

    
        
          The Crisis of Political Legitimacy

        

        
        
          Dr Naim Tahir Baig

        

        
          Published by Institute of Geo-Strategic Studies, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      THE CRISIS OF POLITICAL LEGITIMACY

    

    
      First edition. June 19, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Dr Naim Tahir Baig.

    

    
    
      Written by Dr Naim Tahir Baig.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Epigraph

PREFACE

INTRODUCTION | The 2026 Moment

CHAPTER 1 | Method — Comparative Political Theory After Orientalism

CHAPTER 2 | The Internal Plurality of Western Political Thought

CHAPTER 3 | The Internal Plurality of Islamic Political Thought

CHAPTER 4 | Sovereignty — Ḥākimiyya and the Modern State

CHAPTER 5 | Law — Constitutionalism, Sharia, and the Limits of Codification

CHAPTER 6 | Rights, Persons, and Communities

CHAPTER 7 | Secularism as a Contested Category

CHAPTER 8 | The 2026 Convergence: Technology, Authoritarianism, and the Crisis of the Human

CHAPTER 9 | Resources for Reconstruction

CONCLUSION | Beyond the Clash

APPENDICES

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Sign up for Dr Naim Tahir Baig's Mailing List

Further Reading: What If Iran Conducts Nuclear Tests?

Also By Dr Naim Tahir Baig

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For those in both traditions
who refuse the comfort of the closed answer —
who would rather hold a question open
than possess a certainty that wounds.
 
And for my teachers,
who taught me that to read a tradition from within
is the beginning of honesty,
and that to read another from within
is the beginning of wisdom.
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            "A tradition does not die when it is defeated by another. It dies when it can no longer say, to itself, in its own words, why the power it exercises is anything more than power. Both of the traditions whose meeting this book records have arrived, by different roads, at that same silence — and it is in the attempt to break it that they may, at last, find they have something to say to one another."
 
 — Dr. Naim Tahir Baig
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This book was written in the conviction that the two great political traditions whose confrontation has organized so much of modern geopolitics — the Western liberal and the Islamic — are not, at the deepest level, enemies in a contest of values. They are fellow sufferers of a single affliction. Each, in its own idiom, has lost confidence in its account of what makes the exercise of power rightful rather than merely effective. That shared affliction, and the unexpected resources each tradition holds for the other’s recovery, are the subject of the chapters that follow.

I did not set out to write a book about a crisis. I set out, some years ago, to understand a puzzle that the prevailing scholarship seemed unable to dissolve. Why is it that the language of the “clash of civilizations” retains such intuitive force among policymakers and publics, even as the empirical record of internal dissent within both the West and the Muslim world makes the picture of two homogeneous blocs increasingly untenable? The answer, I came to believe, is that the clash narrative mistakes a symptom for a cause. What looks like a confrontation between two confident traditions is in fact the friction of two traditions that have each privately lost the thread of their own legitimacy, and that find it easier to define themselves against an external adversary than to confront the vacancy at their own foundations.

The events of recent years have made this easier to see. As I completed the manuscript, the V-Dem Institute reported that more countries were autocratizing than at any previous point on record, and that the steepest single-year decline belonged not to a fragile post-colonial state but to the oldest constitutional democracy in the world. In the same window, survey data smuggled out of Iran under conditions of considerable personal risk to its respondents showed that the founding ideological claim of the Islamic Republic — that sovereignty belongs to God and is exercised through the guardianship of the jurist — had collapsed as a source of popular allegiance. These are not the same event. They are, I argue, the same kind of event: the visible surfacing of a grounding problem that both traditions inherited from their classical sources and never fully resolved.

A word is owed to the reader about method and standpoint, since the book asks a good deal of trust on both. I write from within the Western liberal tradition — trained in its texts, formed by its habits of argument, answerable to its scholarly conventions. To compare that tradition with the Islamic political tradition from such a position is to court the danger that Edward Said named with permanent clarity: the danger of producing, under the guise of disinterested comparison, one more representation of the East that serves the self-understanding of the West. I have tried to discipline this danger rather than pretend it away. Interpretive claims about Islamic sources in this book are submitted to the scholarship of those who are native to the tradition; where a reading is contested within Islamic scholarship, I have reconstructed the range of the dispute rather than ruled on it. The readings offered here are offered from outside, for the purposes of comparative political theory, and they do not pretend to settle questions that belong to the tradition’s own custodians.

The book is organized to move from diagnosis to reconstruction. The early chapters establish that neither “the West” nor “Islam” is a single thing with a settled view of legitimate authority; each is internally plural, historically contested, and unresolved. The middle chapters trace the parallel ways both traditions have struggled with sovereignty, law, the human person, and the boundary between religious and political authority. The later chapters turn to the present moment and, finally, to the constructive question that motivated the whole enterprise: what each tradition, read generously and from within, might offer the other in the work of rebuilding. I have tried throughout to resist two temptations in equal measure — the facile reconciliation that dissolves real disagreement into a haze of shared humanity, and the civilizational pessimism that treats disagreement as destiny.

Many debts accumulate over a project of this length. I am grateful to the scholars of Islamic political thought whose work made it possible for an outsider to read the tradition with some hope of accuracy, and whose generosity in correspondence saved me from errors I would not have caught alone. I am grateful to colleagues in political theory who pressed the comparative argument where it was weakest, and who refused to let the structural-homology thesis pass without the falsification conditions it required. The Institute of Geo-Strategic Studies provided not only the occasion for publication but an intellectual environment in which the comparison of traditions is treated as a serious analytical task rather than a diplomatic courtesy. Whatever errors remain are mine, and there will be errors; a book that ranges across two traditions and fourteen centuries cannot hope to be without them.

Finally, a word about the spirit in which the book is offered. It does not end with an answer to the question of what makes political authority legitimate, because that question does not admit of a simple answer, and a book that pretended otherwise would be a lesser book and a less honest one. What the reader will find at the end is not a formula but a map: a precise account of where the genuine alternatives lie within and between the two traditions, where the real resources for reconstruction are buried, and why that reconstruction is at once possible and urgent. In a moment when the temptation to retreat into defensive essentialism is strong in both traditions, that map is the most useful thing I know how to provide.

Dr Naim tahir Baig

Institute of Geo-Strategic Studies
June 2026
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On July 25, 2021, Tunisian President Kais Saied suspended parliament, dismissed the prime minister, revoked the legal immunity of legislators, and announced his intention to govern by executive decree. He did so by invoking Article 80 of the very constitution he would shortly abolish — a document whose preamble celebrated Tunisia as a pioneer of Arab democratic governance. He was cheered in the streets by Tunisians exhausted by a decade of parliamentary paralysis, economic stagnation, and pandemic mismanagement. Three years later, Saied was reelected with a reported 90.7 percent of the vote, in an election from which virtually all credible challengers had been imprisoned or barred. Only 28.8 percent of eligible voters participated.1

By the time this book goes to press, what had been the Arab world's sole functioning democracy has been methodically dismantled: the judiciary stripped of independence, the civil service subordinated to presidential will, opposition figures imprisoned under capacious "conspiracy against state security" statutes. The arithmetic of democratic legitimation has become implausible.

The scene invites a familiar kind of analysis — the kind that files Tunisia alongside Hungary, Russia, and Turkey in the ledger of democratic backsliding. That analysis is correct as far as it goes. But it misses the philosophically interesting question: not simply that an authoritarian has seized power, but what kind of authority he believed himself to be exercising and why so many Tunisians, at least initially, assented. Saied did not frame his power grab as a coup. He framed it as a restoration — a return of sovereignty to the people from whom corrupt elites, a fractious parliament, and the Islamist Ennahda party had stolen it. His rhetoric wove together Rousseau and Islamic political theology simultaneously: the general will corrupted and restored; a providential mandate to purify a polity contaminated by partisanship. Packed into a single North African presidential declaration was the collision this book examines — the simultaneous crisis of Western liberal democratic legitimacy and of the post-Islamist promise that Islamic democratic politics could work.

Now consider a second scene, geographically distant but philosophically adjacent. In March 2026, the White House released a blueprint directing Congress to adopt a unified federal approach to artificial intelligence governance.2 On the surface, the debate that followed was a jurisdictional quarrel about the constitutional allocation of regulatory power. Beneath it was the legitimacy question in its most fundamental form: who decides, on what basis, with what moral grounding, for whom, and answerable to what?

That question was being asked simultaneously across the political landscape of Western and Muslim-majority polities. The V-Dem Institute's Democracy Report 2026, titled "Unraveling the Democratic Era?," found that 44 countries were autocratizing in 2025 — more than at any previous point on record — and that six of the ten newly identified autocratizers were in Europe and North America.3 The United States' Liberal Democracy Index score fell 24 percent in a single year, its world ranking dropping from 20th to 51st place. In Iran, GAMAAN surveys conducted between 2021 and 2025 using VPN-enabled sampling of over 100,000 respondents found consistently that 70 to 80 percent of Iranians would not vote for the Islamic Republic in a free referendum.4 Support for the principles of the Islamic Revolution and the Supreme Leader fell from 18 percent in 2022 to 11 percent in 2024; 89 percent expressed support for a democratic political system. By January 2026, protests had spread to all thirty-one Iranian provinces.

These are the occasions for this book, not its subject. The structural argument does not stand or fall with these particular figures. The homology between the two traditions' legitimacy crises was visible earlier: in 2013, when Arab Spring constitutional courts were subordinated to executive power; in 2016, when electorally successful demagogues in Europe and the United States began dismantling the procedural norms by which they had been elected; and in 2020, when pandemic governance simultaneously exposed the fragility of democratic legitimation and the bankruptcy of theocratic legitimation in Iran. What 2026 has done is make the crisis impossible to defer. The crises are structural; the current data is evidence, not cause.

The Question

What is political legitimacy, and why are both the Western liberal and the Islamic traditions unable to answer that question with confidence? Minimally stated, political legitimacy is the property distinguishing authority from mere coercion — the quality by which those subject to governance recognize it as rightful rather than merely as imposing. Max Weber's tripartite typology of traditional, charismatic, and legal-rational legitimacy remains a useful starting map.5 But it is a sociological description of the sources of acceptance, not a normative account of what makes authority rightful. Weber brackets the normative question — and that bracketing renders his framework unable to adjudicate between the legitimacy claims of democratic governance and those of authoritarian alternatives that achieve "acceptance" with equal sociological facility.

Jürgen Habermas pressed harder. In Legitimation Crisis (1975), he argued that legitimate authority must be capable of rational justification to those it governs, and that the systemic failures of late-capitalist welfare states to meet the normative expectations they themselves generate constitute a "legitimation crisis" in the precise technical sense.6 Habermas's framework has the advantage of grounding legitimacy in procedural conditions of discourse rather than in fixed substantive content. But it encodes, without adequate examination, assumptions about rationality, deliberation, and authority that belong specifically to the Enlightenment tradition. Muslim political theorists from al-Farabi to Abdolkarim Soroush have contested those assumptions — not from irrationalism, but from within alternative frameworks of rationality anchored in divine law and prophetic wisdom.

Both Weber and Habermas worked within premises so deeply inscribed in post-Enlightenment thought that they could not theorize what happens when legitimacy is contested ontologically — when the very grounds on which authority claims rightfulness are in dispute. That is what has happened. Neither tradition, in its dominant contemporary forms, is equipped to navigate it alone.

The Western liberal tradition's dominant answer to the legitimacy question is procedural: authority is legitimate when it issues from processes satisfying specified conditions — free elections, constitutional rule, protected rights, separated powers, judicial independence. The V-Dem data shows this framework being dismantled from within, by actors who use the procedural legitimacy conferred by electoral victory to destroy the procedures that conferred it. Levitsky and Ziblatt mapped the mechanism in 2018.7 But its implication for political theory is not yet adequately drawn. The procedural account of legitimacy is self-undermining in the absence of some substantive account of what makes democratic procedures worth protecting. Something more than procedure must be doing normative work. The Western liberal tradition has been reluctant, since the collapse of natural law theology, to say clearly what it is.

The Islamic political tradition's dominant modern answer grounds legitimacy in divine sovereignty — hakimiyyah, the principle that sovereignty belongs to God alone and that any human governance is legitimate only insofar as it applies or preserves divine law. In its most consequential modern formulation — developed by Sayyid Abul Ala Mawdudi and radicalized by Sayyid Qutb — this principle provided the ideological foundation for Islamist movements across the twentieth century and for the Islamic Republic of Iran. The GAMAAN data shows it has collapsed as a source of popular legitimation in at least one major Muslim-majority polity, and the pattern of declining support for explicitly Islamic revolutionary governance is widespread.

The explanation this book offers is structural, not conjunctural. The doctrine of hakimiyyah as developed by Mawdudi and Qutb is itself a modern construction — Hallaq's demonstration of this in The Impossible State is among his most valuable contributions — that responded to the same crisis of legitimation that produced Hobbes. Both Hobbes and Mawdudi were responding to the collapse of the pre-modern framework that integrated political authority with transcendent grounding: the collapse of Christendom in one case, the encounter with European imperial modernity in the other. Hobbes left open what grounds popular sovereignty. Mawdudi left open who authoritatively interprets divine law in a modern bureaucratic state. Both traditions are living with the consequences of those displacements.

One methodological note must be entered here. The evidence types deployed for the two traditions are not symmetrical. The Western crisis is measured primarily by aggregate indices — V-Dem's Liberal Democracy Index, which aggregates expert assessments across procedural and substantive democratic attributes for 202 countries. The Islamic crisis is measured primarily by regime-specific opinion data — GAMAAN's surveys of Iranian political preferences and Arabbarometer trend data on Islamic party support. Aggregate indices and regime-specific surveys capture different things: the former tracks institutional degradation across political systems; the latter tracks popular disaffection within a specific polity. The structural argument, however, does not require that the evidence types be identical. It requires only that both traditions' dominant legitimating frameworks are failing to do the work demanded of them — failing by their own internal standards, not by criteria imported from outside. That is what both evidence types, differently calibrated, show.

Why This Book Now

Crises in political theory are interesting not because they demand immediate solutions — philosophy is not journalism — but because they expose assumptions that ordinary political functioning keeps hidden. Three convergent developments have made the exposure inescapable: the exhaustion of post-Cold War liberal confidence, the failure of post-Islamist democratic experiments, and the irruption of transformative technology into the foundations of political authority.

The post-Cold War settlement — what Francis Fukuyama, drawing on Kojève's reading of Hegel, called "the end of history" — rested on a triumphalist confidence that liberal democratic capitalism had won the ideological contest of modernity.8 The confidence was never philosophically warranted. As Perry Anderson observed, Fukuyama's argument projected a very particular European-American trajectory as a universal developmental endpoint — a move that depended on precisely the Orientalist assumptions Edward Said had spent two decades anatomizing.9 But the confidence was politically effective: it allowed the Western liberal tradition to postpone the hard question of what actually justifies liberal democracy beyond its demonstrated superiority to its twentieth-century rivals. "Liberal democracy is better than fascism and communism" is a historical claim, not a philosophical grounding. It does not survive challengers who are neither fascists nor communists but who contest liberal democratic legitimacy from within — from the nationalist right, from communitarian critics, from post-liberal Catholic integralists — each drawing on real strands within the Western tradition itself.

The failure of post-Islamist democratic experiments forces a parallel reckoning. Asef Bayat introduced the concept of "post-Islamism" in the mid-1990s to name a condition in which "after a phase of experimentation, the appeal, energy, and sources of legitimacy of Islamism" are exhausted.10 The Arab Spring of 2011 briefly appeared to open space for the Islamic democratic governance theorized by Rached Ghannouchi and explored comparatively by Andrew March. What followed was a sequence of democratic failures — not all attributable to Islamism, but all involving the encounter between Islamic political traditions and the institutional demands of modern democratic governance. The question "are Islam and democracy compatible?" presupposes both a unified Islam and a settled democracy. Neither assumption is warranted.

The third pressure — AI governance — is the most philosophically novel. Questions about governing artificial intelligence are not new variants of old regulatory disputes. They force both traditions to ask foundational questions about political authority in forms neither has encountered before. Who has the authority to decide how AI systems shape consequential decisions in criminal justice, credit, healthcare, and political information? What is the moral basis of that authority? Eva Erman and Markus Furendal have argued that any governance must be at minimum democratically delegated, on the grounds that "governance by AI cannot be democratic by itself."11 But the question of what gives any democratic delegation its authority is precisely the legitimacy question in a new register. In the United States, it is being contested between federal executive authority and state legislatures. In Islamic jurisprudence, it is being contested between traditionalist scholars who hold that algorithmic decision-making in domains governed by Sharia requires Islamic legal oversight and modernist reformers who argue that the juristic principles of maslaha (public interest) and darar (prevention of harm) are flexible enough to accommodate algorithmic governance. Both disputes are, at their foundations, disputes about legitimacy.

The Thesis

This book argues three interconnected claims.

The first claim is structural convergence. The crises of political legitimacy in Western liberal democracies and Muslim-majority polities are not separate crises with separate causes. They are parallel instantiations of a structural problem both traditions inherited from their classical sources and have never fully resolved: the problem of grounding sovereign authority in something more than itself. Western liberal democracy's answer — popular sovereignty — grounds authority in the will of the governed but cannot explain, without circularity, why that will should be authoritative. The Islamic tradition's dominant modern answer — divine sovereignty — grounds authority in God's will but cannot specify, without a theory of interpretation it has never fully worked out, whose understanding of divine will is authoritative in a pluralistic modern state. Both traditions face what this book calls the grounding problem.

A necessary clarification: the book operates at three distinct analytical levels, which must not be conflated. At the first level, it diagnoses a crisis of one strand within each tradition — specifically, the liberal-contractarian strand within Western political thought (not classical republicanism, not the critical-genealogical tradition) and the Islamist strand within Islamic political thought (not the classical juristic tradition, not the philosophical tradition). This strand-level crisis is the primary object of Chapters 2, 3, and 8. It is real, empirically measurable, and the most tightly argued claim in the book. At the second level, the book diagnoses a crisis of each tradition as a whole: the dominant strand's failure is calling into question the tradition's other strands as well, creating normative uncertainty that pervades the tradition more generally. This tradition-level diagnosis is real but advanced with greater caution. At the third level — the level of deepest abstraction and the level at which the structural homology claim operates — the book diagnoses a crisis of modernity itself that both traditions instantiate: the shared inability of modern political authority to ground sovereignty in something more than itself. This is a structural claim about the predicament of political modernity, not a claim that all political systems are equally in crisis. The reader is asked to track which level is operative; the book signals transitions explicitly.

The second claim is internal plurality. Neither "the West" nor "Islam" constitutes a civilizational bloc with a settled view about legitimacy. Each tradition is internally plural, historically contested, and normatively unresolved. The Western tradition contains at least three distinct and incompatible accounts of legitimate authority — the classical-republican, the liberal-contractarian, and the critical-genealogical. The Islamic tradition contains at least four — the classical juristic, the philosophical, the modernist reformist, and the Islamist. This internal plurality is not a defect. It is evidence that both traditions are living traditions, capable of self-critique and reconstruction. It is also the methodological warrant for this book's central comparative move: that each tradition, read carefully from within, contains resources the other has not systematically appropriated.

The third claim is reconstructive possibility. Reading each tradition through the other's questions reveals conceptual resources that each has suppressed or overlooked. The Islamic tradition's practice of consultative authority (shura), the historical distinction between the caliph (holder of political authority) and the jurist (holder of legal authority), and the juristic concept of maslaha (public interest as a principle limiting governance) offer resources for thinking about legitimate authority after liberal proceduralism that the Western post-liberal debate has not adequately explored. Conversely, the Western natural law tradition — in its Thomistic and neo-Thomistic variants, with its Aristotelian-Avicennian foundations — offers resources for Islamic legal reform that are available without secularizing assimilation, because they share philosophical premises with the Islamic philosophical tradition. The shared heritage of Aristotelian philosophy, transmitted through Ibn Rushd and Ibn Sina back into the medieval European university, constitutes a zone of genuine intellectual convergence that neither the clash of civilizations framework nor the overlapping consensus framework has adequately theorized.

The structural-homology thesis is falsifiable. Four findings would refute or significantly weaken it. First, robust comparative evidence that the two traditions' crises have genuinely different structural sources — the Western crisis explained adequately by conjunctural economic variables (inequality, deindustrialization), the Islamic crisis explained adequately by geopolitical variables (colonialism, authoritarian incumbency) — would show that the shared-grounding-problem diagnosis is false. Chapters 2, 3, and 4 address this condition directly. Second, the identification of a polity — Western or Muslim-majority — that has genuinely resolved the grounding problem, producing a stable and internally consistent account of sovereign rightfulness without suppressing internal dissent, would refute the universality of the claim. Chapter 9's constructive proposals probe this condition. Third, evidence that the conceptual resources each tradition is said to contain are genuinely untranslatable — that shura is so embedded in assumptions about divine law that it offers nothing for secular post-liberal theory, or that Thomistic natural law depends so thoroughly on specifically Christian premises that it cannot be received in an Islamic philosophical framework — would undermine the reconstructive claim. Fourth, evidence that the crises are already resolving without the resources this book identifies would be evidence against the argument, not merely against its prescriptions. The book takes no pleasure in the persistence of the crisis.

The Scholarly Intervention: Five Frameworks and Their Limits

This book enters a field already marked by significant scholarly achievement. Its argument requires a precise account of how it differs from existing frameworks.

Samuel Huntington's "clash of civilizations" thesis — first published as a 1993 Foreign Affairs article and expanded in the 1996 book The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order — provided a generation of policymakers and scholars with their primary framework for understanding post-Cold War conflict between Western liberal governance and Islamic political movements.12 The thesis has the virtue of taking cultural and religious identity seriously as political variables. But it has three decisive defects. It treats civilizations as internally homogeneous — coherent cultural blocs with single identities — which obscures the plurality central to this book's argument and is directly contradicted by the GAMAAN data showing Iranians divided among monarchist, republican, Islamist, and secular democratic preferences. It treats civilizational difference as a source of conflict rather than a possible resource for mutual reconstruction, foreclosing in advance the constructive dimension of this book's argument. And, most critically for a work of political theory, it is purely descriptive: it tells us what conflicts may look like but nothing about what makes authority rightful within any tradition, which is this book's central question.

Bernard Lewis's decline narrative — most influentially stated in What Went Wrong? The Clash between Islam and Modernity in the Middle East (2002) — offered a different framework: the Islamic world's legitimacy crisis as the result of Islam's failure to modernize, specifically its failure to separate religious from political authority in the way Western secular liberalism did.13 Lewis's historical scholarship is often genuinely valuable; his reading of Ottoman reform efforts and the selective adoption of Western military technology without accompanying institutional transformation identifies real historical patterns. But the framework has three decisive flaws. First, it naturalizes Western secularism as the universal endpoint of political development — treating the separation of religious from political authority as a discovery rather than a particular historical construction whose own contested foundations Talal Asad had demonstrated. Second, it treats the Islamic political tradition as incapable of internal self-reform, a position comprehensively refuted by scholars from Abdolkarim Soroush, who developed a sophisticated theory of the evolution of religious knowledge, to Abdullahi An-Na'im, whose constitutional secularism is grounded in an internal Islamic argument from maslaha. Lewis's framework renders these projects theoretically impossible — a decisive mark against it. Third, and most fundamentally, it attributes the Islamic world's legitimacy crisis to a deficiency internal to the Islamic tradition itself, rather than to the shared predicament of modernity that this book argues both traditions face. In doing so, it forecloses the structural comparison that makes this book's argument possible and substitutes a civilizational pathology narrative for a philosophical diagnosis.

Wael B. Hallaq's The Impossible State: Islam, Politics, and Modernity's Moral Predicament (2012) is the most philosophically serious challenge to the project of building legitimate Islamic governance within the modern state.14 Hallaq argues that the modern state — with its claims to legislative sovereignty, its disciplinary penetration of the subject, and its structural separation of law from moral formation — is both incompatible with and destructive of the Islamic political tradition. This book engages that argument seriously, particularly in Chapters 4 and 5. Hallaq demonstrates persuasively that the modern doctrine of hakimiyyah is a modern construction, not a recovery of classical Islamic political theology. That demonstration is among his most valuable contributions. But the argument has two important limits. Hallaq's "paradigmatic Islamic governance" is itself a historical reconstruction that selectively emphasizes the Hanbali juristic strand — from Ibn Taymiyyah through his modern interpreters — at the expense of the philosophical tradition, the Mu'tazilite tradition, and diversity within the juristic tradition itself. More importantly for this book's argument, Hallaq's critique of the modern state is structurally parallel to the communitarian and post-liberal critiques developed by Charles Taylor, Alasdair MacIntyre, and Michael Sandel — a parallel Hallaq acknowledges but does not develop. This book develops it, because the structural parallel is evidence that both traditions face the same underlying problem.

Andrew F. March's Islam and Liberal Citizenship: The Search for an Overlapping Consensus (2009) and The Caliphate of Man: Popular Sovereignty in Modern Islamic Thought (2019) are the most sophisticated anglophone political-theoretic engagements with Islamic political thought from within the framework of liberal political philosophy.15 March's project — using Rawls's overlapping consensus framework to ask whether authentically Islamic arguments can support liberal citizenship — is methodologically exemplary in its commitment to reading Islamic sources internally. His demonstration that "very strong and authentically Islamic arguments" exist for accepting liberal democratic citizenship tells powerfully against the Huntington and Lewis frameworks. But March's framework has a built-in limitation that the current crisis makes visible: it asks whether Islamic doctrine can support existing liberal arrangements rather than whether Islamic doctrine might critique and reconstruct them. In 2026, when those arrangements are themselves in crisis, asking whether Islam can accommodate liberal democracy is asking whether Islam can accommodate a political form whose foundations are in question. This book asks what resources both traditions might bring to reconstruction — a harder, but more adequate, question for the moment.

Roxanne Euben's Enemy in the Mirror: Islamic Fundamentalism and the Limits of Modern Rationalism (1999) was foundational in establishing that Islamic political thought should be read as a genuine philosophical interlocutor, not as a social phenomenon to be explained.16 Euben showed that Sayyid Qutb's thought, like Hannah Arendt's or Alasdair MacIntyre's, was a philosophically serious critique of modernity — a response to the exhaustion of rationalist political forms — rather than merely a reaction to colonialism and social dislocation. This book builds on that methodological insight. It extends it in two directions: by treating both traditions as internally plural rather than selecting representative figures, and by moving from diagnosis to reconstruction. Euben showed the Islamic critique of liberal rationalism is philosophically serious. This book argues that the Islamic tradition also contains constructive resources Western political theory has not adequately appropriated — and vice versa.

A Note on Standpoint

This book is not written from a position of false neutrality but from one of methodological self-awareness. The author writes from within the Western liberal tradition — trained in its canonical texts, thinking in its conceptual vocabulary, shaped by its normative commitments. This shapes how questions are posed even when the questions concern the Islamic tradition.

The book's methodological Chapter 1 addresses this asymmetry directly, engaging with Said's critique of Orientalism as a structure of knowledge-power and with Asad's argument that the categories through which the West has theorized "religion," "secular," and "political authority" are not neutral analytical tools but products of a specific historical formation.17 The practical mechanism by which this book disciplines its internal readings of Islamic thought is as follows: interpretive claims about Islamic texts are submitted to the scholarship of Muslim political theorists who are native speakers of the tradition; where those claims are contested within Islamic scholarship, the book says so and reconstructs the range of contestation rather than adjudicating it. The readings of al-Mawardi, Ibn Taymiyyah, Ibn Khaldun, Mawdudi, Qutb, and Ghannouchi offered in subsequent chapters are interpretations offered from outside the tradition for purposes of comparative political theory. They do not claim to settle internal debates. This method — described fully in Chapter 1 as a form of hermeneutic comparative political theory — is how the book earns, rather than merely asserts, the claim that it reads both traditions from within.

The book's standpoint is also explicitly normative. Both traditions this book examines share a concern for human flourishing — eudaimonia in the Aristotelian idiom, falah in the Islamic — and the book takes that shared concern as a philosophical starting point rather than a soft commonality to be noted and passed. This does not mean the traditions agree on the content of human flourishing, or on what political arrangements best serve it; they do not, in important and irreducible ways. But both traditions are asking the same question even while giving different answers, and the shared question makes genuine dialogue possible rather than merely parallel monologue.

A Chapter-by-Chapter Roadmap

Chapter 1, "Method: Comparative Political Theory After Orientalism," defends the hermeneutic approach deployed throughout the book. It engages with Said's Orientalism, Asad's genealogy of the secular, and the recent comparative political theory literature (Euben, March, Jenco, Williams, Dallmayr). It defines key terms — sovereignty, legitimacy, secular, religious, tradition — and argues for treating "Western" and "Islamic" as heuristic categories rather than ontological essences.

Chapter 2, "The Internal Plurality of Western Political Thought," establishes that "the West" is not one thing with respect to legitimacy. It traces three distinct strands — the classical-republican (Aristotle, Cicero, Machiavelli, Arendt), the liberal-contractarian (Hobbes, Locke, Mill, Rawls), and the critical-genealogical (Rousseau's darker readings, Nietzsche, Foucault, Wendy Brown) — showing how each generates different and incompatible answers to the legitimacy question. The assumed liberal consensus of the post-Cold War era papered over genuine disagreement that is now resurfacing.

Chapter 3, "The Internal Plurality of Islamic Political Thought," mirrors Chapter 2. It distinguishes four major strands: the classical juristic tradition (al-Mawardi, Ibn Taymiyyah, Ibn Khaldun); the philosophical tradition (al-Farabi, Ibn Rushd); the modernist reform tradition (Abduh, Iqbal, Soroush, Ghannouchi); and the Islamist tradition (Mawdudi, Qutb, Khomeini). The chapter argues explicitly against the common Western tendency to treat Qutb as representative of Islamic political thought — a tendency that generates precisely the "clash of civilizations" misreading this book is written to correct.

Chapter 4, "Sovereignty: Hakimiyyah and the Modern State," examines how both traditions inherit a sovereignty problem from late-medieval and early-modern sources. The Western tradition transferred divine sovereignty to the people without resolving what grounds popular sovereignty. The modern doctrine of hakimiyyah is itself a modern construction that responds to the same crisis of legitimation that produced Hobbes. Both traditions are stuck at the same structural point of the argument, and moving beyond it requires drawing on suppressed strands within both.

Chapter 5, "Law: Constitutionalism, Sharia, and the Limits of Codification," examines parallel legal transformations in both traditions — the codification of Sharia under colonial and post-colonial pressures, drawing on Hallaq's The Impossible State and Shari'a: Theory, Practice, Transformations, and the constitutionalization of Western legal orders. Both traditions have struggled to preserve substantive moral commitments within procedural legal frameworks. The contemporary critiques of "rule by judges" in the West and "state Islam" in Muslim-majority countries are structurally analogous: both express the frustration of democratic majorities with legal frameworks that appear to operate autonomously from political will.

Chapter 6, "Rights, Persons, and Communities," examines the human person as the locus of political legitimacy. It compares the liberal individual rights framework with Islamic conceptions of the person as constitutively embedded in family, community (ummah), and covenant with God. The chapter engages the 1990 Cairo Declaration and the 1948 Universal Declaration, but moves beyond the standard comparison to ask what each document assumes about human nature, agency, and the prior claims of community. It draws on Charles Taylor, Saba Mahmood, and contemporary Muslim feminist scholarship.

Chapter 7, "Secularism as a Contested Category," argues that the Islamic tradition contains its own resources for distinguishing religious from political authority — the historical caliph-jurist distinction, the Mu'tazilite tradition's rationalist theology, the classical juristic concept of siyasa shar'iyya — that complicate both Western secularist and Islamist narratives. The chapter distinguishes secularism as political arrangement, secularity as social condition, and secularism as ideology, applying that tripartite distinction to each tradition in turn and showing that both contain their own internal controversies about the proper boundary between religious and political authority. Secularism is thereby treated as a problem internal to both traditions, not external to one.

Chapter 8, "The 2026 Convergence: Technology, Authoritarianism, and the Crisis of the Human," is the book's most empirically grounded chapter. It analyzes five concrete cases in depth: Tunisia's democratic reversal; Iran's ongoing legitimacy crisis; the American constitutional crisis of 2025–2026; the EU's struggle with illiberal member states; and the Gulf states' technocratic experiments in AI governance. These are not separate stories requiring separate explanations. They are facets of a single global moment in which the legitimacy crisis is general.

Chapter 9, "Resources for Reconstruction," is the book's constructive contribution. From the Islamic tradition to the Western: the theory of shura (consultative governance) as a non-liberal but genuinely participatory form of political authority; maslaha as a form of substantive political rationality; and the Islamic philosophical tradition's account of political community as ordered toward human perfection (falah). From the Western tradition to the Islamic: the resources of Thomistic natural law (including its appropriation of Avicennian metaphysics) for Islamic legal reform; the Western communitarian critique of liberal individualism as a resource for Islamic thinking about rights and persons; and the republican tradition's account of freedom as non-domination as a bridge between Islamic and Western concerns about arbitrary governance.

The Conclusion, "Beyond the Clash," resists two temptations simultaneously: facile reconciliation that glosses over genuine divisions, and civilizational despair that treats those divisions as insuperable. The divisions between Western and Islamic political thought cut differently than the standard narrative suggests — not between "Islam" and "the West" as monolithic entities, but between those in each tradition willing to engage in genuine self-critique and reconstruction and those who retreat to defensive essentialism.

This book is written for political theorists who have found comparative work methodologically difficult; for scholars of Islamic political thought who have found Western political philosophy provincial in its universal pretensions; for scholars of Western political philosophy who have found those pretensions inadequately examined; and for the educated public in both traditions who sense that the legitimacy crisis is real and want more than apologetics or alarm. The reader who finishes this book will not have a simple answer to the question of what makes political authority legitimate. That question does not admit of simple answers. The reader will know, with precision, why not — what the real shape of the available alternatives is within and between both traditions, where the genuine resources for reconstruction lie, and why that reconstruction is both possible and urgent. In the present moment, that is the most useful thing a book of political theory can offer.

––––––––
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CHAPTER 1

Method — Comparative Political Theory After Orientalism
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I. The Scene of Comparison

Every work of comparative political theory begins with a gamble: that the gap between intellectual traditions is neither so narrow that comparison is trivial nor so wide that it is impossible. The chapters that follow compare Western liberal and Islamic political thought at the level of foundational problems — sovereignty, law, the human person, the relationship between religious and political authority. Three preliminary observations frame what follows.

First, comparison is not optional. Even works of political theory that claim to operate within a single tradition are implicitly comparative, because they argue about what is universal from within a particular standpoint. The Western liberal tradition has long claimed universality for categories — the individual, rights, consent — that are in fact the products of specific historical formations.1 Refusing comparison, studying Islamic political thought exclusively in its own terms, would itself be a methodological choice that raises questions about insularity. This book refuses that refusal.

Second, comparison is never innocent. Edward Said's Orientalism (1978) showed that knowledge about the Islamic world was produced in conditions of colonial power — and that this production shaped the very categories available for comparison.2 Said's critique is indispensable; it is also insufficient. A comparative project that only diagnoses distortion cannot do the constructive work political theory requires.

Third, the categories of comparison — 'religion,' 'politics,' 'the secular,' 'sovereignty,' 'legitimacy' — are not neutral vessels traditions fill with different content. Talal Asad has shown that these categories carry genealogies, overwhelmingly Christian and post-Christian, that distort what they claim to describe when applied to non-Western traditions.3 The method of this book steers between the complacency that ignores this insight and the paralysis that treats it as a refutation of comparison.

II. Said: What Holds and What Does Not

Said's argument was structural, not biographical. Drawing on Foucault's analytics of discourse, he argued that 'Orientalism' named a corporate institution — a set of texts, disciplines, and styles of thought — through which European culture managed and produced the Orient politically, ideologically, and imaginatively after the Enlightenment.4 The Orient was not discovered; it was constructed.

Three elements of that argument are indispensable for this book. First, the act of representing a tradition is always situated in relations of power, institutionally located, and consequential for political struggles. Comparative inquiry conducted from Western universities, published in Western journals, and addressed primarily to Western audiences is not the same as inquiry conducted from within Muslim-majority societies, and the difference is answerable to questions about standpoint and consequence.5 Second, essentialization — reducing Islamic political thought to a homogeneous essence, whether defined as inherent theocracy or unchanging metaphysics of divine sovereignty — is a representational error with political effects. Chapters 3 and 4 demonstrate the internal plurality of Islamic political thought precisely because plurality is what essentialist representation suppresses.6 Third, the entanglement of scholarship with imperial projects is not a historical artifact. AI governance debates are conducted by actors with stakes in whose concepts of 'the human' are encoded in algorithms, whose understandings of 'accountability' are operationalized in regulation.7 The Saidian lesson — that claims about political universals are entangled with power — applies to the most contemporary terrain.

But Said's argument had limitations the field has recognized. Aijaz Ahmad showed that Orientalism reproduced the very binary it claimed to deconstruct: by treating Orientalism as a unified discourse, Said performed a kind of essentialism about 'the West.'8 James Clifford noted that Said's Oriental was largely a passive object of Western representation rather than an active counter-discursive agent — a tendency Said's own later Culture and Imperialism (1993) corrected.9

For comparative political theory specifically, Megan Thomas identified a further difficulty that Section V of this chapter takes up at length: that comparative political theorists, eager to remedy Eurocentrism, may inadvertently repeat Orientalist gestures by treating non-Western texts as 'alien' and requiring special hermeneutical effort that Western texts do not. The 'comparative' in CPT should not be a marker of the exotic but a commitment to a particular kind of critical engagement.10

The field's move from critique to method is visible in three works that shape the present book. Roxanne Euben's Enemy in the Mirror (1999) argued that standard social-scientific analyses explained Islamic fundamentalism's 'function' while suppressing its 'reasons' — the normative claims about modernity's failures that Qutb was actually making. By reading Qutb alongside Western critics of Enlightenment rationalism, Euben showed that the 'fundamentalist' critique was a serious intellectual intervention deserving argument rather than explanation.11 Andrew March's 2009 article on comparative political theory argued that the strongest warrant for the subfield is not canon-expansion but the rigorous comparative evaluation of 'contestations of norms, values, and principles between distinct and coherent doctrinal traditions.'12 Leigh Jenco's Changing Referents (2015) contributed the further insight that non-Western intellectual traditions can supply not only objects of comparison but the very methods by which comparison is conducted — a possibility this book takes seriously in considering whether the classical Islamic discipline of muqārana al-madhāhib (comparative jurisprudence) offers methodological resources that Western hermeneutics has not independently developed.13

III. Asad's Challenge: Untranslatability as Resource

Asad's challenge cuts deeper than Said's. In Genealogies of Religion (1993) and Formations of the Secular (2003), he argues that the modern concept of 'religion' — as transhistorical category, interior disposition separable from 'politics' — is a specifically Western, overwhelmingly Protestant construction, produced through European confessional wars, colonial encounters, and the secular-liberal political order that needed 'religion' as the category it managed.14 If 'religion' is not a neutral cross-cultural category, the comparative question 'how does Islamic political thought relate religion to politics?' may already be asking the wrong question.

The problem extends to the category of 'the secular.' For Asad, the secular is not the absence of religion but a positive project — a set of disciplines, sensibilities, and institutional arrangements that produce certain kinds of subjects and maintain a distinction between 'the religious' and 'the secular' that is itself politically constructed.15 The secularism of French laïcité is not the same as the American First Amendment, and neither maps onto the Indonesian principle of Pancasila. There is no neutral secularism to which Islamic political thought is either conforming or failing to conform.

Asad's challenge is not merely a problem for Islamic studies; it applies to the canonical Western tradition itself. When political theory treats Hobbes as a founder of modern secular political thought who displaced theological authority with contractarian rationalism, it is partly right and largely wrong. Hobbes was deeply engaged with theological questions; his covenant has undeniable religious dimensions; the sovereign he constructs inherits functions from the Christian God he notionally displaces.16 The 'secular' Hobbes of standard textbooks is an artifact of a later secular reading. The comparison this book attempts is not between a secular Western tradition and an insufficiently secularized Islamic one; it is between two traditions both of which are living inside the same problem.

The standard response to Asad in comparative political theory has been to acknowledge the critique in a footnote and proceed — absorbing it nominally while using the contested categories unreflectively. A better response takes the untranslatability of concepts as analytically productive rather than merely regrettable. The case of ḥukm demonstrates what this means in practice.

The Arabic term ḥukm encompasses, simultaneously and without internal disambiguation, knowledge, judgment, jurisprudence, just adjudication, executive power, and God's will or decree.17 In the Quran, ḥukm means arbitration, judgment, and God's commanding will — registers that the text does not separate as distinct concepts. In classical jurisprudence, ḥukm shar'ī refers to God's address to the legally responsible person through command, prohibition, or permission — a technical concept in which the 'lawgiver' is definitionally divine.18 In political usage, ḥukm encompasses a court's decree, a ruler's ordinance, and God's sovereign will — and these are not merely analogical uses of the same word but aspects of a single unified authority structure in which God's judgment, the jurist's ruling, and the ruler's decree are ordered in a hierarchy of derivation. This hierarchy is theorized, not merely assumed. Al-Āmidī (d. 1233), in his foundational treatment of the ḥukm shar'ī, defines it specifically as 'God's address relating to the acts of the mukallaf through a requirement, an option, or a declaration' — making divine address the sole ultimate source from which any juristic or political ruling derives its binding force.18 A temporal ḥukm — a qadi's judgment or a ruler's ordinance — binds not because it issues from an institutionally authoritative source in a Kelsenian sense but because it is a human application of that prior divine address: its bindingness is downstream from the ḥukm shar'ī, not independent of it.

No English term — 'sovereignty,' 'rule,' 'judgment,' 'authority' — captures this. Each translation selects one register of the Arabic and suppresses the others. When this book renders the Kharijite formula lā ḥukma illā li-Llāh as 'authority/sovereignty belongs to God alone,' the rendering captures something real but simultaneously imports the Western concept of sovereignty — with its assumptions of territory, exclusivity, and Schmittian decisionism — into a statement that, in its original register, is simultaneously a claim about legal structure, divine knowledge, and the illegitimacy of human political pretension.19

Here is where untranslatability becomes productive rather than merely inconvenient. The failure to find a single English equivalent for ḥukm reveals something that the concept itself asserts and Western political theory has largely denied: that legal authority, judicial judgment, and political power are not separable domains administered by different institutional actors but aspects of a single theonomic structure whose unity is constitutive of the political. Western political theory has institutionalized the separation of these domains — legislature from judiciary from executive, law from politics from ethics — and has built substantial theoretical machinery justifying that separation. The concept of ḥukm holds all three registers together not as a failure of conceptual differentiation but as a theoretically defended position: that the differentiation Western institutions enforce is itself a political choice whose costs must be reckoned.

This is not merely a translation problem to be compensated for; it is a substantive political-theoretical insight that untranslatability makes available. The attempt to render ḥukm as 'sovereignty' does not fail because the translator was imprecise. It fails because the concept encodes a position — the unity of legal, judicial, and political authority under divine derivation — that the target language cannot accommodate without distortion, because English political vocabulary is built around the institutional separations that the position contests. The translation failure is a theoretical finding. Comparison survives Asad's critique not by dissolving the untranslatability but by treating it as evidence.

The method that follows from this analysis can be stated plainly: where a concept does not translate, the failure is not a gap to be bridged by better translation but a signal to slow down and ask what the original is holding together that the target language has separated. Three compensatory practices operationalize this in subsequent chapters. First, ḥukm and its cognates are retained in transliteration throughout Chapter 4, with footnotes flagging the full register, so readers can track what the translation occludes. Second, the modern doctrine of ḥakimiyya — Mawdudi's and Qutb's construction of divine sovereignty — is treated as a construction that itself imposes a specifically political and sovereignty-like reading onto Quranic ḥukm that earlier Islamic jurisprudence did not endorse, so that neither the modern construction nor the Western translation is read back into the classical tradition.20 Third, claims about classical Islamic authority structures source their terms in Hallaq, Crone, and Arjomand, with Arabic cited directly so that the argument can be checked.

The distinction between comparison and translation follows from this analysis. Translation produces a target-language equivalent that stands in for a source-language text — it aims at functional equivalence. Comparison identifies structural analogies and disanalogies between problems that do not translate, that cannot be rendered equivalent without distortion, but that can be illuminated by juxtaposition. When the untranslatability of ḥukm is treated as evidence — as showing that a tradition has theorized the unity of legal and political authority rather than separating them — comparison is possible precisely where translation fails. The translation failure is not an obstacle to comparison but its material. What cannot be rendered equivalent can still be structurally compared; and the point of friction where equivalence breaks down is often the most analytically productive site.

IV. The Thomas Critique and the Interpretive Default

Before defending the method's name, a structural challenge must be addressed. This book has argued so far from a position that takes Western scholarly debates — Said, Asad, Gadamer, March — as the framing for a discussion of how to approach Islamic texts. That move is precisely what Megan Thomas's 2010 'Orientalism and Comparative Political Theory' identifies as a structural repetition of Orientalism: that comparative political theorists, in framing non-Western texts as 'alien' and requiring 'special hermeneutical effort,' inadvertently reinstate the exoticism they seek to overcome.21

Consider what classical Islamic interpretive practice does with the problem of encountering a conceptually alien text. The uṣūl al-fiqh tradition — the principles of Islamic jurisprudence — developed an elaborate methodology for reading authoritative texts whose conceptual world the jurist must enter without assimilating into the jurist's own framework. The distinction between the ẓāhir (apparent or surface meaning) and the bāṭin (interior or deep meaning) of a text, the discipline of understanding asbāb al-nuzūl (occasions of revelation) before applying a ruling, and the requirement to establish the 'illa (ratio legis) before extending a ruling by analogy — all of these are methods for holding open the distance between interpreter and text, for resisting the collapse of the text's meaning into the interpreter's framework.22 The demand that the interpreter account for what the text was doing in its own
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