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Dr. Usaama Al-Azmi talked about Tyranny in Islam and the ways to confront it by means of soft 

and hard resistance according to the teachings of the Qur’an, Hadith, and Islamic political thought. 

He began with the concept of ‘quietism’ where he referred to Ibn Taymmiya’s quote that “sixty 

years of a tyrannical ruler is better than a single night without a ruler.” In addition, according to 

Imam Malik (d. 179/795) and Sufian al-Thawri (d. 161/778) as reported by al-Qadi b. ‘Iyyad (d. 

544/1149), “Tyrannical rule of seventy years is better than a leaderless umma for a moment of the 

day.” Moreover, according to ‘Amr b. al-‘As (d. 43/664), “Outrageous Tyrannical rule is better than 

perpetual civil war.” Dr. Al-Azmi elaborated on these references by stating that it does not mean 

that tyranny is acceptable, rather it is perceived to be better than having chaos and anarchy in a state 

where there is no political authority or government. Furthermore, he presented the critique on 

quietism by Dr. Khaled Abou El Fadl (2001), “quietism is an unclear concept and rebellion is not 

necessarily discouraged by legal tradition.”  
 

While explaining the Islamic tradition of ‘Obedience’ to the ruler, he quoted a verse in Surah An-

Nisa’a, “O you who believe, obey God and obey the Messenger and those in authority among you, 

but if you are in dispute over any matter, refer it to God and the Messenger, if you truly believe in 

God and the Last Day”(Q. 4:59). According to the speaker, this verse specifically uses the words 

“obey” when referencing God and His messenger, while it is not used, though implicit, when 

referencing the ruler in order to indicate that such obedience is contingent on obeying God and His 

messenger (i.e. just rule).  However, this verse was not only manipulated in early times for the 

legitimacy of the ruler, but even in contemporary times.  The facilitation of autocratic rulers 

provided by compliant clergy can be seen under this spectrum. Dr. Al-Azmi also gave references  
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of several Hadiths regarding the concept of ‘obedience and patience’ in Islam. In a hadith in Sahih 

Muslim (#1847), it is reported that the Prophet said to Hudhayfa b. al-Yaman to “hear and obey 

(your ruler) even if he lashed your back and took your wealth.” This Hadith has also been widely 

used by the supporters of authoritarian regimes in the Muslim world.  
 

Dr. Al-Azmi then explained the concept of rebellion in Islamic tradition including the use of armed 

struggle or insurrection. Taking up weapons against the ruler has been discouraged by various 

scholars. But according to some scholars, when political authority is transformed into an absolute 

tyrannical rule, then rebellion against the respective authority is legitimized. He narrated Imam al-

Ghazali (d. 505/1111) where he displayed “great enthusiasm for men who take their lives in their 

hands and rebuke unjust rulers in harsh and uncompromising language.”  Dr. Al-Azmi explained 

that although al-Ghazali was not a supporter of rebellion against a political ruler, he believed in the 

legitimacy of violent resistance against a tyrannical ruler.  
 

The speaker has also argued that the current support by leading Muslim scholars for autocrats marks 

a major shift in Islamic thought. Historically, while tyrants may have been tolerated, today they are 

actively supported by some leading scholars, even though there are notable exceptions such as 

Yusuf Al-Qaradawi and Salman Al-Odah. He further explained this behavior by presenting the fact 

that religious clerics are no more the custodians of the rule of law as historically had been the case. 

The class of Ulema has unfortunately been dethroned by the current authoritarian regimes.  
 

Dr. Al-Azmi emphasized on the need for checks and balances in modern states. In the contemporary 

era, the absence of influential clergy has enabled the state to become more tyrant and unjust. He 

also discussed the modern tools of surveillance that have enhanced the capability of regimes to 

repress dissent and opposition voices. He concluded by arguing that Islam’s attitude towards 

political authorities were more nuanced despite the propaganda efforts of pro-autocracy scholars. 

Moreover, the Islamic tradition has the resources and authentic texts needed to confront autocracy 

and tyranny effectively. But they need to be self-consciously operationalized by modern Muslim 

scholars as well as conscientious citizens.  
 

Summary by: Muhammad Taimoor Bin Tanveer, CIGA Research Associate  
 

 


