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Objective: The question of the “role of the people in Qur’anic
governance” constitutes one of the central issues in Islamic
political thought and a major focus of critique within Orientalist
discourse. Many Orientalists, interpreting the Qur’anic model of
governance through the dichotomy of “absolute divine
sovereignty” versus “human agency,” have portrayed it as
inherently authoritarian, negating popular will .

Method: This study employs a descriptive—analytical approach
and adopts an epistemological pathology method to examine the
intellectual foundations and methodological assumptions
underlying these Orientalist perspectives

Results: The findings indicate that the primary source of these
critiques lies not in the Qur’anic text itself, but in the imposition
of modern Western epistemological and philosophical paradigms
onto the conceptual framework of Islamic political thought .
Conclusion: These theoretical shortcomings can be identified at
three interrelated levels: first, at the epistemological level, through
conflating Qur’anic text with historical Muslim practice and
selective readings of the verses; second, at the theological—
philosophical level, through the erroneous assumption of an
inherent conflict between divine centrality and human agency; and
third, at the political-legal level, through equating divine
legitimacy with popular approval. The study concludes that the
Qur’anic model of governance is based on a longitudinal, non-
conflictual relationship between divine legitimacy and human
participation. Many Orientalist judgments, in fact, critique a
distorted representation of this model rather than the original
Qur’anic theory itself.
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Introduction

Reassessing the relationship between religion and political authority in
sacred texts, particularly the Qur’an, has become a central focus in political
thought and international studies in recent decades. Within this context,
Orientalist discourse has played a prominent role in shaping the global
perception of Islamic political thought. One of the most recurrent Orientalist
critiques is the claim that the Qur’anic model of governance negates the role
of the people, portraying it as an authoritarian, irrational system incompatible
with freedom and human agency. These perspectives are primarily based on
the assumption that absolute divine sovereignty necessarily conflicts with
political participation and human will.

This study begins with the premise that such judgments are more rooted in
Western modern epistemological, philosophical, and political assumptions
than in a careful analysis of the Qur’anic text. Therefore, the main objective
is not merely to respond defensively to specific allegations but to elevate the
level of engagement from case-based critiques to a foundational analysis of
Orientalist thought and a pathology of the intellectual roots of these
interpretations.

Research Methodology

This research adopts a descriptive—analytical framework based on an
epistemological approach. Data were collected through library research,
analysis of Qur’anic texts, consultation of authoritative exegeses, and
examination of key Orientalist works on Islamic political thought. The
theoretical framework of the study relies on a dual-axis model of “divine
sovereignty” and “human vicegerency,” which establishes a longitudinal and
complementary relationship between divine legitimacy and popular approval.
Based on this model, the critique of Orientalist perspectives is organized
across three interconnected levels: epistemological, theological—
philosophical, and political-legal. Each level is analyzed as a layer of
theoretical shortcomings.

Findings

The study identifies three fundamental categories of deficiencies in
Orientalist critiques concerning the denial of the people’s role in Qur’anic
governance:
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Epistemological Deficiencies: At this level, the primary error is the
conflation of the “ideal Qur’anic text” with the “historical actions of
Muslims.” Many Orientalists attribute the failures or deviations of historical
or contemporary Muslim rulers to the Qur’anic political theory itself,
portraying the Qur’anic governance model as inefficient or authoritarian.
Furthermore, selective and piecemeal readings of Qur’anic verses,
disregarding the overall semantic system and internal coherence of the text,
produce a one-dimensional and distorted understanding of Islamic political
thought. Focusing on specific verses while ignoring others, such as “There is
no compulsion in religion” (Qur’an 2:256) and “and [conduct] their affairs
by counsel” (Qur’an 42:38), exemplifies this deficiency.

Theological-Philosophical Deficiencies: At this level, the erroneous
assumption of an “intrinsic conflict between divine centrality and human
agency” is identified as the root of many negative judgments. Orientalists,
relying on Western philosophical dichotomies, equate divine sovereignty with
determinism and the negation of human freedom. However, the Qur’anic logic
considers human agency as a prerequisite for ethical and social responsibility,
defining divine will longitudinally alongside human will, not in opposition to
it. Moreover, equating divine sovereignty with dictatorship represents a
conceptual error: dictatorship concerns the ruler’s self-interest and violation
of people’s rights, whereas Qur’anic divine sovereignty aims solely at justice
and human welfare.

Political-Legal Deficiencies: At this level, the most fundamental error is
equating “legitimacy” with “popular approval.” Influenced by liberal-
democratic paradigms, Orientalists view political legitimacy as deriving
solely from majority consent and regard any system claiming divine authority
as illegitimate. In Islamic political thought, legitimacy is a divine attribute,
whereas popular approval is a condition for its social effectiveness, not its
source of validity. Generalizing historical or contemporary deviations to the
entire Qur’anic theory is another common deficiency at this level.

Conclusion

The study concludes that many Orientalist critiques of the denial of the
people’s role in Qur’anic governance target a “distorted representation of
Islamic political thought” rather than the original Qur’anic theory itself. The
Qur’anic model of governance is founded upon a hierarchical, non-
contradictory, and complementary relationship between divine sovereignty
and human participation—a relationship in which legitimacy derives from
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God and popular approval is realized through the people. Accordingly, a
proper understanding of this model is attainable only by freeing oneself from
modern Western philosophical and political presuppositions and returning to
the internal logic of the Qur’anic text. By elevating the level of critique from
defensive response to foundational analysis, this study seeks to provide the
groundwork for a more precise re-examination of Qur’anic political thought
within the contemporary academic sphere.
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