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Introduction: A Jurist Against the Throne

In the year 974 of the Common Era, Baghdad was feverish. The Abbasid caliph still sat on a
gilded throne, wore silk and a crown of gold — and held nothing in his hands. Real power
belonged to the Buwayhid (Bani Buwaih) commanders, Persian soldiers from the highlands of
Daylam who collected the taxes, chose the ministers, and decided who was allowed to breathe in
the city. The caliph was a statue: honoured in name, ignored in fact.

Into this hollow court was born Abu al-Hasan Ali ibn Muhammad ibn Habib al-Mawardi (972—
1058 CE), who rose to become Qadi al-Qudat — Chief Judge of the state — and the author of Al-
Ahkam al-Sultaniyya (The Ordinances of Government), the single most influential manual of
governance in the history of Islamic political thought.

This course is not a biography and not a theology lecture. It is a study of one idea that runs
through everything Al-Mawardi wrote: that political authority is an amanah — a
trust held on behalf of both the people and God — and never a private possession.
From that single root grows his entire architecture: the contract of the caliphate, the conditions
of the ruler, the limits of the minister, the policing of the market, the law of necessity, and the
duty of truth-telling before power.

Each of the ten lessons takes one real chapter of the source and turns it into a working principle.
A key-term glossary and an institutional map at the end give the course a practical
reference function — keep them open as you read. Reflection prompts on governance-as-trust
close each lesson.



Lesson 1 — Baghdad in Turmoil: The Making of a Faqih

Al-Mawardi’s thought cannot be understood apart from the broken city that produced it. The
Abbasid capital of his youth was a place where authority and power had come apart. The caliph
al-Ta’’ — whose name means “the obedient” — was forced to be exactly that: obedient to the very
commanders he was supposed to rule.

In the source, the Buwayhid commander ’Adud al-Daula sits on a chair higher than the caliph’s
own cushion and announces a twenty-percent land-tax rise “because the war in the east needs
funds.” The caliph can only nod. Outside, the people of Baghdad sleep in fear, not knowing that
tomorrow they must pay more simply to keep living.

A loyal palace official consoles the humiliated caliph with a line that frames the whole course:

“A leader is not measured by what he does, but by what he can bear. Your patience,
my lord, is a jihad.”

The young al-Mawardi watches this world — a world where a buku-seller observes that “people
would rather buy a sword than buy knowledge; yet a sword only cuts a neck, while knowledge
cuts ignorance.” He will spend his life arguing that power divorced from responsibility is the real
disease of such a city.

Key idea: Al-Mawardi writes as a realist inside a failing state, not a theorist in a safe study. His
concept of trust is forged in watching trust betrayed.

Reflect: Where have you seen authority (the title) separated from power (the reality)? What
does that separation do to the people underneath it?

Lesson 2 — Al-Ahkam al-Sultaniyya: The Book That
Challenged the Throne

Over six months of nights, an old man of seventy writes by lamplight a book that will “shake the
palace.” It is not a collection of fatwas or a commentary on hadith; it is a manual for the caliph —
how power must be managed, how a leader is obliged to lead, and why religion and politics are
“two sides of the same coin.”

At the heart of it is the sentence that defines Islamic political theory:



“Al-Imamah mawdu’atun li-khilafat al-nubuwwah fi hirasat al-din wa siyasat al-
dunya.” “The imamate is established to succeed prophethood in guarding the religion
and managing the world.”

Al-Mawardi is, in his own words, a rebel with a pen, not a sword. He never names a caliph as a
tyrant; he writes principles, and principles are sharper than blades. He lays out the conditions of
the caliphate, the rights of the people (justice, a heard voice, protected property — with real
mechanisms for complaint), the ministries, the governors, the judiciary, the treasury (zakat,
kharaj, jizyah, ghanimah). And buried between the lines is the thesis of the course:

“Power is a trust, not a gift. The throne is a test, not an inheritance. And a leader who
forgets that he is a servant of God will lose his own self.”

Key idea: Courage in truth-telling must be married to knowledge and adab (disciplined
manners). “Courage without knowledge is a wave that smashes the shore; knowledge without
courage is water stagnant in a swamp.”

Reflect: Al-Mawardi corrected power without insult and without naming names. When is
principled, unnamed critique more powerful than direct attack — and when is it mere
cowardice?

Lesson 3 — The Contract of the Caliphate: 700 Years
Before Hobbes

For Al-Mawardi the caliphate is an ‘agd — a binding contract — not an inheritance and not a gift
of fate. It is an agreement between two parties: those who choose (ahl al-hall wa al-aqd, “the
people who loose and bind”) and the one chosen. Like any contract, it has conditions; if the
conditions are broken, the contract lapses.

“If the imam becomes corrupt (fasiq), the duty of obedience lapses. But it lapses not by
the sword — rather by hal’, lawful deposition — and that deposition can only be
carried out by the ahl al-hall wa al-aqd.”

He reached this in 1058 CE — roughly seven centuries before Hobbes’ Leviathan and Locke’s
Two Treatises. But where the European contract theorists placed only individuals and a
sovereign, Al-Mawardi adds a third, invisible party: God. The ruler promises not only the
people but God; so betrayal of the trust is sin as well as breach. The source’s analogy: a tenancy



agreement with three corners — tenant, landlord, and the unseen witness who guarantees the
whole.

Crucially he is not a revolutionary. Rebellion is permitted only when there is no other path and a
better candidate exists, “because chaos is worse than tyranny that is contained.” Obedience is
sacred — but there is “no obedience to a creature in disobedience to God.”

Key idea: Legitimacy flows upward from a conditional contract, not downward from divine
right. Authority can be lawfully withdrawn through due process.

Reflect: A modern election is “a supermarket”; the classical bai’ah is “a marriage vow —
binding, but not blind.” Which metaphor better captures the accountability you actually want
from leaders?

Lesson 4 — The Conditions of the Imam: Who Has the
Right to Rule?

When the throne falls empty and the heir is too young, the notables gather for three days and
nights unable to agree. Al-Mawardi’s answer is not a name but a checklist of qualifications:
justice (‘adalah), knowledge sufficient for independent judgment, sound senses and body, sound
judgment in war and peace, courage to defend the territory — and, bound to his historical
context, Qurayshi lineage.

The genius of the chapter is that it shifts the question from who to what. Rule is not a matter of
blood, charisma, or the loudest claim; it is a matter of meeting objective, stated conditions. Lose
the condition of justice — go deaf and blind to the people’s suffering — and the right to rule itself
dissolves.

Key idea: Qualification precedes selection. A legitimate ruler is one who continuously meets the
conditions, not one who merely captured the office.

Reflect: Make your own “conditions of the imam” for any leader you answer to today. Which
conditions, if lost mid-term, should end the mandate — and who decides?

Lesson 5 — The Minister: Power, and Knowing When to
Stop

Al-Mawardi divides the vizierate in two. The wazir tanfiz merely executes the caliph’s
commands and takes no major decision alone. The wazir tafwid is delegated near-total authority
— he appoints governors, runs the treasury, leads the army, “acts as though he were the caliph,



yet his heart remains a servant’s.” The second, Al-Mawardi warns, is “the heaviest burden, not a
privilege.”

In the source a young minister, Ibn al-Furat, comes terrified that delegated power will destroy
him. Al-Mawardi’s counsel is the moral centre of the whole course:

“When you feel the power is yours — that is where you begin to go astray. When you
feel you cannot stop — that is exactly where you must stop.”

He tells the cautionary tale of the vizier Ya’qub ibn Dawud, who began appointing his own
brothers to the rich provinces and hoarding wealth; by the time the caliph noticed, the land was
ruined. Using power for family is “the beginning of collapse” and a betrayal of the trust. Better a
small, faithful office than a great, treacherous one.

Key idea: The test of trusteeship is restraint. Delegated power is measured by the holder’s
willingness to limit and relinquish it.

Reflect: Name a power you currently hold (at work, at home, in a community). What would
“knowing when to stop” look like for you specifically?

Lesson 6 — Hisbah and the Market: The State Inside the
Economy

The muhtasib walks the Ramadan market of Baghdad in a clean white robe, carrying a light staff
— “not to strike, but to point.” Behind him, two scribes record. He is the state’s market inspector:
he checks weights and scales, verifies prices and quality, forbids hoarding and fraud, and keeps
the public space honest. This is hisbah — the institution through which the state enters the
economy to protect the weak party in every transaction.

Al-Mawardi treats economic justice as part of governance, not as a separate secular domain. A
ruler who ignores a rigged market has failed the amanah just as surely as one who jails the
innocent. The source draws the modern line explicitly: the muhtasib’s descendants are today’s
consumer-protection agencies, weights-and-measures authorities, and market regulators —
“who guards the market now?”

Key idea: The trust extends to the marketplace. Fair exchange is a matter of justice the ruler is
obligated to defend.

Reflect: Which modern body plays the muhtasib’s role in your life? Where does it succeed, and
where has market power escaped its staff?



Lesson 7 — Darurat: When the Law Must Be Bent

A letter arrives: the governor of Basra will fall in three days without troops, but the treasury is
empty and raising emergency taxes means burdening an already starving people. The caliph is
paralysed. This is darurat — necessity — the law of genuine emergency.

Al-Mawardi permits the extraordinary measure, but hems it with strict conditions: the danger
must be real and imminent, the measure must be the minimum necessary, it must be temporary,
and it must serve the people’s survival rather than the ruler’s convenience. The chapter’s
warning is that emergency is the most dangerous doorway in politics, because every
tyrant claims necessity. The source maps this directly onto modern experience — pandemic
movement-control orders, security laws, and “political emergencies” declared for convenience.

“Darurat is a door, not a house. You pass through it in a storm; you do not live in it.”

Key idea: Necessity can suspend a rule but never the trust. The burden of proof lies on the one
who claims the emergency, and it must end when the emergency does.

Reflect: Think of an emergency power you have seen invoked. Did it pass Al-Mawardi’s four
tests — real, minimal, temporary, people-serving? Who was supposed to end it?

Lesson 8 — Among the Buwayhids: Principle vs. Reality

The Buwayhids were Shia (Zaydi) commanders ruling a Sunni caliphate — the uncomfortable
fact of Al-Mawardi’s working life. He sat at the same table as rulers he considered unjust,
negotiating over taxes that crushed the peasants and over the appointment of judges. The
chapter stages a long night of chess between the jurist and a Buwayhid prince as the image of
this tension.

The young interlocutor in the source raises the sharp modern question: social media mocks any
scholar who serves in government as “blind, a seller of religion” — so was Al-Mawardi
compromised? The answer the book gives is the distinction between collaboration and
reform-from-within. Al-Mawardi did not bless the Buwayhids; he used proximity to restrain
them — protecting a tax ruling here, a just judge there — while never surrendering the principle
in his book. Withdrawal keeps the hands clean; engagement sometimes keeps the people fed.
Neither is automatically righteous; each must be judged by whether the trust is still being served.

Key idea: Serving inside an imperfect system is legitimate only while it advances justice and
never launders injustice. The line is the amanah, not the seating chart.



Reflect: Reform from within, or refuse and stand outside? Pick a real institution and argue
honestly which choice better serves the people in that case.

Lesson 9 — What Al-Mawardi Says to Our Leaders

Nine hundred years later a student in a Cairo library blows the dust off Al-Ahkam al-Sultaniyya
and finds it speaking to the present. This chapter is the course’s bridge to the modern world. It
contrasts Al-Mawardi’s disciplined, conditional, chaos-averse theory with the violent literalism
of movements like ISIS that seized his vocabulary and discarded his conditions, his adab, and
his horror of fitna. It then compares three contemporary experiments — Turkey, Iran, and
Malaysia — as different attempts to answer the question Al-Mawardi left open: how do religion
and governance relate without either devouring the other?

The lesson’s caution is that his terms are easy to quote and hard to live. “Imamate,”
“bai’ah,” “shura” become slogans the moment they are detached from the trust that gives them
meaning.

Key idea: Al-Mawardi is a resource against extremism, not for it: his whole system exists to
restrain power, including the power of those who rule in religion’s name.

Reflect: Which of Al-Mawardi’s ideas do you most often hear quoted, and which of his
conditions on that idea are most often dropped?

Lesson 10 — Politics as Trust, Not Ambition

Ramadan, 450 AH. Al-Mawardi lies dying at eighty-six. His eyes “that had read thousands of
manuscripts” still shine. A young student weeps, and the old jurist answers with the line that
gathers the whole course into one breath:

“Do not weep for me. Weep for the ummah.”

This closing chapter is the synthesis: everything — the contract, the conditions, the limits on the
minister, the market, the law of necessity, the hard compromises with the Buwayhids — has been
one argument, that politics is an amanah to be answered for before God, not an
ambition to be satisfied. The leader is first a servant; the office is first a test; and the final
audit is not the people’s but God’s.



“To guard the religion and to manage the world — two tasks that cannot be separated.
And that is the trust we will answer for before Him.”

Key idea: Trust is the beginning and the end of Al-Mawardi’s politics. Ambition asks “what can
I get from power?” Amanah asks “what will I answer for?”

Reflect: Write one sentence you would want to be true of your own stewardship — of anything
entrusted to you — when you are asked to account for it.

Institutional Map: Al-Mawardi’s Architecture of
Governance

A one-page reference to how the parts fit together. Authority flows downward in delegation but
upward in legitimacy and accountability.

GOD (ultimate owner of the trust; third party to every contract)

| accountability
v

ahl al-hall wa al-aqd —select/depose— IMAM / CALIPH

(those who loose & bind) (holds the amanah; meets the conditions)
A | delegates

represents | v
THE PEOPLE <— justice, protection — WAZIR TAFWID (full delegated power)
(give bai'ah; owed justice, WAZIR TANFIZ (executor only)
a heard voice, protected property) | administer

v
QUDAH (judges) : WULAT (governors) - MUHTASIB (market/public order)
BAYT AL-MAL (treasury: zakat - kharaj - jizyah - ghanimah)

How to read it: The people grant bai’ah to an imam who meets the conditions; the imam holds
the trust and delegates administration downward; but if he breaks the conditions, the ahl al-hall
wa al-aqd — representing the people — can lawfully depose him (hal’), and all of it is finally
answerable to God.

Key-Term Glossary

« Amanah — a trust held on behalf of another; Al-Mawardi’s master-concept for political
authority.

« Imamah / Khilafah — the office of supreme leadership, “to guard the religion and
manage the world.”



« Al-Ahkam al-Sultaniyya — Al-Mawardi’s “Ordinances of Government,” the
foundational manual.

« ’Aqd — contract; the caliphate is an ‘agd, not an inheritance.

» Bai’ah — the pledge of allegiance that enacts the contract; binding but conditional.

« Ahl al-hall wa al-aqd — “those who loose and bind”; the qualified notables who select
and, if necessary, depose the imam.

« Hal’ — lawful deposition of a ruler who has broken the conditions.

« ’Adalah — justice/uprightness; a core condition of the imam, and the first lost in tyranny.

» Fasiq — one who has become corrupt/sinful; a fasiq imam forfeits the duty of obedience.

« Wazir tafwid — minister of full delegated authority.

« Wazir tanfiz — minister of mere execution.

« Hisbah — the institution of public/market oversight.

» Muhtasib — the officer who performs hisbah; “carries a staff to point, not to strike.”

« Bayt al-mal — the public treasury.

» Kharaj - Jizyah - Ghanimah - Zakat — the classical revenue categories.

« Darurat — genuine necessity that may suspend a rule temporarily, under strict
conditions.

» Shura — consultation.

« Fitna — civil strife/chaos, which Al-Mawardi fears more than contained injustice.

Worksheet: Governance-as-Trust

Use these prompts for journaling or group discussion. Each links a lesson to something you
actually steward.

1. The trust you hold. Name one thing entrusted to you (a team, a budget, a family role, a
public duty). Who are its “people”? Who is its unseen third party?

2. Conditions. Write three conditions that, if you lost them, should end your mandate over
that trust. Who would be your ahl al-hall wa al-aqd?

3. Limits. Identify the point at which “I cannot stop” would be your signal that you must
stop (Lesson 5).

4. The market. Where in your sphere does the weaker party need a muhtasib? Could you be
one?

5. Emergency. Recall a time you (or an institution over you) invoked necessity. Score it
against the four tests: real, minimal, temporary, people-serving.

6. From within or without. For one imperfect institution you touch, argue both the
reform-from-within and the refuse-and-stand-outside case. Which serves the people
more?



7. The final account. Write the one sentence from Lesson 10 you want to be true of your
stewardship.

Closing

Al-Mawardi gives us a politics whose first and last word is trust. He wrote it inside a collapsing
state, under commanders he could not defeat, with nothing but a reed pen — and it outlived
every palace of his age. The question he leaves on the table is still the live one: how do we wish
to be governed, and how do we keep the trust?

For Al-Farabi’s complementary vision of the ideal society — the philosopher-led
“virtuous city” — see the companion course The Virtuous City. Where Al-Mawardi
maps authority-as-trust from the ground of law and institutions, Al-Farabi images the
city from the sky of philosophy; read together, they frame Islamic political thought
from both ends.
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