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English Résumé

Islamic Revival and the Political Leadership of the ‘Ulama’:
A Study on Muhammad Bagir al-Sadr’s
“Political Guidance of the Religious Authority”

by Yasushi KOSUGI

A leading trend in political thought in the Islamic Revival Move-
ments is the idea that the ‘wlama’, or the Islamic scholars, who are
specialists in Islamic religious and legal sciences, should lead and guide
the Islamic Community not only in daily religious matters but also in
political affairs. In the Sunni world, Muhammad Rashid Rida proposed
his idea of the “Caliphate of the Qualified Jurist” in the 1920s, saying
that the real Caliphate based on the Islamic doctrines should be revived,
and that candidates for the head of the state should be selected from
qualified jurists. In Iran, the call of the “Guardianship of the Jurist” by
Ruhollah Khomeini became a political reality, when the new Islamic
Republic of Iran was proclaimed in 1979 and its new constitution was
endorsed by a national referendum in the same year.

In the Arab Shi‘ite World, where Iraq and Lebanon stand as the
most important religious and intellectual centers, Muhammad Bagqir
al-Sadr (1935-1980) proposed the “Political Guidance of the Religious
Authority (Marja‘mah)”. His idea, which seemed to have taken definite

shape in the 1960s, is shared by his disciples and his colleagues such as

556



ERAFFRIEN LE F65 1992F

Muhammad Husayn Fadlullah, the spiritual leader of the Hizbullah in
Lebanon. Al-Sadr is no doubt one of the most innovative and creative
thinkers in the 20th-century Arab world, and his contributions in
contemporary Islamic theories are highly esteemed. Yet, his works on
the political domain are not as numerous as compared with his works,
for example, in Islamic economics. His death prevented him from being
able to clarify his political ideas in detail. He published, nevertheless,
three important booklets one year before his death at the hands of the
Iraqgi regime. These works, together with his writings on the “Political
Guidance of the Religious Authority,” can give us an outline of his idea.

The idea that the human being was created by the Creator of the
universe as His representative legitimizes the human’s right to rule
himself. This self-rule, however, cannot be free from faults. Divine

’

guidance is given through the “witnesses.” The first rank witnessess
are the prophets, who brought to human history the concept of the state
and its institutions. In al-Sadr’s ideas, the state is a prophetic phenome-
non, which serves the purpose of regulating human life, and is not an
instrument of dominance. Islam brought the last form of the state
through Prophet Muhammad, and the Imams were the second rank
witnesses to keep the Islamic doctrines of the state and governance
when it deviates from the proper way. This function was passed to the
Islamic scholars, in general, and the “Religious Authority
(Mavja‘pah),” in particular.

The Religious Authority should lead the Islamic Community in
every domain. When it deviates from the right path, the authority may
make reform, or revolution, according to necessity. After the first

World War, al-Sadr says, “Islam lost its position as the basis of the
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Islamic Community through colonization and installation of non-Is-
lamic governments in the post-colonial era. In this situation, what is
needed is a revolution, not a reform.”

Today, not all of the personalities attaining the rank of the
Religious Authority, which is the highest rank of the Shi‘ite scholars,
agree with al-Sadr, that they should play a positive role in politics.
Some of them are quite apolitical. In order to ensure the proper
political role for the Religious Authority, al-Sadr proposes the creation
of what he calls the upright authority, or the institutionalized authority.
Here it is not the individual personalities of the Religious Authority,
who exercise their functions and duties, but their organized networks
within the Authority, which will be responsible for the collective exer-
cise of the Authority’s works. Political consideration will be given due
weight in the networks in order to guarantee continuity, since the
change of personalities in the past, from a politically active one to an
apolitical one, brought disruption of guidance and subsequent confusion.
Al-Sadr wanted to avoid such problems through the implementation of
these networks. In the networks, the personalities of the Authority
raise the next generation of scholars, train them in the execution of the
Authority, and when a present personality dies, they choose a successor
from within the network, so that there will be no disruption of works
nor of political lines.

Al-Sadr became in the late 1960s one of those at the rank of the
Authority, and strived in his life to create this institutionalized author-
ity. His concern was directed toward developing an organized leadership,
not leaders as individuals. His proposal seems more workable than

Khomeini’s theory which did not really deal with the question of how to
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guarantee the existence of appropriate leaders of Khomeini’s stand.
Many leaders of the present Islamic revolutionary movements within
Iraq are al-Sadr’s disciples, and they seem to be working hard to realize

al-Sadr’s teachings.
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