
188 
 

  
_______________________________________________ 
 

International Journal of Islamic Studies 
Vol. 1, No. 2, 2025 
 
DOI: Filled by Journal Manager 
 

From Caliphate To Nation-State: Evolution Of Islamic 
Political Authority 
 
Khoiriyah 1, Muhammad Alfi Syahrin 2, Heri Rifhan Halili3, Babussalam4 
1InstitutAhmad Dahlan, Probolinggo, Indonesia, Riyaahmad89@gmail.com 
2InstitutAhmad Dahlan, Probolinggo, Indonesia, alvinalsyahrin@gmail.com  
3InstitutAhmad Dahlan, Probolinggo, Indonesia, rifhanhalili@gmail.com 
4InstitutAhmad Dahlan, Probolinggo, Indonesia, babus.salam00@gmail.com 
 

ARTICLE INFO 

  
ABSTRACT 

 

 

Article History 
Received, 2025-07-15 
Revised, 2025-08-18 
Accepted, 2025-12-12 

 This article examines the evolution of Islamic political authority 
from the caliphal ideal to the modern nation-state. The study 
argues that the transformation was not a simple decline from 
religious unity to secular fragmentation, but a layered shift in 
legitimacy, territory, law, citizenship, and institutional capacity. 
The caliphate historically functioned as a symbol of universal 
Muslim unity, yet practical authority was often mediated by 
dynastic rule, scholarly jurisprudence, imperial administration, 
and local political arrangements. The rise of colonial borders, 
constitutionalism, international law, and bureaucratic statehood 
reshaped Islamic authority into territorial forms governed by 
citizenship and public institutions. Using a qualitative 
conceptual-historical method, the article synthesizes recent 
scholarship on political authority, Islamic governance, state 
legitimacy, constitutionalism, and post-Ottoman political 
imagination. The findings show four patterns: the symbolic 
persistence of the caliphate, the territorial consolidation of the 
nation-state, the constitutional translation of Islamic norms, and 
the pluralization of religious-political authority. The discussion 
demonstrates that contemporary Islamic governance should not 
be reduced to restoring a single caliphal structure; rather, it 
requires ethical reconstruction within nation-state realities 
through justice, consultation, public welfare, accountability, 
and protection of citizenship. The article contributes a 
conceptual model for studying post-caliphal authority and 
offers implications for Islamic political thought, public policy, 
and future empirical research in Muslim-majority societies. 
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INTRODUCTION  
The question of Islamic political authority remains one of the most contested 
issues in contemporary Islamic studies. The caliphate is often remembered as 
a symbol of unity, legal continuity, and moral leadership, while the nation-
state is frequently associated with territorial borders, citizenship, bureaucracy, 
and constitutional law. This contrast, however, is too simple. Historically, 
Islamic authority was never exercised through a single institutional form. It 
moved across prophetic leadership, caliphal succession, dynastic sovereignty, 
sultanic power, scholarly jurisprudence, imperial administration, colonial 
restructuring, and postcolonial state formation. Therefore, the movement from 
caliphate to nation-state should be understood as an evolution of authority 
rather than as a linear rupture. 
The modern debate became sharper after the abolition of the Ottoman 
caliphate in 1924. The disappearance of the last widely recognized caliphal 
institution created a symbolic vacuum in Muslim political imagination. Some 
movements interpreted the vacuum as evidence that Muslim unity required 
institutional restoration, while others argued that Islamic principles could be 
translated into constitutional citizenship, democratic participation, public 
ethics, and state accountability. Recent scholarship on religion and politics 
shows that modern authority is shaped not only by theology but also by 
administrative capacity, public trust, political legitimacy, and legal-
institutional design (Ansell et al., 2021; Christensen & Laegreid, 2020; Moon, 
2020). This insight is important because Islamic authority cannot be evaluated 
only by its religious vocabulary; it must also be evaluated through its capacity 
to protect welfare, justice, and human dignity. 
Recent studies indicate that the transformation of Islamic authority must be 
read through constitutionalism, sovereignty, religious authority, citizenship, 
and public legitimacy. Abdullah and Rahman (2022), Ahmed (2021), and Fadel 
(2022) examine the constitutional translation of Islamic norms, while Al-Ahsan 
(2023), Aydin (2021), and Yilmaz and Albayrak (2021) discuss the relationship 
between the ummah, caliphal memory, and Muslim political identity. Bano 
(2022), Mandaville (2022), and Mavelli and Wilson (2021) show that religious 
authority is increasingly plural and transnational, whereas Cesari (2021), 
Driessen (2021), Hefner (2021), Hasyim (2023), Hosen (2022), Moustafa (2023), 
and Buehler (2021) emphasize the continuing role of courts, constitutions, 
citizenship, and legal pluralism. Research on Islamism and state 
transformation also demonstrates that Muslim political authority is shaped by 
parties, military institutions, public religion, democratic contestation, and 
post-Islamist adaptation (Al-Rashid, 2021; Bayat, 2021; Esen & Gumuscu, 2021; 
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Grewal, 2021; Gumuscu, 2023; Hamid, 2022). 
The problem addressed in this article is the conceptual gap between classical 
caliphal language and modern state realities. A purely nostalgic reading of the 
caliphate overlooks historical diversity, while a purely secular reading of the 
nation-state ignores the continuing moral force of Islamic norms in public life. 
The challenge is to explain how Islamic political authority transformed, what 
elements were retained, what elements were reconfigured, and how Islamic 
governance can remain normatively meaningful under nation-state conditions. 
This article therefore asks: How did Islamic political authority evolve from the 
caliphal paradigm to the nation-state? What institutional dimensions define 
this transformation? How can Islamic political thought respond constructively 
to the post-caliphal condition? 
The novelty of this study lies in its conceptual-historical synthesis. Instead of 
treating caliphate and nation-state as mutually exclusive categories, the article 
maps the transition through five analytical dimensions: legitimacy, 
territoriality, law, citizenship, and institutional capacity. The argument 
developed is that the caliphate persists today less as a practical governing 
apparatus than as a moral-symbolic reference, while the nation-state has 
become the dominant arena in which Islamic norms are interpreted, contested, 
and institutionalized. This requires a reconstruction of Islamic governance that 
joins historical consciousness with constitutional responsibility. 
 
METHODS 
This study used a qualitative conceptual-historical research design. The design is 
appropriate because the article aims to reconstruct a theoretical understanding 
of Islamic political authority rather than to measure causal relationships 
statistically. Conceptual-historical research examines concepts across time, 
identifies shifts in meaning, and develops an interpretive framework that 
explains continuity and change. In this article, the key concepts are caliphate, 
sovereignty, authority, nation-state, citizenship, constitutionalism, and Islamic 
governance. 
The data consisted of secondary scholarly sources published predominantly 
during the last five years, supported by selected theoretical works on 
governance, state capacity, public legitimacy, and Islamic political thought. 
Sources were selected through three criteria: direct relevance to Islamic political 
authority, caliphate, nation-state, constitutionalism, or governance; contribution 
to conceptual clarification; and availability of DOI for journal-based sources. The 
review deliberately used references different from the previous maqasid-
governance draft so that the present article develops an independent scholarly 
foundation. 
The research procedure involved four stages. First, the study identified the 
central problem: the transition from universal caliphal symbolism to territorial 
nation-state authority. Second, the literature was classified into thematic clusters: 
historical transformation, sovereignty and state capacity, constitutional 
translation of Islamic norms, citizenship and pluralism, and contemporary 
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governance accountability. Third, each cluster was analyzed through interpretive 
coding to identify recurring concepts, tensions, and institutional patterns. Fourth, 
the findings were synthesized into a conceptual model and visual framework. 
This procedure follows the logic of rigorous conceptual research by making the 
unit of analysis, selection criteria, and analytical steps explicit. 
The analytical technique was hermeneutic-comparative synthesis. Hermeneutic 
analysis was used to interpret the meaning of Islamic political authority across 
historical and contemporary contexts, while comparative synthesis was used to 
contrast the caliphal-imperial pattern with the nation-state pattern. 
Trustworthiness was maintained through source triangulation, theoretical 
triangulation, and transparency of analytical categories. Source triangulation 
compared Islamic studies, political science, public administration, and 
constitutional theory. Theoretical triangulation compared legitimacy theory, 
governance theory, and Islamic normative concepts such as shura, justice, 
amanah, and maslahah. The study is limited by its conceptual nature; therefore, 
the framework requires future empirical testing in specific Muslim-majority 
countries. 
 
RESULT AND DISCUSSION 
Result 
The analysis produced four core findings. First, the caliphate historically 
represented more than an administrative institution; it functioned as a symbolic 
claim to unity, continuity, and guardianship of the Muslim community. 
Nevertheless, political practice often distributed authority among caliphs, 
sultans, jurists, judges, local rulers, and administrators. This means that classical 
Islamic authority was already plural, even when expressed through the language 
of unity. Second, the nation-state transformed authority by grounding rule in 
territory, citizenship, constitutions, and bureaucratic administration. Third, 
Islamic norms did not disappear in the nation-state; they were translated into 
constitutional provisions, public policy debates, religious institutions, family 
law, Islamic finance, and moral claims about justice. Fourth, contemporary 
Islamic political authority is marked by pluralization, meaning that authority is 
shared and contested among states, scholars, parties, civil society, courts, and 
transnational publics. 
Table 1 
Dimensions of Transformation from Caliphate to Nation-State 

Dimension Caliphal-
imperial pattern 

Nation-state 
pattern 

Contemporary 
implication 

Legitimacy Universal 
succession, unity 
of ummah, 
guardianship of 
religion 

Territorial 
sovereignty, 
constitution, 
electoral or 
bureaucratic 
legitimacy 

Islamic legitimacy 
must be 
translated into 
public 
accountability 
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Territory Flexible imperial 
frontiers and 
layered 
jurisdictions 

Fixed borders 
recognized by 
international law 

Ummah 
consciousness 
coexists with 
citizenship and 
national law 

Law Plural juristic 
schools and 
judicial discretion 

Codified statutes, 
courts and 
administrative 
law 

Shariah norms 
require 
constitutional and 
policy mediation 

Membership Communal 
belonging and 
religious identity 

Citizenship, 
rights and duties 
within the state 

Minority rights 
and equal 
citizenship 
become central 
tests 

Authority actors Caliph, sultan, 
ulama, judges, 
local rulers 

State, parliament, 
courts, ministries, 
councils, civil 
society 

Authority 
becomes 
institutionally 
plural and 
publicly 
contestable 

Note. The table is an analytical synthesis developed by the author from the 
reviewed literature. 
Table 1 summarizes the major dimensions of transformation. The table shows 
that the evolution from caliphate to nation-state involved a change in the 
grammar of authority: from universal succession to territorial sovereignty, from 
communal belonging to citizenship, from juristic plurality to codified law, and 
from symbolic unity to institutional accountability. This does not mean that 
Islamic authority lost its significance. Rather, its location shifted from a single 
imagined center to multiple institutional arenas. 

 
Figure 1 
Historical sequence of authority transformation from caliphate to nation-state. Note. 
Author's conceptual visualization. 
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Figure 2 
Analytical model of Islamic political authority transformation. Note. Author's 
conceptual visualization. 

 
Figure 3 
Comparative features of caliphal-imperial and nation-state authority patterns. Note. 
Author's conceptual visualization. 
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Figure 4 
Post-caliphal Islamic governance cycle. Note. Author's conceptual visualization. 
Figure 1 presents the historical sequence of transformation. The figure should be 
read as a conceptual timeline rather than a complete chronology. It emphasizes 
that the nation-state did not emerge in a vacuum but through successive 
transformations of leadership, empire, colonial restructuring, and constitutional 
statehood. Figure 2 then presents the analytical model used in this article, 
showing how classical caliphate, imperial authority, post-Ottoman rupture, and 
nation-state authority interact in shaping contemporary Islamic political thought. 
Figure 3 compares the caliphal-imperial pattern and the nation-state pattern. The 
caliphal pattern is stronger in universal symbolic claim, while the nation-state 
pattern is stronger in territorial sovereignty, citizenship, legal codification, and 
bureaucratic capacity. Figure 4 proposes a post-caliphal governance cycle in 
which historical legitimacy is translated into constitutional norms, tested through 
public accountability, expanded through citizenship and pluralism, and 
evaluated through public welfare. 
 
Discussion 

The first finding, namely the symbolic persistence of the caliphate, is consistent 
with studies showing that political institutions often survive as moral 
imaginaries even after their formal abolition. Laurence (2021) explains that the 
defeat or disappearance of universal religious institutions can leave unresolved 
questions of legitimacy. In the Islamic case, the caliphate continues to operate as 
a symbol of unity and normative memory. However, the evidence also challenges 
romanticized interpretations that assume the caliphate was a single, uniform, and 



195 
 

continuously effective institution. Historical authority was mediated by 
dynasties, jurists, local rulers, military elites, and administrative systems. This 
supports the argument of Kuru (2020) that Muslim political history cannot be 
reduced to one model of religion-state relations. 
The second finding concerns the territorial consolidation of the nation-state. 
Modern statehood reorganizes authority through borders, citizenship, 
administrative law, and public bureaucracy. Governance scholars argue that 
state capacity and legitimacy are crucial in responding to complex public 
problems (Capano et al., 2020; Christensen & Laegreid, 2020). This is relevant to 
Islamic political authority because moral claims without institutional capacity 
cannot generate justice or public welfare. The nation-state may be a modern form, 
but it has become the practical arena in which Islamic values are implemented, 
negotiated, or contested. Therefore, Islamic political thought must take the state 
seriously as a site of ethical responsibility rather than only as a colonial 
inheritance. 
The third finding is the constitutional translation of Islamic norms. In many 
Muslim-majority societies, Islamic references appear in constitutions, legislation, 
courts, education, finance, and public ethics. This translation is complex because 
Islamic norms must interact with citizenship rights, legal equality, pluralism, and 
international obligations. Studies on governance and public accountability 
indicate that legitimacy depends not merely on normative claims but also on 
transparency, participation, and fairness (Moon, 2020; Torfing et al., 2020). This 
supports the idea that Islamic authority in the nation-state should be measured 
by justice, consultation, protection of rights, and social benefit rather than by 
symbolic labeling alone. 
The fourth finding is the pluralization of religious-political authority. 
Contemporary Muslims encounter authority through official religious councils, 
courts, universities, political parties, digital scholars, civil society organizations, 
and transnational networks. This plurality can enrich public reasoning but can 
also produce fragmentation. Research on collaborative and robust governance 
shows that complex societies require negotiation among multiple actors rather 
than monopolistic command (Ansell et al., 2021; Emerson & Nabatchi, 2021). In 
Islamic terms, this strengthens the relevance of shura as deliberative consultation 
and amanah as public responsibility. Thus, post-caliphal Islamic governance 
should not seek to eliminate plurality; it should order plurality through justice, 
accountability, and institutional ethics. 
The theoretical implication is that the caliphate and nation-state should not be 
treated as a binary opposition. The caliphate represents a moral-historical 
vocabulary of unity, while the nation-state represents the contemporary 
institutional field of governance. The practical implication is that Muslim 
societies need constitutional and administrative mechanisms that translate 
Islamic values into public goods: fair law, accountable leadership, inclusive 
citizenship, protection of minorities, social welfare, and ethical public finance. 
The limitation of this study is that it remains conceptual. Future research should 
test the proposed model through comparative case studies in countries with 
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different constitutional arrangements, such as Indonesia, Malaysia, Turkey, 
Tunisia, Morocco, and Gulf states. 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
This article concludes that Islamic political authority evolved from the caliphal 
ideal to the nation-state through a complex process of symbolic continuity and 
institutional transformation. The caliphate remains important as a memory of 
unity and moral leadership, but it no longer functions as the dominant 
institutional form of Muslim political life. The nation-state has become the 
primary arena where Islamic norms are interpreted, legalized, contested, and 
evaluated. Therefore, contemporary Islamic governance should not be framed 
merely as restoration of a premodern institution, but as ethical reconstruction 
within constitutional and territorial realities. The most important contribution of 
this study is the proposition that post-caliphal Islamic authority must combine 
historical legitimacy with citizenship, public accountability, legal fairness, and 
welfare-oriented governance. Future empirical research should examine how 
this framework operates in concrete political systems and how different Muslim 
societies negotiate the relationship between Islamic norms and modern state 
institutions. 
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