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POLITICAL TYRANNY AND ETHICS:
INSIGHTS FROM THE CONTRIBUTIONS OF
AL-KAWAKIBI AND TAHA ABDURAHMAN

FADI ZATARI"

INTRODUCTION

Many Western scholars, especially Orientalists, have equated
the notion of tyranny with the East, perpetuating a solid asso-
ciation between tyranny, despotism, and authoritarianism with
certain regions of the world.” The term ‘Oriental despotism’ is
frequently repeated, often with the assumption that there is a
natural relationship between the Orient, Islam, and the oppres-

* Assistant Professor at the Department of Political Science and International Relations
at [stanbul Sabahattin Zaim Universitesi.
1. See, for instance, Edward W Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books,1978), 4, 203,

346.
2. John M Hobson, The Eurocentric Conception of World Politics: Western International

Theory (Cambridge University Press, 2012).
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sive governance.’ Similarly, democracy and its associated values
are mainly attributed to the West and its countries,* with de-
mocracy and tyranny being highlighted as the most pronounced
distinctions between the Western and the non-Western realms.’
The discussion of tyranny and democracy is relevant to societal
ethics, as tyranny is seen as a symbol of evil and immorality,
while democracy is generally perceived as the embodiment of
righteousness and virtue.

Political theorists and philosophers have emphasized de-
mocracy and its principles, preferring it to all possible alterna-
tives, but they have often overlooked how to address the underly-
ing problem of tyranny.¢ In other words, tyranny is understudied
and undervalued.” It must be noted that addressing the underly-
ing problem of tyranny fundamentally is necessary to facilitate
the participation and representation of people’s voices. The pa-
per emphasizes the importance of understanding the problem of
tyranny within one’s own cultural and traditional context rather
than solely relying on the Orientalists discourse. By examining the

3. Ivan Kalmar, Early Orientalism: Imagined Islam and The Notion of Sublime Power
(Routledge, 2013).

4. Salman Sayyid, Recalling the Caliphate: Decolonization and World Order (Hurst
Publishers, 2014) 70.

5. Norberto Bobbio, Democracy and Dictatorship: The nature and Limits of State Power
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989).

6. Jason Brennan mentioned why democracy is preferred, the reasons are varied such as
‘Democracy is necessary to express that all citizens are equal.” ‘Democracy is necessary
for proper social recognition or recognition of one’s agency.” ‘Democracy is necessary as a
social basis for self-respect.” ‘Democracy is necessary as a social basis for being respected
by others.” ‘Democracy is necessary for proper inclusion as a full member of society.’
and “Nondemocratic structures, regardless of how well governed they are, are an affront
to citizens’ dignity.” See Jason Brennan, Against democracy (Princeton University Press,
2016)115.

7. There are a lot of studies on ancient tyranny but not modern tyranny. See for instance,
Toivo Koivukoski and David Tabachnick, Confronting Tyranny: Ancient Lessons for Global
Politics (Rowman & Littlefield, 2005).
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perspectives of two Muslim theorists, who have made outstanding
contributions to this issue, this paper contends that tyranny has
tendency to corrupt individual and collective ethics, and absolute
tyranny can significantly deteriorate the ethical fabric of society.
Moreover, eliminating tyranny means improving the moral sys-
tem in society at both the individual and collective levels, thereby
promoting greater participation and expression of people’s will
and freedom.

This paper aims to compare two influential scholars on
the moral critique of tyranny. The first is the Syrian social the-
orist Abdurrahman al-Kawakibi (1854-1902). The second is the
Moroccan philosopher Taha Abdurahman (1944-). Both analyz-
ed the problem of tyranny and its ethical implications in society.
Through an extensive exploration of the relationship between
tyranny and ethics,it was found that al-Kawakibi and Taha Ab-
durahman were found to addressed this relationship, albeit in
different ways. While al-Kawakibi focuses primarily on the po-
litical and material aspects of tyranny and how it degenerates in-
dividual and collective ethics, Taha Abdurahman sheds light on
the spiritual and philosophical aspects of what he calls Tasayyud
(psychological Tyranny) and proposes overcoming it through
tazkiyat (self-purification or self-discipline). Methodologically,
this paper analyzes and compares these scholars’ concepts of
tyranny and ethics. The first part scrutinizes the concept of istib-
dad (tyranny) by al-Kawakibi and how it affects ethics in society,
while the second part delves into the tasayyud and its relation to
ethics in society. Finally, this paper examines the contributions
of both scholars in addressing the issue of tyranny and improv-
ing morality in society.
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THE CONCEPTION OF ISTIBDAD: AL-KAWAKIBI

Al-Kawakibi® is one of the outstanding Muslim social theorists
of the 19th century, who made profound contributions to under-
standing the nature of tyranny and its multifaceted relationships
with key social elements such as religion, knowledge, pedago-
gy, and ethics, as well as proposing solutions for its eradication.
Al-Kawakibi’s major contribution in this regard is his well-known
book (Taba’i* al-istibdad wa-masari‘ al-isti'bad)® published in 1899,
which is considered as a scholarly exploration of political philoso-
phy, as noted by Itzchak Weismann.* After more than three dec-
ades of research and reflection on what al-Kawakibi calls ‘the great
question,” which indicates the main problem of the social issues
facing Muslims and even the East face, he reaches one main con-
clusion that ‘[...] the origin of this disease is political tyranny, and
its management should be guided by constitutional shura (con-
sultation).” However, what is tyranny from al-Kawakibi’s point of
view? How does he associate tyranny to ethics? How does tyranny
destroy the individual and collective ethical system in society?
Notably, al-Kawakibi uses the Arabic term istibdad, which
encompasses a spectrum of English equivalents, such as ‘tyranny,’
‘despotism,” ‘persecution,’ ‘authoritarianism,” and ‘oppression’.”

8. For more about al-Kawakibi’s life, background, family, politics, and society at his time,
see Itzchak Weismann, Abd al-Rahman al-Kawakibi: Islamic Reform and Arab Revival,
(Simon and Schuster, 2015), 9-25.

9. After more than a century, Amer Chaikhouni recently translated the book into
English for the first time. See, Abdul Rahman Al-Kawakibi, The Nature of Tyranny and
the Devastating Results of Oppression, (London: Hurst Publishers, 2021).

10. Weismann, Abd al-Rahman al-Kawakibi: Islamic Reform and Arab Revival, 102.

11. Al-Kawakibi, The Nature of Tyranny and the Devastating Results of Oppression, 1.

12. For a comprehensive meaning of the concept of istibdad in the Arabic language, see
Fadi Zatari, “al-Istibdad [Tyranny]”, In ‘Mawsi‘at al-mustalahat al-Islamiyah: ta'sil wa-
dawabit’ [The Islamic Terminology Encyclopedia: Etymology and Discipline] edited by
‘Abd al-Majid al-Najjar et al., vol. I, Dar al-asalah, (Istanbul, 2023), 167-179.
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While al-Kawakibi applies primarily this concept to authoritarian
governments and tyrannical leaders,” For consistency, this paper
predominantly adopts the term ‘tyranny.” Al-Kawakibi defines
tyranny on several levels. First, he defines tyranny linguistically
as ‘egotism and arrogance about one’s own opinion and refusal to
accept advice, or self-conceit in making decisions and opinions
about public rights.”* Subsequently, in the realm of political sci-
ence, al-Kawakibi reminds the readers that tyranny is ‘the man-
agement of the rights of a people or a nation by an individual or
a small group according to personal wishes and desire without re-
gard to any political consequences.”™ As anticipated, al-Kawakibi
associates tyranny with the government, particularly emphasiz-
ing despotism as its most prominent manifestation. He explains
this as ‘A government that manages people’s affairs as it desires
without any concern or fear of any consequences or punishment
by investigators.” That denotes an absolutist government unre-
strained by legal constraints or the will of the governed.
Tyrannical governments can take several forms, includ-
ing ‘an elected ruler’ who is not accountable to his constituents.
Al-Kawakibi extends the concept of authoritarian governance to
include ‘an elected government’ or ‘a constitutional government,’
regardless of a complete separation of powers, as long as there is
a lack of accountability and popular oversight. To al-Kawakibi,
tyranny is inevitable and expected at all levels and in its various
forms. Itzchak Weismann explains that according to al-Kawaki-
bi, every government °[...] is prone to lapse into tyranny when left

13. Stephen Sheehi, Al-Kawakibi: From Political Journalism to a Political Science of the
“Liberal” Arab Muslim, (Alif: Journal of Comparative Poetics 37, 2017), 87.

14. Al-Kawakibi, The Nature of Tyranny and the Devastating Results of Oppression, 9.

15. Al-Kawakibi, The Nature of Tyranny and the Devastating Results of Oppression, 9.

16. Al-Kawakibi, The Nature of Tyranny and the Devastating Results of Oppression, 10.
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unchecked by the use of two principal means: the ignorance of
the people and military service.”” Thus, al-Kawakibi advocates for
absolute responsibilities and accountability as the only means to
prevent such lapses.® Additionally, he contends that the tyranny
of a small group can be even more harmful to the nation than an
individual tyrant as one single tyrant oppresses and persecutes the
people to sever his interests; however, the more tyrants there are,
the more intimidation and oppression there will be, since each will
have different interests, and this will create inevitably more abuse
and persecution.

Al-Kawakibi claims that the worst form of political tyranny
is a tyrant king, who inherits the throne and has full religious au-
thority while commanding the army.” Such a tyrant king utilizes
religion to justify his rule over the spiritual aspects of the peo-
ple and employs the military to monopolize their material lives
by means of power. Al-Kawakibi goes on to identify what he calls
‘self-istibdad’ as one of the wretched types of tyranny. He articu-
lates, ‘One of the worst types of tyranny is the domination of igno-
rance over knowledge and the control of selfishness over reason,
which is called ‘self-despotism.™

As a scholar of Islam, al-Kawakibi elaborates on why God
(The Utterly Just) allows a tyrant and a tyrannical government to
prevail, asserting that ‘He [God| does not impose tyrants except
upon tyrants. [...] Every individual subjected to tyranny is a little
tyrant himself who will subject his wife, family, and all mankind

17. Itzchak Weismann, Abd al-Rahman al-Kawakibi: Islamic Reform and Arab Revival, 105.
18.Mohammedal-Ghazali(1917-1996)saysthattyrantsputthemselvesaboveresponsibility;
they make big mistakes and make others the scapegoat. See Mohammed al-Ghazali,
al-Fasad al-siyasi fi al-mujtama‘at al-‘Arabiyah wa-al-Islimiyah [Political Corruption in
Arab and Islamic Societies], 10th edition, (Cairo: Dar Nahdat Misr lil-Nashr, 2015), 66.
19. Al-Kawakibi, The Nature of Tyranny and the Devastating Results of Oppression, 10.

20. Al-Kawakibi, The Nature of Tyranny and the Devastating Results of Oppression, 14.

ESSAYS IN LATE OTTOMAN TO POST-OTTOMAN INTELLECTUAL HISTORY, VOL. I

144



[...].” Consequently, al-Kawakibi sees tyranny as God’s punish-
ment, aimed primarily at those who tolerate or enable it; as he
states, “Tyranny is the fire of God’s anger on Earth [...]. Tyranny
is the worst curse. God rushes it to punish lazy subservient people
[...]".** Besides, al-Kawakibi reports a famous Arabic idiom saying,
‘The Tyrant is the sword of God, He uses him to revenge, and then
he revenges from him.” This underscores al-Kawakibi’s belief in
God’s absolute justice, attributing the imposition of tyrannical
rule to the actions and deeds of the people.

Al-Kawakibi asserts the critical relationship between good
ethics and good government. According to him, good ethics are
the consequences of good government. He claims, * Good ethics
are fruits of seeds planted by inheritance, in the soil of discipline,
watered by education, and supervised by good government. Sub-
sequently, politics can affect people’s ethics in the way cultivation
affects plants and trees.” In other words, people in society are
analogous to wild gardens. They need a proper gardener, and if
they are not tended by a ‘good gardener’ (a metaphor here for good
government), the gardens will be abandoned and worthless. Many
parts of the garden will dry up and wither; even sturdier branches
may overpower the fragile ones. Likewise, maintaining good eth-
ics in society requires a just government to oversee that mission.

The link between ethics and istibdad is worth discusssing
because it dramatically affects the ethical fabric of society. Al-Ka-
wakibi maintains that tyranny corrupts, weakens, exploits, and
destroys ethics in society.” Individuals, who are an integral part of

21. Al-Kawakibi, The Nature of Tyranny and the Devastating Results of Oppression,16.

22. Al-Kawakibi, The Nature of Tyranny and the Devastating Results of Oppression,15.

23. Cited in Al-Kawakibi, The Nature of Tyranny and the Devastating Results of Oppression, 15.
24. Al-Kawakibi, The Nature of Tyranny and the Devastating Results of Oppression, 8o.

25. Al-Kawakibi, The Nature of Tyranny and the Devastating Results of Oppression, 77.

SON DONEM OSMANLI'SINDAN OSMANLI SONRASINA ENTELEKTUEL TARIH UZERINE MAKALELER, L. CILT

145



society, typically experience sentiments of love, trust, and belong-
ing; however, under tyranny, these feelings give way to hostility
toward one’s own people, feelings of insecurity, and a desire to em-
igrate and leave one’s country. Moreover, the natural affection for
one’s family and friends diminishes as one sees one’s own nation
and people contributing to the oppression of tyrants, resulting in
a loss of trust and confidence within the society, including among
family and friends. Consequently, he points out that tyranny takes
away the joys of life, and even the intellectual pleasures evaporate
under a tyrannical government, ultimately leading to mental dis-
tress and agitation of natural feelings. These combined concerns
leave people at a loss to distinguish between what is morally right
and what is wrong.**

According to al-Kawakibi, tyranny has the capability to
distort reality, turn truths upside down, and misrepresent per-
ceptions.” For example, people initially establish a government to
serve them, but tyranny turns everything upside down and makes
people completely subservient to authoritarian rulers. In other
words, tyranny manipulates people’s power and will against their
own interests and benefits. The distortation of facts, truths, and
realities extends to ethical and social terminologies, where what
is considered decent ethics can be twisted into immoral charac-
ters and qualities and vice versa.” Thus, the one who seeks truth
and demands rights will be considered obscene and indecent. But,
the one who gives up his rights is considered obedient. The one
who complains about oppression is a spoiler. The intelligent and
conscious are to be considered as infidels. The lazy and poor are

26. Al-Kawakibi, The Nature of Tyranny and the Devastating Results of Oppression, 77-78.

27. Al-Kawakibi, The Nature of Tyranny and the Devastating Results of Oppression, 78.

28. C.f. Mohammed al-Ghazali, al-Fasad al-siyasi fi al-mujtama‘at al-‘Arabiyah wa-al-
Islamiyah. 67.
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decent and safe. Moreover, some concepts are completely trans-
formed, such as ‘hypocrisy being deemed as intelligent politics,’
‘manipulation as politeness,” ‘servility as kindness,” and “pettiness
as good behavior.™

According to al-Kawakibi, an individual living under des-
potism does not have precise guidelines and moral clarity in his
life and does not have regulations that conceivably control his eth-
ical system of distinguishing between good and evil. Consequent-
ly, he expresses that such individuals are subject to manipulation
and leads lives characterized by confusion and disorder, devoid of
clear objectives and ethical framework. Even decent individuals
are pushed to engage in insincerity and hypocrisy under tyranni-
cal circumstances due to societal norms.*® The proliferation and
prevalence of unethical features in society enslave the subjects to
prolong the authoritarian system and maintain the most flawed
ethics.”* This is all to assert that tyranny undermines ethical be-
havior, and leads to confusion and chaos as individuals practice
immorality as if it were ethical without being aware of mixture of
evil and decent attributes.

THE CONCEPTION OF TASAYUD:
TAHA ABDURAHMAN

Taha Abdurahman is one of the significant and productive Ar-
ab-Muslim philosophers in the contemporary age. His philosoph-
ical project is sophisticated, inventive, and well-structured.” For

29. Al-Kawakibi, The Nature of Tyranny and the Devastating Results of Oppression, 79.
30. Al-Kawakibi, The Nature of Tyranny and the Devastating Results of Oppression, 81.
31. Al-Kawakibi, The Nature of Tyranny and the Devastating Results of Oppression, 84.
32. For more about Taha Abdurahman’s educational background and philosophical
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such reasons, in his book ‘Reforming Modernity: Ethics and the New
Human in the Philosophy of Abdurrahman Taha,” Wael Hallaq de-
scribes Taha Abdurahman as ‘[...] one of the most significant phi-
losophers that the world of Islam has produced since colonialism
set foot in Afro-Asia.”” Hallaq's statement is not an exaggeration.
Taha Abdurahman has produced several philosophical projects;
however, they all have one thing in common: their ethical orienta-
tion.>* Ethics is the main focus of all his works. In one of the major
books ‘Rith al-Din: Min Diq al-‘Almaniyya ila Si‘at al-I'timaniyya,™
He examines the relationship between religion and politics and
introduces the concept of tasayud. This section tries to answer the
question: What is tasayud from Taha Abdurahman’s perspective?
How does he associate it with personal ethics? Besides, it delves
into the question of how tasayud destroys the individual and col-
lective ethical system in society.

According to Taha Abdurahman, the concept of tasayud
(which can be translated as domination,* dictatorship, tyranny,
and supremacy) reflects the psychological composition of the
tyrant, especially a political tyrant. Tasayud indicates the prac-

contributions, see Mohammed Hashas, “The Trusteeship Paradigm: The Formation
and Reception of a Philosophy.” In Islamic Ethics and the Trusteeship Paradigm: Taha
Abderrahmane’s Philosophy in Comparative Perspectives, (Brill, 2020) 37-61.

33. Wael Hallaq, Reforming Modernity: Ethics and the New Human in the Philosophy of
Abdurrahman Taha. (Columbia University Press, 2019), xiii.

34. Fadi Zatari, “Entrustment FEthics and Secularism: Taha Abdurrahman’s
Perspective”. Darulfunun Ilahiyat 33, no. 1 (June 2022): 303-310. https://doi.org/10.26650/
di.2022.33.1.1077851, 304.

35. Taha Abdurahman, Rah al-Din: Min Digq al-Almaniyya ila Siat al-I'timaniyya
[The Spirit of Religion: From the Narrowness of Secularism to the Openness
of Trusteeship] (Beirut and Casablanca: al-Markaz al-Thaqafi al-‘Arabi, 2012)
36. In one of his footnotes, Taha Abdurahman says that the concept of tasayud can
precisely match the Latin word ‘Dominium.” In English, ‘Domination.” Since it
combines the two meanings of possession and domination. See Taha Abdurahman,
Rith al-Din, 94.
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tice and exercise of domination over people.” Taha Abdurahman
states, ‘the instinct to have tasayud,” or ‘desire and lust for tasayud,’
is a tendency that is inherited in the human soul. The concept
of tasayud or psychological tyranny is based on the fact that the
human soul is inclined to possess and attribute to things, and this
endless desire constantly increases and develops until it dictates
and dominates the personal psychosocial of the tyrant, making
a tyrant believe that he is sole owner and leader. The tyrant may
even ascribe to himself the attributes of God, such as claiming ab-
solute sovereignty in judgment and decision-making.

Taha Abdurahman argues that the more a person penetrates and
engages in political work, the more his love for practicing tasayud
increases and becomes evident. This inclination no end and is li-
mited to the desires and lust of tasayud. When this person rises
to the political zenith as ruler of the state, for him, society must
become as a single melting pot, with no possibility of political blo-
cs, alternatives, or diversity. So, the man of tasayud rules the state
and its institutions single-handedly. Tasayud makes him desire to
be the only leader who has all the state’s powers in his hands.*®
Taha Abdurahman distinguishes between three groups of tyrants.
Firstly, al-Hakim al-Taghiyah (an unjust ruler) has an unbridled
desire to practice total domination or totalitarianism. This tyran-
nical ruler strives to eliminate the will and power of people throu-
gh intimidation and domination. Secondly, al-Hakim al-Mustabid
(a tyrant ruler) rules according to, his whims and desires, and his
decisions and rulings are above the law and accountability. Lastly,
al-Hakim al-Muhit (the all-encompassing tyrant) is the most per-
nicious type of ruler mentioned above. He elevates himself to the

37. Abdurahman, Rih al-Din, 511.
38. Abdurahman, Riih al-Din, 96.
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deification of the only God. He exalts himself as the absolute ruler
with whom no one can or should share authority. Such a tyrant
sees himself as an impeccable leader whose position and decisions
are indisputable.”

Moreover, as maintained by Taha Abdurahman, tasayud is
an instinct instilled in the human soul, and it leads to enslave-
ment and monopolization people’s minds. Therefore, the man
of tasayud or the tyrant does what reason and commonsense re-
nounce. Consequently, the tyrant does not stop using all possible
forms of violence and intimidation to consolidate the foundations
of his rule. The tyrant is controlled by his love of tasayud as if it
were his worship of God.* The man of tasayud seeks it without
end. Whenever he gains new strength, property, or power, he de-
sires to have more due to his infinite greed and lust for domina-
tion, implying that tasayud will end only with his death. In other
words, the tyrant does not stop oppressing, intimidating, and per-
secuting people.

Tasayud is an evil character that leads to injustice and op-
pression. The deeper tasayud goes, the more a person breaks off
his spiritual connection with his ethics. Taha Abdurahman argues
that the love of possession psychologically becomes the source of
evil. Because of this, flawed ethical characters will be normalized,
reflected in personal desires such as ‘show-off,” ‘love of fame,” ‘love
of prestige,” and ‘love of self-praise.” Also, other personal traits in-
clude greed, avarice, narcissism, vanity, arrogance, hypocrisy, de-
ceit, envy, hatred, insolence, temptation, and indifference to val-
ues and morals. Taha Abdurahman observes that some, instead of

39. Abdurahman, Riih al-Din, 96.

40. Abdurahman, Bu’s al-Dahraniyya: al-Naqd al-I'timani li-Fasl al-Akhlaq ‘an al-Din [The
Misery of Secularism: Trusteeship Critique of the Separation of Ethics from Religion]
(Beirut: al-Shabaka al-‘Arabiyya lil-Abhath wa-1-Nashr,2014) 82.
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warning against such evil characters and behaviours, see such evil
attributes as “political realism.” Some scholars (Taha Abdurahman
mentioned Nicolas Machiavelli) even advocate for such evil traits
and advise their leaders to continue practicing tasayud.*

As noted above, al-Kawakibi believes that tyranny and ty-
rants turn facts upside down. Likewise, Taha Abdurahman con-
tends that political actors change the meanings of moral behaviors
with unethical behaviors, giving the terms meanings other than
their original connotations. For example, ‘sycophancy’ is a sinister
psychological conduct that brings disdain to the sycophant and
those being sycophantic, making the sycophant a hypocrite. The
political actor, however, reframes this behavior, renaming it ‘get-
ting close to him’ thereby obscuring its true nature and perpetuat-
ing a culture of deception and flattery.*

Taha Abdurahman demonstrates that politics character-
izes its practitioners by what he calls ‘ethical dualism,” wherein
outward morality differs from inner morality. If this difference
increases, political actor’s behavior becomes closer to practicing
hypocrisy and duplicity, exemplified by the greed for power, the
pursuit of self-interest, and the desire for vanity. The political
practitioner seems to be the exact opposite of these qualities.
The political actor calls these qualities by other names, such as
‘establishing justice,” ‘fighting injustice,” ‘spreading freedom,’
and ‘eradicating slavery.” Taha Abdurahman asserts that this
ethical dualism gives legitimacy and popularity to decisions and
actions with questionable motives, even if they appear to serve
public affairs.®

41. Abdurahman, Rih al-Din, 101.
42. Abdurahman, Riih al-Din, 103.
43. Abdurahman, Rith al-Din, 103-104.

SON DONEM OSMANLI'SINDAN OSMANLI SONRASINA ENTELEKTUEL TARIH UZERINE MAKALELER, L. CILT

151



The tyrant employs innovative and creative methods of op-
pression and intimidation to perpetuate his authority and control
over the populace. Over time, fear becomes ingrained in society
to the extent that individuals themselves participate in and con-
tribute to the atmosphere of fear, by mirroring the tactics of the
tyrant. As aresult, people become afraid of what should otherwise
make them feel safe, such as ‘fear of justice’ or ‘fear of freedom.**
In such an environment, society’s ethical system suffers, and indi-
viduals cannot distinguish between decent and immoral behavior.
Decency becomes muddled, and unethical traits may be mistak-
enly perceived as virtuous.

OVERCOMING TYRANNY

It should be noted that al-Kawakibi and Taha Abdurahman did
not specify any particular tyrant or government, state, or nation
in their contributions. Al-Kawakibi even begins his book by em-
phasizing this point in the preface, distancing himself from as-
sociating his contribution with any tyrannical government or
tyrant.® Taha Abdurahman did not explicitly target any specific
tyrant or government in his discussions. The focus of both schol-
ars was to clarify the problem of tyranny and show its negative
effect on ethics on individual and collective levels without po-
liticizing their analyses. Moreover, both al-Kawakibi and Taha
Abdurahman wanted to propose solutions that could be applied
worldwide. In other words, their objective was to theoretically di-
agnose the problem of tyranny and oppression and its negative

44. Abdurahman, Riih al-Din, 124.
45. Al-Kawakibi, The Nature of Tyranny and the Devastating Results of Oppression, 3.
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effects and propose ethic-oriented solutions. This section will dis-
cuss how to overcome istibdid and tasayud from al-Kawakibi and
Taha Abdurahman perspectives. Both believe that tyranny tends
to corrupt the ethics of individuals and collectives, and absolute
tyranny absolutely corrupts the ethical system in society. Thus,
both scholars mention different factors in suggesting solutions to
eradicate tyranny.

As a scholar of Islam, al-Kawakibi confirms the significant
role of religious teaching as well as the models of the prophets
in eliminating tyranny. He emphasizes that ‘great prophets start
saving nations from corrupted ethics by starting initially with
releasing the minds from glorification and worshiping anyone
else but God. [...] They enlighten people with the principles of
wisdom and alert them to the means of controlling their will and
freedom of thought and freedom of choice, thus destroying the
prisons of tyranny and blocking the origin of all corruption.’* In
other words, the eradication of tyranny begins with elimination
of fear from the minds of people, which is often fueled by igno-
rance. When ignorance vanishes, fear disappears, and tyranny will
be eliminated.+

Al-Kawakibi outlines three fundamental principles for a
practical strategy to eradicate tyranny. Firstly, he emphasizes the
importance of people experiencing the suffering inflicted by tyran-
ny, asserting that if the people do not feel the suffering of tyranny,
they cannot truly value freedom and liberty. When a nation en-
dures prolonged intimidation and humiliation over generations,
its ethical standards decline. Such people may lose their agency
and autonomy over time, resembling passive followers or worse.

46. Al-Kawakibi, The Nature of Tyranny and the Devastating Results of Oppression, 87.
47. Hicham El Haddaji, “The Congruent Critique of Despotism in ‘Abd al-Rahman al-
Kawakibi and Shaykh Ali Abdel-Raziq,” AIMuntaqa, 1, no. 3 (2018), 94.
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They may then neglect the pursuit of freedom and justice alto-
gether, undermining the significance of independence and order.
Al-Kawakibi asserts that the people who feel the misery of tyranny
should enlighten others in society. Still, before taking the role of
enlightening people, one must improve his skills and knowledge.
Al-Kawakibi suggests several commandments for the young in-
tellectuals to play an essential role in eliminating tyranny: “To be
keen about good reputation and high ethical standards, especially
about honesty, integrity, fidelity, and constancy of principles.’**

Secondly, tyranny cannot be eliminated by force or vio-
lence; it must be removed by peaceful means and in gradual stag-
es. The only proper method to eradicate tyranny to improving
people’s awareness and education.* Al-Kawakibi maintains that
tyranny should not be resisted with violence, which could lead to
mass killings and destruction. Thus, he warns against the revo-
lutionary approach to overthrowing tyranny. Al-Kawakibi uses
the metaphor that revolution can only cut the tree of despotism,
but it does not uproot it. He asserts that the resurgence of tyranny
is inevitable, drawing a parallel with a tree whose deep and firm
roots enhance its potency.” He stresses the role of knowledge and
consciousness in fighting the evil nature of tyranny, which is better
than a violent reactionary revolution.

Last, al-Kawakibi emphasizes the fact that there must be a
prepared political strategy before one begins to resist tyranny. If the
goals are not planned and explicit and the tactics are not precise,

48. Al-Kawakibi, The Nature of Tyranny and the Devastating Results of Oppression, 134.

49. Abu Sulayman argues that weak awareness leads to tyranny, which leads to
corruption, and that tyranny and corruption go hand in hand. See Abdul Hamid Abu
Sulayman, Ishkaliyat al-istibdad wa-al-fasad fi al-tarikh al-Islami [ The Problem of Tyranny
and Corruption in Islamic History], 2nd edition, (Virginia: International Institute of
Islamic Thought, 2012), 17.

50. Al-Kawakibi, The Nature of Tyranny and the Devastating Results of Oppression, 133.
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confusion and disputes will arise along the pathway, disrupting
the action and turning it into chaos, revenge, and disorder. Tyran-
ny cannot be removed simply by removing a tyrant ruler because
tyranny is a system, not a single person.” To do otherwise, would
be replace chronic disease with another more acute illness. So, the
purpose must be to uproot tyranny as a whole, starting from the
minds of people through pedagogy, education, and engagement in
decision-making, reaching the point where shura (consultation) is
well established in society.

Taha Abdurahman does not stop at portraying the tasayud and
the tyrants’ personalities and dispositions and how tasayud becomes
more and more lethal, with injustice and brutality without an end.
Instead, he proposes tazkiyat” (self-purification or self-discipline)
to resist the desire” for tasayud. Through to tazkiyat, man strives to
attain moral values and to spiritually please his Almighty Creator.
The goal of tazkiyat is educational, which provides development on
the collective and individual levels to overcome new challenges and
crises in human values. In other words, tazkiyat determines moral
values by enabling individuals to enact them accordingly.

Taha Abdurahman outlines the essential features of resist-
ance to tasayud, beginning with deep action that is not merely super-
ficial. This action should not be limited to affecting the individual’s
outward appearance only, but it should also affect the individual’s

51. Weismann, Abd al-Rahman al-Kawakibi: Islamic Reform and Arab Revival, 103.

52. Tazkiya is from Tasavvuf; it was part of a political discourse developed by scholars
against oppression throughout Islamic history. For instance, Abt al-Hasan al-
Mawardi, Kitab Adab al-Dunya wa-1-Din, edited by Yasin al-Sawwas. (Beirut: Dar Ibn
Kathir. 2012).

53. Ibn Nubata al-Misri says that the determined politician disciplines his desire
until it becomes entirely suppressed; consequently, he becomes a true leader. See, Ibn
Nubata al-Misri, Al-Mukhtar min Kitab Tadbir al-Duwal, [The Selection from the Book
of Governing States] edited by Salwa Qandil (Beirut: Ibn al-Azraq Center for Political
Heritage Studies, 2012) 111.

SON DONEM OSMANLI'SINDAN OSMANLI SONRASINA ENTELEKTUEL TARIH UZERINE MAKALELER, L. CILT

155



inner behavior and consciousness of individual. Second, it is a com-
prehensive action, not a partial one. It includes all of a person’s ac-
tions and is not limited to any part of them. Third, it is a transform-
ative act and not just a partial change, and the change here is for the
better - one that elevates the person to a better ethical level. Fourth,
the action should ethically enhance all people’s behavior at all lev-
els. Finally, it is a continuous action and not sporadic one.’* In addi-
tion, tazkiyat has two prominent attributes: gradual and peaceful.”
Taha Abdurahman emphasizes that the primary objective must be
self-reformation and discipline, not the elimination of tyranny or
replacement one tyrant with another. When one completes the pro-
cess of self-reformation, there will be no opportunity for tyranny to
arise; however, if one eliminates tyranny and does not reform him-
self, there is no guarantee that tyranny will be eliminated. *

Both al-Kawakibi and Taha Abdurahman believe that suc-
cessful resistance to tyranny requires that it be peaceful; other-
wise, a violent resistance to tasayud will not eliminate it. Taha Ab-
durahman explains that resistance to authority by force can take
three forms to gain power: ‘revolution,” ‘rebellion,” and ‘coup,’
which can be combined into one word: ‘turmoil.” Taha Abdurah-
man does not accept this method as appropriate for elimination of
tyranny. Of course, there is also another way come to power, which
is through ‘elections.” Nevertheless, Taha suggests resistance with
conscience, which he calls resistance with al-IZaaj (propel).”,
which is the only method to remove tasayud.

54. Abdurahman, Riih al-Din, 264-266.

55. Abdurahman, Rith al-Din, 267.

56. Issam Eido, “al-Itiraf fi al-Majal al‘Amm: Naqd I'timani li-Mafhtm Foka
‘al-I'tiraf wa-1-Sulta™ (Confession in the Public Sphere: Trusteeship Critique of
Foucault’s “Confession and Power”) in Islamic Ethics and the Trusteeship Paradigm: Taha
Abderrahmane’s Philosophy in Comparative Perspectives, 128.

57 Abdurahman, Rih al-Din, 296.
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Al-Izaaj means a change from one state to another, but this
change is only for the better. It frees the person from attachment to
worldly desires, and fosters a sense of devotion to justice and hu-
mility instilled by God.*® Taha Abdurahman shows the differenc-
es between the rebel and the revolutionary on the one hand and
the practitioner of al-Izaaj on the other hand. The rebel revolts
against the ruler, not against himself. The rebel revolts against au-
thority and does not rebel against himself. The leader overthrows
the corrupt regime and does not turn against himself. However,
the one practicing al-Izaaj focuses primarily on himself predomi-
nantly.” Al-Izaaj brings out the good in man, returning him to the
sound human nature he was born with. Therefore, for Taha Ab-
durahman, al-IzZaqj is more capable of eliminating the injustice of
tyranny. Because al-Izaaj comes from inner moral behavior, using
justice and mercy to build society.*

To conclude, al-Kawakibi and Taha Abdurahman emphasized
the significance of eradicating tyranny; both consented to some prin-
ciples, such as peaceful and ethical means, starting from the self, and
the focus must be on removing tyranny as a system, not just the ty-
rant ruler(s). Nevertheless, both did not mention essential principles
in this regard, such as getting rid of tyranny should not be through
any intervention of external states or that at the individual and col-
lective levels, there must be awareness of risk of ‘the tendency to tyr-
anny,” which means the impossibility for an individual to accept the
idea of living under tyranny in his mind even as an imagination.®

58. Adil Et-Tahir, “al-Mumarasa al-Siyasiyya al-Diyaniyya: al-Naqd al-Tazkawi wa-l-
Badil al-I'timani” (Religious Political Practice: Spiritual Critique and the Trusteeship
Alternative), n Islamic Ethics and the Trusteeship Paradigm: Taha Abderrahmane’s Philosophy
in Comparative Perspectives, 147.

59. Abdurahman, Rih al-Din, 296-297.

60. Abdurahman, Riih al-Din, 302-303.

61. Zatari, al-Istibdad [Tyranny], 178.
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CONCLUSION

Political order and stability depend on moral clarity and an ethical
system that organizes society’s political, social, and economic re-
lationships. Nevertheless, political tyranny in all forms and types
creates injustice and confusion and corrupts human conscious-
ness. Thus, elimination of tyranny contributes to stability and
political order, and rulers can last longer and avoid collapse. This
is the reason why Ibn Khaldan aptly states that ‘injustice ruins
civilization.” This paper sheds light on the concepts of istibdad
and tasayud, which refer to tyranny and domination in the Arabic
literature, while examining their ethical implications on society.
The two leading Muslim theorists, al-Kawakibi and Taha Abdu-
rahman, are taken as scholarly references for this work.

As ethics play a significant role in society, this paper showed
how, under istibdad and tasayud, moral clarity in society disappears
at both the individual and collective levels, leading to the blurring
of the lines between good from evil. Consequently, the mixed mean-
ings of moral and immoral qualities are turned upside down. Al-Ka-
wakibi proposes a politically oriented solution to eliminate istibdad
in society. However, Taha Abdurahman focuses more on the psy-
chological and philosophical aspects of the individual, emphasizing
the role of purification of the self from the love of power and posses-
sive desires as well as tasayud. Finally, this paper demonstrates how
Muslim thinkers consider the subject of tyranny and proposes solu-
tions to reject tyrannical governments and rulers. This article aims
to illustrate that the pursuit of freedom and liberty is not limited to
Western thinkers, as some Orientalists might assume.

62. Abdurahman Ibn Khaldtn, Al-Muqaddimah. Edited by ‘Ali ‘Abd al-Wahid Waff. vol.
3. (Cairo: Nahdat Misr, 1981),741.
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