the Quran, and subsequently his views on the relationship between religion and power.
Since Shahrour bases his arguments on a Qur’anic analysis of specific lexical items and verses, his
Quranic documentation is subsequently analyzed and evaluated by utilizing verses from the Quran and
their context, the sayings of linguists, the opinions of commentators, and the views of religious scholars.

Findings

Shahrour’s assertion that coercion and dominance are inherent characteristics of power is affirmed;
however, contrary to his assumption that dominance constitutes the cornerstone of the state, freedom of
the people has been a consideration within religious governance, with Islamic precepts establishing a
compromise between the authority of the ruler and the liberty of the governed. Furthermore, while
coercion and dominance constitute attributes of power, legitimate power encompasses another
component: authority. Such authority is actualized only when the governed perceive the ruler as worthy
of sovereignty and lend him their support. Furthermore, contrary to Shahrour’s assertion that intrusion
into private life is a characteristic of religious governance, Qur’anic teachings maintain that no
individual is authorized to probe hidden affairs. Any intervention in personal matters is deemed
impermissible unless it is necessary to secure the public interest (al-maSlahah) and to uphold the moral
welfare and prosperity (al-Salah wa al-falah) of the community; absent such necessity, violations of
privacy are not sanctioned.

Based on analyses, Shahrour’s assertion that the khalifah is to be regarded as a successor and
representative is affirmed; the status of humanity's divine vicegerency rests upon individual autonomy
and freedom of action. Nevertheless, prior to any earthly affiliation, human society is fundamentally
oriented toward the epicenter of its vicegerency—God. Consequently, the inherent responsibility (taklIif)
and obligation embedded in the role of khalifat Allah preclude governance based on personal preference
or an ijtihad that is divorced from divine guidance. In a system founded upon this principle, such rule is
impermissible. Qur’anic verses explicitly designate a ruler who adjudicates contrary to divine
commands as a kafir (unbeliever), zalim (oppressor), and fasiq (transgressor).
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Furthermore, while verse 30 of Surah ar-Rum indicates that religion is, in its essence, an innate
disposition (fitrah), and that—according to Quranic teachings—this fitrah initially served as the
foundational basis for human concord, other verses demonstrate that this innate unity has been eroded
over time. Fitrah alone, when left to its own devices in the realm of action, has proven insufficient to
establish a robust foundation for a civilized and sustainable society. In light of further Quranic teachings,
the indispensable guiding role of religion in cultivating fitrah, establishing governance, and constructing
a civilized human society becomes evident.

Shahrour is correct in contending that verse 146 of Surah al-A’raf indicates human free will.
However, contrary to his interpretation, the verse does not demonstrate humanity’s inherent capacity to
discern right from wrong. Rather, it addresses the willful abandonment of the correct path in favor of an
erroneous one, highlighting a potential disruption in rational perception. Consequently, this verse cannot
serve as a valid basis for proving the sufficiency of rational cognition in constructing a civilized society;
on the contrary, it underscores the fallibility of the human intellect’s discerning faculty.

Conclusion

The examination of Muhammad Shahrour’s exegetical stance on the relationship between religion
and power reveals that, although his effort to establish the premises for his deductions is undeniable, the
conclusions he derives from those premises are minimal and deficient. This shortfall stems from his
neglect of religion’s functional role within the political sphere and his overlooking the numerous
dimensions and components that constitute the relevant category. The marginalization of religion’s
impact stems from Shahrour’s disregard for its guiding role in cultivating fitrah (innate human nature).
He selectively relies on verses that present fitrah as the foundation for civil society, while omitting any
reference to those that acknowledge the emergence of substantive differences within this primal society
and that emphasize the indispensable role of divine revelation (wahy) and prophethood in reconciling
such divisions. By disregarding the socially beneficial directives of religion, he contends that rational
cognition alone suffices for the construction of a civilized human society. Moreover, by overlooking
verses pertaining to the preservation of individual privacy within social interactions, he identifies
interference in the private lives of citizens as an essential trait of religious governance. A lack of
comprehensive perspective and inattention to the multifaceted constituents of a concept are also evident
in his examination of power, wherein he disregards the dimension of authority, accentuating instead the
components of coercion and domination, while overlooking religious directives that mediate between
the ruler’s sovereignty and the people’s liberty. Whereas, within a legitimate and authoritative
governance system, individual freedoms are upheld and esteemed, and compliance with governmental
mandates is rendered voluntarily by those governed. The shortcomings in Shahrour’s conception of the
khalifah Allaht status of humanity are likewise evident. He mentions only the element of freedom while
neglecting the inherent responsibilities and obligations that accompany the role of divine vicegerent, as
well as other essential attributes of this position—such as being dependent upon and attributable to God,
the necessity of establishing social relations grounded in sincere theocentrism, and the elimination of
any form of exploitation or domination. Consequently, his interpretation offers an incomplete account
of the requirements intrinsic to the khalifah Allaht status.
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