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Of Leaders and Leadership1 

Amin Abdul Aziz2 

Muslims are increasingly being exposed to different ideas of how a society should be governed; 
shaping their perceptions of what leaders and leadership entail. With the continuously rising 
speed of the internet, info-communications have become more expansive and imaginative, 
contributing much to the Muslims’ overall ideational sophistication, and accordingly, raising their 
socio-economic expectations. It has brought home a renewed debate over what type of 
leadership can meet those rising expectations. Democracy’s promise of elective freedom, 
impelled by the people’s sovereign right to decide their own socio-political destiny, is bold and 
alluring. But the testimony of recent history reveals that much of the democratic promise is not 
as appealing as advertised. The desire for a leadership more responsive to the people’s 
expectations and aspirations remain unmet. Part of the problem is the ambiguous meaning of 
‘leadership’. While ‘leaders’ can be identified as the people occupying, in relation to others, an 
elevated authority, the notion of ‘leadership’ remains elusive since it is suggestive of a qualitative 
evaluation of the relationship between ‘leaders’ and those below their position, that is the 
‘followers’. This question, and its like, is also surrounded by a growing religiosity among many 
Muslims. While democracy, or perhaps more accurately, ‘the right to self-determination’ is widely 
aspired, Sharī’ah-based opinions are also increasingly participating in the ‘leadership’ debate. If 
the right to self-determination is indeed the basis of an ideal leadership, then surely the opinions 
of the Islamically-conscious must also be included. 

This discussion addresses three critical components in this debate. First, is the concept of 
‘leader’. Second, is the concept of ‘follower’. Third, is the concept of ‘leadership’, which as just 
mentioned is the relational quality between leaders and their followers. As for the concept of 
leader, the primary Qur’ānic verse of reference is: ﴾ Obey Allah and obey the Messenger, and 
those in authority amongst you ﴿.3 Here, the Arabic term for ‘leader’ is noticeably unmentioned, 
but instead, and in typical Qur’ānic style, the verse implies ﴾ those in authority ﴿ as leaders, 
evinced by the injunction ‘obey’. If authority is understood as “…the power or right to give orders, 
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make decisions, and enforce obedience”,1 then whosoever possesses such power or right can 
be considered as occupying an elevated socio-organisational position, that of leader. The 
Qur’ānic view of ‘leader’, according to this verse, thus transcends the political to include all 
persons of authority on every level. Indeed, Abdullah ibn Omar said: I heard the Messenger of 
Allahملسو هيلع هللا ىلص say: 

Every one of you is a custodian, and is accountable for his congregation. The Imām 
is a custodian of his people and is accountable for his congregation. A man is a 
custodian of his family, and is accountable for them. A woman is a custodian of her 
husband's house and children, and is accountable for them. A slave is a custodian 
of his master's property, and is accountable for it. All of you are custodians, and all 
of you are accountable for their congregation. 

This ḥadīth illustrates the multi-level Qur’ānic concept of authority, from the Imām at the apex of 
the Muslim socio-religious community, to the husband as the head of the family, to his wife as 
the head of the household, who together form the basic social unit, and finally, to the slave.2 
These four levels of authority are, of course, only examples of the possible multi-level 
permutations of a socio-organisation. But perhaps more importantly, the ḥadīth reveals a further 
feature in the relational dynamics between a leader and follower: ‘leaders’ are leaders due to their 
burden of accountability ( ) as custodians (  لوؤسم  as the people responsible for taking care ;(  (عار
of, and protecting, their congregation ( ة+عر   ).3 A leader’s location on the socio-organisational 
hierarchy is therefore determined by their level of responsibility and corresponding accountability, 
and not merely in terms of socio-political ‘importance’ or prestige. Thus, ﴾ those in authority 
amongst you ﴿, or ‘leaders’, can be understood as those who carry the burden of accountability 
within a certain socio-organisational association, delineated by the phrase ﴾ amongst you ﴿; and 
where duty to the said leaders is prerequisite upon their obedience to Allah and the Messengerملسو هيلع هللا ىلص 
as insisted upon by the blanket Qur’ānic injunction, ﴾ obey Allah and obey the Messenger ﴿. A 
critical contention derived from the above ḥadīth is that the leaders’ obedience to Allah and the 
Messengerملسو هيلع هللا ىلص is not specific, though not necessarily impartial, to their individual piety.  

Rather, obedience is subject to how they, as leaders, fulfil their responsibilities towards their 
followers on their respective socio-organisational levels. The Imām is accountable for his people, 
the husband for his family, the wife for her children and the family’s property, while at the same 
time each and every individual is ultimately accountable to Allah. The leaders’ obedience to Allah 
and the Messengerملسو هيلع هللا ىلص is therefore resolved in terms of their effort towards achieving the 
objectives, or Maqāṣid, of the Sharī’ah for their followers; calibrated by the principal Qur’anic 
values of compassion, equity, and justice. A Qur’ānic society, epitomised by the Prophetic 
Madinian Polity, seeks to achieve the Maqāṣid, which are essentially the Divine prescriptions for 
meeting intrinsic human needs. People are inherently inclined to preserve and promote their 
beliefs (M1), their life (M2), their intellect (M3), their progeny (M4), and their economic well-being 
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(M5): these are the general themes categorising the followers’ sets of expectations. To what 
extent then has the leaders, at all levels, managed to realise the people’s aspirations for which 
they are accounted for? This question is most palpable in democratic societies, where politicians 
jostle to represent ‘the will of the people’. Political campaigns and debates revolve, in varying 
degrees, around five main issues: religion (its freedom or otherwise), life (peace and security, law 
and order, health, environment), education (schools and higher learning), society (family and 
children), and the economy (businesses and jobs). These intrinsic themes underpin the relational 
dynamics between leaders (who are required to be compassionate, equitable, and just) and the 
followers (who are required to obey). 

How does Islam then define ‘leadership’? The above ḥadīth provides a vital clue by referring to 
the Islamic community’s political leader as ‘Imām’, when the leader of the congregational prayer 
is also called an ‘imām’. Indeed, the dual facets of Imām-ship – the socio-political as well as the 
devotional – were both embodied by the Prophetملسو هيلع هللا ىلص. And following the Prophetic Sunnah, the 
Rightly-Guided Caliphs also led the Islamic community both socio-politically and devotionally 
(congregational prayer).1 The Rightly-Guided Caliphs’ persistence on integrating the socio-
political and congregational prayer leader roles pivots the ‘imām’ position as the common 
conceptual denominator; revealing, ‘leadership’ first and foremost, as the spiritual quality forged 
between leaders (imām) and followers (ma’mūm). Then proceeding from these dual facets of 
imām-ship, Islamic notions of ‘leaders’, ‘followers’ and ‘leadership’ can be postulated by drawing 
parallels between the congregational prayers and socio-political organisation (like, states, 
ministries, corporations etc.). But whatever the parallels identified, fundamental to an Islamic 
understanding of ‘leadership’ is the spiritual role both imāms share. ‘Secular’ leadership may well 
lead the Muslim community to success in the dunyā, but risks failure in the ākhirah. As Allah says, 
﴾ And among the people is [he] who says, "Our Lord, give us [of] this world [only]", and he will 
have in the Hereafter no share ﴿. True success, however, lies with those, ﴾ …who says, "Our 
Lord, give us in this world [what is] good and in the Hereafter [what is] good, and protect us from 
the punishment of the Fire ﴿.  

Guided by the above verse therefore, the Islamic leaders’ true task is to strive for the people’s 
success both in the dunyā and in the ākhirah by leading them along, what al-Fārābī calls, the 
‘path of happiness’ (aṭ-ṭarīq as-sa’ādah). To operationalise this connection, the jurisprudence of 
the ṣalāh provides guiding parameters. First, are the pre-conditions (  of ṣalāh, which must (  طو"!
be maintained throughout; failing which would invalidate the individual congregant’s prayer. 
Among the pre-conditions of ṣalāh, for example, are physical and ritual purity, and the entire 
congregation must face the same direction, that is the qiblah. Translated into socio-organisational 
terms, the Muslim community, organisations, the state, must all orient towards the same policy 
‘qiblah’, or strategic objectives, that are the Maqāṣid. The congregants standing in straight rows 
suggests the organisational discipline attaining the Maqāṣid requires. The front row is the best, 
earned by those who come the earliest – demanding commitment, effort, and sacrifice of time. 
The Prophetملسو هيلع هللا ىلص placed great emphasis on forming a single unified direction by ensuring the 
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congregational rows were straight and each person stand close to each other, shoulder to 
shoulder and foot to foot. Disparities in the congregants’ chests along the rows, heملسو هيلع هللا ىلص warned, 
cause disparities in Muslim hearts, creating dissension and disunity, while the gaps between each 
person the shaytān exploits to distract Muslims from their purpose. Only when the rows are 
straightened and gaps narrowed can the congregational prayers begin, and where the 
obligations (  of ṣalāh, consisting of the intention, the recitations, and the movements, can (  ضورف
be performed.  

Making the intention (  for the sake of Allah is critical for living an Islamic way of life, for it can (  ة(ن
transform even mundane everyday activities into acts of worship, creating a consistent 
connection to the Divine (murāqabah). The congregation’s organisational symmetry is then 
reinforced by everyone reciting by heart the same Qur’ānic verses (surah al-Fātihah) and other 
praises; advocating the need for the entire Muslim community to share common socio-political 
narratives. Policies and strategies require socialisation and repeated explanations; cascaded to 
all societal levels so that everybody can perform the various socio-organisational functions and 
processes in consonance with the Imām. Meanwhile, each prayer movement bring the followers 
closer and closer to the Divine until culminating in the sujūd; so reminiscent of socio-
organisational endeavours towards achieving the state’s strategic objectives, (M1 to M5). At the 
pinnacle, a servant is closest to his Lord, glorifying Him through a mass spiritual experience, 
resulting on the socio-organisational plane, in a society conducive for the worship of Allah. Finally, 
the non-obligatory sunnah (  of the ṣalāh are the supplementary devotional actions that polish (  ةنُس
the ṣalāh. They are the little things, though not obligated, can make a big difference. Each prayer 
movement, for example, is punctuated by the glorification, ‘Allahu Akbar’; a profound realisation 
exalting the Lord the Greatest for all success is due to Him, and reminding Muslims from 
succumbing to the twin curses of success: pride and arrogance, and engendering socio-
organisational compassion, equity, and justice. 

This thought paper is, of course, only an entrée to a more elaborate discussion; expanding 
considerably when the congregational ṣalāh conceptual model is scrutinised further, thus 
elucidating Islamic notions of ‘leaders and leadership’ in more detail. What are the socio-
organisational parallels that can be drawn from the other pre-conditions of ṣalāh, such as the 
time-specific five daily prayers? The weekly Friday congregational ṣalāh? And the bi-annual 
congregational Eid ṣalāh? Or its sunnah, such as the imām’s recitation of the al-Fātihah aloud, 
or in silence, during certain prayer times, or the ma’mūm calling out “aameen” after the imām 
recites the al-Fātihah and the emphasis that it should be cried out in unison. Or the prohibition 
upon the ma’mūm to proceed ahead of the imām? What about actions invalidating the ṣalāh? 
Nor has the subtleties of the ṣalāh been paralleled; empyreal qualities like khushū’ or ‘presence 
of heart and mind’, and an imām’s exquisitely enchanting recitation. More fundamental, who 
qualifies to be imām? What has been mentioned here are only some of the more apparent socio-
organisational parallels. But most intriguing about the congregational ṣalāh ‘leader and 
leadership’ model, the followers are all self-governing; advancing with the simplest of prompts: 
Allahu Akbar. Hopefully, scholars in ‘leadership’, management and its administration, and other 
experts in the field of socio-organisation – public and corporate – can recognise other parallels 
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with the congregational ṣalāh model within their work, and uncover yet-to-be revealed 
possibilities that can enrich our understanding of ‘leaders and leadership’. 


